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      ‘Sweet night, sleep tight
Let the moon shine on all the broken things that you find’

      
      PERRY KEYES
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      PRIORS

      
      Bumper Farrell’s great-grandfather Patrick Farrell was transported to Australia from Ireland in 1837 for stealing a pig. Born
         in 1798 in County Meath, he sailed on the Royal Admiral out of Dublin. The log of the voyage shows that Patrick’s shipmates had, variously, stolen livestock, handkerchiefs, blankets,
         clothes and spoons. They had picked fights and pockets. Unlike most of them, Patrick could write and read, and he was a skilled
         wheelwright, which would stand him in good stead in his new land.
      

      
      In Sydney, Patrick, who became a free man after 18 months, fell in love with Honora ‘Norah’ Nowlan, born 1816, from Strokestown
         in County Roscommon. She had arrived in Australia at 20 as an assisted immigrant, a girl from the poorhouse consigned to work
         as a housemaid. They married in 1847 in Sydney. Their son Francis was born three years later and in 1883 he wed Catherine
         Connolly at, in a sign that the Farrells had achieved respectability in the colony, St Mary’s Cathedral, the great Catholic
         sandstone edifice in the heart of Sydney. In 1888, Francis and Catherine had a son, Francis Reginald, known as Reg, who married Margaret Theresa ‘Meg’ Wynne in 1913.
      

      
      Reg Farrell was a tall and taciturn broom-maker, jeweller and railway labourer. Meg Wynne, born to her everlasting chagrin
         in Scotland, albeit to parents of Irish origin, affected a thick Irish brogue that grew more impenetrable the longer she was
         in Australia. She passed herself off as Irish all her life. She even insisted that she had been born on St Patrick’s Day,
         though her birth certificate betrayed that she had actually been born on April Fool’s Day. Meg was 24 when she emigrated to
         Australia on the SS Orsova, listed as a domestic servant. Travelling steerage class and vomiting all the way, she would tell her grandchildren that,
         because of onboard class divisions, not once on the voyage was she permitted to sit at a table to eat. In Sydney, she found
         employment as an ironing woman at the Arnott’s biscuit factory at North Strathfield, west of Sydney, where, she would attest,
         she was so sad and lonely and missed home so terribly that her tears were all she needed to dampen the clothes on her ironing
         board. The newlyweds set about starting their own family.
      

      
      When Reg and Meg’s second child, Francis Michael Farrell, arrived kicking and flailing into the world, on 16 September 1916,
         he was named after St Francis of Assisi, but Francis was quickly shortened to Frankie and then to Frank. World War I was raging.
         That year in the battles in France of Fromelles, in which 22,826 Australians died, and Pozières, which claimed as many as
         4,000 diggers, any notions, propagated by governments, recruitment officers and composers of sheet music, that war was a glorious
         adventure, were savagely dispelled.
      

      
      It was their realisation of the probability that death awaited them when they were despatched to Europe and the Middle East that, on 14 February 1916, sent 5,000 light horsemen and other infantrymen headquartered near Liverpool in the south-west
         of Sydney on a drinking spree. Defying police orders, they marched from Liverpool to the city, drinking pubs dry along the
         way. When the drunken soldiers tried to hijack a train, one was shot dead. In Sydney they wreaked havoc, helping themselves
         to pubs’ cellars, breaking department store windows, overturning cars and carts, assaulting civilians and falling down insensible
         on the streets. Oddly enough, their drunken rampage influenced the adult life of the squalling baby in St Margaret’s Hospital
         in the inner-Sydney suburb of Surry Hills. The soldiers’ revelry was a motivating factor in the NSW government introducing
         6 p.m. closing in hotels. As a dedicated policeman, Frank Farrell was expected to enforce the rule, which he did with zeal,
         and as a dedicated drinker he flouted it just as determinedly.
      

      
      Frank was one of three siblings. He was younger than Kathleen, or Kate, who came into the world in 1914, and older than Reginald,
         born in 1918. He had dark hair like his father, while his brother Reg (who, while his parents always called him Reggie, would
         be generally known as Bluey) and Kate inherited their mother’s carroty frizz.
      

      
      Meg Farrell had just three children at a time when it was not unusual for a Catholic couple to have 10 or more. It’s Farrell
         family lore that after Meg gave birth to Reg she fell to her knees and prayed to Our Lady that she would never fall pregnant
         again, and just to make sure, she moved to the second bedroom.
      

      
      A small bungalow behind the police station in Telopea Street in the tough working-class suburb of Redfern was Frank’s first
         home and in 1919 when he was three the family moved a few kilometres south-west to the then mainly rural suburb of Marrickville, although in the 1920s factories began sprouting on the cow and sheep meadows and the suburb’s population burgeoned,
         many of the workers being immigrants from England, Scotland, Ireland, China, the Netherlands and Germany.
      

      
      Frank Farrell is far from being Marrickville’s only famous resident. Other notables who lived there include Eliza Emily Donnithorn
         (supposedly the model for Miss Havisham in Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations); Henry Lawson’s mother Louisa who lived in Renwick Street, just two streets back from the Farrells; Mary Gilmore; swimmers
         Annette Kellerman, Fanny Durack and Kevin Berry; and boxing champion Jeff Fenech, AKA the ‘Marrickville Mauler’, of whom Frank
         was a fan in his later years.
      

      
      The Farrells’ home at 70 Premier Street on the corner of McGowan Avenue, up the steep hill from Tempe Station and the tram
         line to Earlwood, was a solid Federation-style red tile roofed brick-on-sandstone bungalow with single chimney, fronted by
         a bricked-in veranda and a yard bounded by a neat picket fence. It had no hot running water or electricity. Lighting was by
         gas. The house was one of the few in the suburb with an inside toilet. There was no kitchen sink, just two concrete laundry
         tubs in which Meg, and later Kate, prepared meals and washed up afterwards. There was an ancient green Early Kooka stove in
         the kitchen and water was boiled in a copper. The coal man called once a week with coke for the fire in the lounge room and
         the ice man brought blocks of ice for the ice chest. The ice chest also held milk and bread, which was borne by the milk and
         the baker every day, and perhaps a rabbit, delivered to the door by the rabbitoh who skinned it and cut it to Meg’s specifications.
         Kitchen staples were available at the general store around the corner in Mansion Street. Meg coated the front doorstep of the home in Black-It so it gleamed a welcome to visitors.
         Young Frank and Reg shared a bedroom at the end of the main hall, on the right.
      

      
      For a time the boys’ paternal grandfather moved in with the family at Premier Street. A carpenter, he spent his days on the
         veranda making furniture while smoking an ancient pipe stuffed with Vice-Regal tobacco. The old man died while he was living
         there and, after Meg dressed him in his Sunday best, he lay in state, stiff and white, on a lounge in the living room for
         three days until he was buried.
      

      
      The house was next door but one from a dairy and private residence that a few years later became the Ferncourt Public School,
         where Meg worked as the cleaner until in her 70s. Ferncourt school supplied the energetic and feisty young Frank and Bluey
         with a number of friends and foes.
      

      
      A photograph taken in 1925 when Frank was nine shows the Farrell family posing by the house. Reg and Meg sit in stiff-backed
         chairs. She wears a scoop-neck, long-sleeved woollen top and her thick red hair is pulled back into a tight bun. Reg’s hair
         is greased back above an angular face with large ears. He wears a wing collar, striped tie, and a three-piece suit with a
         heavy watch chain. Between her parents at the rear is Kate in a pleated school tunic and blouse with tie. Her hair is pulled
         back and she wears a fringe. Sitting cross-legged on the lawn are Bluey and Frank. Both boys wear jumpers, shorts and have
         bare feet. Bluey is wearing two school caps. Perhaps he has taken Frank’s for the older boy is bare-headed. Frank holds a
         rugby league ball. While Bluey grins, Frank glares at the photographer as if to say, ‘Get a move on! I’ve got a game to play!’
      

      
      
      Bluey and Kate, a willowy and spirited girl with an innate sense of style that, in later years, guaranteed that heads turned
         her way when she entered a room, physically resembled their father. Kate did, however, inherit her mother’s temper and sharp
         tongue. Frank, with his strong facial features and volatility, was a chip off the maternal block.
      

      
      Meg knew her waist-length hair was one of her best features and all her life combed olive or castor oil through it to keep
         it thick and lustrous. She was also justifiably proud of her apple pie made with suet pastry with sugar sprinkled on top and
         thick chunks of apple within.
      

      
      The Farrell boys and neighbourhood kid Bill Brennan were mates, even though the Farrells were educated at Ferncourt school
         and then at Marist Brothers High School Kogarah, and Brennan went to a public school. (No matter how little money was coming
         into the home, Reg and Meg always found enough to pay for the children’s education at Catholic schools.) Said Brennan, today
         a still-sprightly 92, ‘When Frank and Bluey and I were young, the Depression was on. None of us had shoes till we were in
         our teens. Most of our fathers were on the dole, but not Reg Farrell, who had full-and part-time work on the railways. We
         boys played in the street with other kids from around Premier Street. One of our dads made a wicket, three stumps sticking
         up out of a block of wood, and we put it out in the middle of the road. There wouldn’t be two cars come through there all
         day.
      

      
      ‘We walked to Ramsgate Baths or down to Tempe Station and caught the train, for some reason I’ve long forgotten, to Austinmer
         on the way to Wollongong. [For reasons nobody in his family can explain, Frank would keep returning to Austinmer for the rest
         of his life. When he took his family for a Sunday drive, it was invariably to the south coast seaside town.] We swam all day and then came home. Frank looked after me because he was
         two years older and two years when you’re kids is a big difference. He was very good to me. He stuck up for me when I got
         picked on. In turn, I rushed in throwing punches when he got into fights. Not that he needed any help, and not that I was much help.’
      

      
      Brennan maintained that Frank acquired his nickname, ‘Bumper’, when he was about 10. ‘They extended the tram line along Homer
         Street from Earlwood to the old Arncliffe terminus and it was a big deal in our world. The council spent a lot of money making
         the street look nice to accommodate the trams, and that included installing white concrete gutters. Frank and I used to walk
         along the street and in the gutters would be discarded cigarette butts, or bumpers. Those new gutters were so clean Frank
         thought it was safe to pick up the bumpers and smoke the tobacco in them. He had a little packet of Zig-Zag cigarette papers,
         and he broke open the bumpers and emptied the tobacco from three or four into the paper, rolled it up, licked it and lit it.
         He smoked like a chimney. He tried to make me join him, but I wouldn’t. I’d tried it once and it made me sick and I’ve never
         had another cigarette. Bumper’s dad smoked. Old Reg sat at the table at dinner, eating with one hand and smoking with the
         other, nicotine up to his elbows! When Bumper got older and was allowed to smoke at home he did exactly the same.’
      

      
      ‘Bump and me would go swimming down the river,’ recalled Bluey Farrell towards the end of his life. ‘We’d make a canoe out
         of old corrugated iron, paddle along and it was always sinking. We’d have to drag it back to the river bank and patch the
         holes in the damn thing.’
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      STREET CORNER KIDS

      
      Fighting was just something kids did on the rambunctious streets of Marrickville. Bumper, wiry, strong and quick, was a well-regarded
         neighbourhood knuckler. It was in those hard-scrabble Marrickville days of his youth when he came to equate a person’s worth
         with their ability to handle themselves. In later years, his first question to a new recruit at the Newtown Rugby League Club
         or at Darlinghurst Police Station was usually, ‘Can you fight?’
      

      
      ‘We used to go to the picture show in Addison Road, cost you a zac,’ said Bluey Farrell. ‘There was a big, tough lump of a
         fella, about two years older than us, went there. His name was Bill Sherry. He had a reputation as a fighter … used to
         pick on fellas, some of our mates. We got to hear about it. Heard how he was a good fighter. Bumper said, “I’ ll test him out, I’ ll see how bloody good he is.” Bumper went up to him. Sherry was much bigger. Bumper bumped into him on purpose. Sherry swung
         around and said, “I’ll kill you, you little runt.” Bumper just got stuck into him. He punched the shit out of him, gave him
         a real belting. My brother was one of the best street fighters I ever saw. Frightened of nothing. He’d fight a bloody wall. He was
         a wild bugger … but a good fella.’
      

      
      To understand Bumper Farrell is to appreciate his fierce territorialism. He defended and protected what was precious to him.
         In life, sport and as a policeman he broke the rules without a care or thought. The end, if it was an end Bumper believed
         to be worth achieving, always justified the means. Beneficiaries, throughout his life, of his loyal and ruthless guardianship were his family, his religion
         and its representatives, his friends, his pets, the Newtown rugby league team, fellow policemen, the weak and the poor, and
         the ordinary people of Kings Cross and Darlinghurst be they shopkeepers, residents, informers, prostitutes, gamblers or illegal
         hot dog sellers. If he believed that they were under threat then the marauder became an enemy, and one of three or four credos
         that Bumper lived by was: Retaliate first.
      

      
      Bumper as a lad was never happier than when in a scrape, punching and wrestling with his opponent, rolling in the dirt, prizing
         his grazes and shiners as badges of honour. He had no fear of taking on superior numbers, or of being punched, or getting
         hurt. In fact, that was part of the fun. ‘Gees, the kids used to fight,’ said Brennan. ‘One day in the grounds of the Ferncourt
         school Bumper was locked in mortal combat with two young toughs named Eddie Mutt and Ernie Albertson. They were both onto
         him, one rushing in and whacking him from behind while he was occupied with the other. Still, he had the better of things.
         I thought, “I’m going to be in on this,” and jumped on Ernie’s back …’
      

      
      One day, Reg Farrell was walking up the steep hill from Tempe Station carrying his Gladstone bag and when he reached the top, near his home, he saw Bumper and Bluey having a rock fight with some other kids. Reg demanded to know what his sons
         were doing. Bluey said, ‘We’re having a fight with these Protestant boys.’ Said Reg, ‘That’s good.’
      

      
      Bumper at age 11 had stringy dark-brown hair, a straight blade of a nose, arched eyebrows and stick-out ears, bright blue
         eyes and, even then, hands like anvils. He worked afternoons riding shotgun on a fruit and vegetables truck. The greengrocer,
         whose name was Ambrose, drove his rusty old Model T Ford, its tray piled high with produce, all over the neighbourhood making
         home deliveries. Bumper guarded the truck while Ambrose was inside houses doing business with customers, for it was common
         in those poor and hungry times for rascals to shadow the truck and try to plunder its contents. Bumper, even though still
         a boy, thwarted many a raid.
      

      
      Afternoons, he and Bluey often arrived at 70 Premier Street after their trek home from school laden with milk and fruit they
         had stolen from the orchards and dairies through which they took shortcuts. In the Depression, the devout Reg Farrell had
         no problem when his sons overlooked the Eighth Commandment, and he helped himself to his sons’ booty of oranges, apples and
         pears. Not so Meg, who boxed the boys’ ears and made them return their purloined produce to the owners. Occasionally the brothers
         did as instructed; more often they splattered the fruit against factory walls. Once they commandeered a horse-drawn cart with
         metal containers of milk on the tray. Bumper sat in the driver’s seat and took the reins, just as he had seen his cowboy movie
         heroes do, but in spite of his best Tom Mix impersonation, the horse galloped off down the hill. Bumper, Bluey and several
         containers of milk flew off the cart and onto the road.
      

      
      
      According to Brennan, the only local kid who ever wore shoes on the streets of Marrickville was Bruce Ainsworth, whose parents
         ran a menswear shop on Burwood Road and got them free. He insists his own feet never knew shoes until he was 12 and at high
         school. ‘There must have been about 30 of us in our mob and none of us wore shoes. We played football and cricket unshod …’ Bumper, of course, wore black clodhoppers to school at Kogarah Marist Brothers, because they were part of the rigidly
         enforced uniform, but on arriving home from school he kicked them off and went barefoot like his state school mates. As a
         man, he did the same: arrived home from the police station, shucked off his heavy black leather boots and padded around in
         his bare feet. Even when he played in police rugby league competitions, he rarely bothered with boots, despite being in the
         front row where feet thrashed wildly. Usually he was okay. Opponents knew better than to rile Bumper by stamping on his unprotected
         feet.
      

      
      Bill Brennan, as Bumper’s best mate, was always welcome at the Farrell home, and came and went as if he was one of the family.
         He feared Meg Farrell. ‘She was a red-headed Irish [sic] lady and if you did something wrong, she delivered a fearsome wallop.
         I was showing Bumper a magic trick that involved an empty jug which I tipped upside down and then right way up and a coin
         would miraculously appear inside. I was sure the jug was empty, but when I upended it, milk spilled out all over the kitchen
         table. Mrs Farrell let out a yell and belted me hard on the ear.’
      

      
      As working-class Catholics, Reg and Meg Farrell joined the Labour Electoral League, an antecedent of today’s Labor Party whose
         members believed in free education for all, a voluntary defence force, an eight-hour working day, the passing of a Workshop and Factories Act to abolish sweat shops, and ‘any measure
         which will secure for the wage-earner fair and equitable return for his or her labour’. The League’s foe was the conservative
         United Australia Party (UAP), which in 1931 replaced the Nationalist Party of Australia and then in 1944 became the Liberal
         Party. Members of the Labour Electoral League and the UAP, and their children and supporters, clashed. Often a ruckus started
         when, in the early evening, the UAP set up under a street lamp and bellowed their beliefs up and down the road. The Labour
         Electoral Leaguers would gather under a lamp across the road and heckle everything the UAP folk said. When words proved inadequate
         to impart their feelings, rocks and vegetables were thrown and fisticuffs were resorted to.
      

      
      Reg Farrell was ‘a lovely old man who talked politics with my father’, said Bill Brennan. ‘The local Labour League leader
         was Frank Connors, who stood on a soapbox under a streetlight and harangued the UAP followers. Reg and Frank and my father
         and I would be in the group around him. Everyone was yelling at everyone else. Someone would say, “Shut up, or you’ll cop
         a smack in the mouth.” Which would be the cue for someone else to reply, “Oh yeah?” or “Reckon you could, do ya?” and it’d
         be on for young and old. Reg Farrell was always in the middle. He was a quiet bloke, tall and thin, but when Reg got agitated
         he had a loud voice.’
      

      
      Reg in years to come would be a foundation member of the famously obstreperous Warren Branch of the Labor Party, and campaign
         and electoral manager for federal member (and Newtown rugby league team stalwart) Fred Daly. The Warren Branch was full of
         blue-collar Catholics, including the future premier of NSW, J. J. ‘Joe’ Cahill. Many of their branch meetings were held on the Farrells’ front veranda after 10 o’clock
         Sunday mass. Marilyn Howe, Bluey’s daughter, classifies the Farrells as ‘right-wing conservative Labor Party members. They
         were about a fair go for the workers. This was the Depression and they knew the value of having a job.’
      

      
      •

      
      The Farrell family attended St Brigid’s Catholic Church in Marrickville Road where the brothers were altar boys. At home,
         they all prayed, kneeling beside their bed, morning and night. Rosary beads littered the house and Meg sprinkled holy water
         and sang hymns. She also trilled the old Irish songs beloved of emigrants – ‘Danny Boy’, ‘Carrickfergus’, ‘Too-Ra-Loo-Ra-Loo-Rah’,
         ‘Rose of Tralee’, ‘Galway Bay’ – songs to make singer and audience sob into their Guinness. The love of those songs she passed
         on to Bumper, who sang them and other Irish ditties enthusiastically, if not especially tunefully, all his days.
      

      
      Bumper and Bluey’s battle with the local Protestant children notwithstanding, the family had many friends not of the Catholic
         faith, but what they did not tolerate was people of other religions hectoring them about their beliefs. A group spruiking
         Seventh Day Adventism in Premier Street learned this one day in the mid-1920s. Bill Brennan was there. ‘To reach the Farrells’
         front door you came through the wire gate off Premier Street, walked along a path and climbed six steps up to the front veranda.
         Bumper and I and some other kids were playing cricket in the street. We saw some well-dressed men and women open the gate,
         march up the path, climb the steps and knock on Bumper’s door. They were carrying a gramophone, one of those you crank up with a lever and the music comes out of a horn, and a stand.’
         Meg Farrell answered their knock, her face thunderous. The kids crowded closer, sensing that something exciting was about
         to happen. One suited man told Mrs Farrell that surely this was her lucky day because he intended to play her a record. Bumper’s
         mother’s eyes narrowed further, but she motioned for him to proceed. He ceremoniously placed the gramophone on the stand and
         turned the handle, which caused a voice to blare out of the gramophone declaring that Seventh Day Adventism was the one true
         religion and Catholicism was a disgrace borne of Satan that was leading the world to ruin. The speaker didn’t get to finish
         his spiel. Meg picked up the gramophone and pitched it as hard and as high as she could over the picket fence and out onto
         the road, where it smashed into pieces. The stand followed the gramophone. She then chased the Seventh Day Adventists, cursing
         at the top of her voice and throwing haymakers, off her property. Said Brennan, ‘They skedaddled down the street and around
         into Carrington Road.’
      

      
      When Meg was angry with Bluey and Bumper she beat them with a strap. Or tried to. She would retrieve the strap from the back
         shed and make for the boys, who ducked under her long skirts, becoming so entangled in her dress that she could not find them,
         let alone hit them. It was a race to duck under her skirts first. Red-faced and fuming, her hair a blazing tangle, she would
         whirl around and around, trying to lay the strap on the boys but hitting herself until finally, exhausted, she gave up and
         Reg and Bumper raced to safety.
      

      
      Nor was her physicality confined to her children and Seventh Day Adventists. Meg Farrell screamed like a banshee at her husband and lashed out with her boots and fists at him if he displeased her. Such a condition could be induced by him returning
         from the butcher shop bearing chops with too much fat or from the greengrocer’s shop with potatoes with spots. She would make
         Reg return them and trade them for better quality produce. In spite of all that, Reg loved his wife dearly, and his only response
         to her attacks would be a resigned ‘Yes, Meg … Yes, Meg.’
      

      
      Congeniality was a trait that both Bumper and Bluey took from their father. As an adult, Bumper was infamous for trying to
         persuade friends to come in for a chat and ‘a little drink’ that turned out to be anything but. When Bumper was a boy, Reg
         was forever inviting people to drop in for a meal and a talk, a smoke and a beer. Bill Brennan was a frequent recipient of
         Reg’s hospitality. ‘Old Reg was always hustling me inside the house, but Mrs Farrell didn’t have to think too long before
         she found a reason to give me a whack. She was a terror.’
      

      
      The brothers also shared their father’s disdain for material possessions. ‘Family, religion, a good time and a bit of drama
         to keep the juices flowing … that’s all that ever mattered to them,’ said Marilyn Howe. ‘They never gave a hoot about
         money or keeping up appearances …’
      

      
      Compassion, too, abounded in the Farrell household and this was another trait of the grown Bumper, if he thought the recipient worthy. In the Depression, Meg and Reg sent the children to neighbours’ homes bearing gifts of vegetables
         from their garden and eggs from their chook pen. The favour would be returned. (As a policeman, Bumper gave food and small
         sums of his own money to the poor of Darlinghurst and Kings Cross and sometimes neglected to charge petty crooks so long as they agreed to work for a charity. Woe betide the offender who reneged on their promise.) This strong sense of community
         was imbued in Bumper during the Depression.
      

      
      Other qualities passed from father to son were a love of smoking and consuming large quantities of Reschs DA, and a prodigious
         ability to walk long distances. In his 80s, Reg would walk from Marrickville to Bumper’s home in Leichhardt, a distance of
         10 kilometres, so Bumper’s wife Phyllis could give him a haircut, and then he would rise from the makeshift barber’s chair,
         shake the cuttings onto the floor, say thanks, light a cigarette and trudge home again. Before he was 10, Bumper routinely
         walked to school at Bexley or from the Marrickville tram sheds to the shores of Botany Bay and back to Premier Street.
      

      
      Bumper, Bluey and Brenno, along with Arthur Loughlin from Renwick Street, who would become one of the great friends of Bumper’s
         life, Stan Lambert, Billy Blackwall and Wally and Jackie Neal played together in school holidays. Sixpence would buy them
         tram fare both ways to the swimming baths in the neighbouring suburbs, admission, and a pie and a lemonade once they were
         inside. Sometimes they walked the five miles to the baths and bought two pies.
      

      
      On rainy Saturdays, the friends went to the local Union Deluxe picture show on Illawarra Road. Bumper’s early teenage years
         coincided with the period when silent films were being shouted out by the new-fangled talkies. Accepting that a red-blooded
         kid like Bumper would prefer an action flick over a romantic or comedy movie any day of the week, it’s likely that he was
         a ringleader of the kids who gathered in the cheap stalls to cheer on the heroes and boo the black-hats in such films as The Virginian, Captain Blood, Tarzan the Ape Man and barrack for Cagney and Robinson in the gangster classics The Public Enemy and Little Caesar. He saw the young John Wayne in the many westerns he churned out in the early 1930s, hokey and skid-row-budget, yes, but
         no less exciting for that if you’re a front-row kid. Their titles left young Bumper and his mates in no doubt about what they’d
         be in for: Arizona, Range Feud, Texas Cyclone, Ride Him Cowboy, The Lawless Frontier, Riders of Destiny and the portentous, in Bumper’s case, Two-Fisted Law. These movies instilled in Bumper a lifelong love of action films. John Wayne – no surprises here – became his favourite
         star. Both would age into big, gruff, craggy men’s men who followed a code for living they’d cobbled together themselves and
         were more comfortable making a point with their fists than with words. The difference was, Duke was only ever play-acting
         while Bumper was for real.
      

      
      ‘I saw a lot of flicks with Bumper,’ recalled Bill Brennan. ‘He came to our house and whistled at the door and I’d try to
         convince my father to give me a shilling for admission and a bag of lollies. Usually I broke him down but it wasn’t easy for
         Dad, who was out of work. Because Reg Farrell had a job on the railways they were a bit better off than us. Before the Depression
         my father had a good job and we had enough money but the Depression put him out of work for two years and eventually we were
         evicted from our house and we had to leave Marrickville. Dad was so far behind on the mortgage payment that the bank came
         along and erected a big “For Sale” sign out the front. Dad came home on his bicycle from looking for a job and saw the sign
         and pulled it down, but next day the bank put it up again. They sold the house out from under us. Dad complained to the local
         policeman, Mr Harding, that what the bank was doing was unfair, but Mr Harding simply said, “Sorry Bill, there’s no use arguing the point with them, you’ve got to go.”’
      

      
      The daily routine for the Farrell kids was set in stone: wake to the crow of the neighbourhood roosters and the panting of
         the steam trains at Tempe Station at the bottom of the hill; prayers said on knees beside the bed; then a breakfast of porridge,
         tea and toast; watch the planes taking off and landing at Mascot Airport to the north-east, and then to school; in the ‘arvo’
         barefoot rugby league, hockey or cricket in the street until it began to grow dark and Meg Farrell stood on the veranda and
         called in the children for a dinner of Irish stew or chops or rabbit or, occasionally, chicken, for it was still a luxury,
         and home-grown potatoes mashed or boiled, peas or beans or chokos which, in those days, grew abundantly on vines strung along
         most suburban backyard fences. Dessert was less spartan: Meg was a gifted and enthusiastic maker of ice-cream, custard and
         pastries. Dinner over, it was time for homework, then a serial on the wireless or a book, prayers, lights out. Reg and Meg
         then would sit and talk and laugh, drink a little – him beer, her Scotch whisky – late into the Marrickville night.
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      YOUNG AND WILLING

      
      As Bumper entered his teen years, his wiry frame began to fill out. Contemporaries remember him seemingly growing bigger before
         their eyes. His legs were thin and bandy, but all his physical activity at school and in the streets and parks of Marrickville
         made him immensely strong. He became heavy in his shoulders and through his torso and he built up his arms and neck. He stacked
         on the muscle and at 13 and 14 his size forced him to play against older boys of 16 and 17 because rugby league was played
         in weight divisions then. He played street footy and cricket wearing three jumpers so he could sweat off the weight and compete
         against boys in his own year. Bumper excelled at whatever sport he tried, although brother Bluey was the superior cricketer.
      

      
      Bumper lived for sport, whether it was swimming and surfing, cricket, boxing, wrestling, hockey or his great passion, rugby
         league. His devotion to the code was enhanced at school. Rugby league was the second religion at Kogarah Marist Brothers,
         where many fine players learned the skills and ferocities of this sport in which, basically, the big and powerful men engage in a form of trench warfare with opponents to create spaces for fast
         and deceptive ball runners to score tries. Not for Bumper the fancy dancing of wingers and centres and fullbacks; he was,
         physically and psychologically, born to play in the toughest and most confrontational position of all, front-row forward,
         his mission to batter and dominate his opposite number to win ball and field position for his team.
      

      
      Even as a lad, Bumper was known for his fiery play and ferocious need to control the scrums and rucks, the areas where the
         forwards intimidate and rattle each other’s bones, and to go to lengths, fair or, if need be, foul, to subdue anyone who challenged
         him. From his first games with Marist Brothers he was considered one of the most formidable players in the competition. He
         won blazers and trophies for being the best – if not always the fairest – player in his team. He made the Catholic school
         representative sides, which also contained a strapping centre from St Patrick’s, Church Hill, named Frank Hyde, whose path
         would cross Bumper’s in years to come.
      

      
      The motto of Marist Brothers Kogarah is Finis coronat opus (The end crowns the work) and paraphrases the words of St Paul, ‘I ran the good race … I fought the good fight.’ (It
         is not a far cry from Bumper’s own belief that the end justified most means, so perhaps he was listening in school … ) Its list of students who distinguished themselves in later life is lengthy. There is Gallipoli
         survivor and future cardinal of Sydney Sir Norman Gilroy, who attended the school on the day it opened in February 1909. Legal
         luminaries Paul Conlon and Justice Robert Austin attended. Old boys include NSW opposition leader Peter Collins; federal minister,
         senator and now lobbyist and pundit Graham ‘Whatever It Takes’ Richardson; and federal minister for health Jim Carlton; actor John Hargreaves; cricketers Ray
         Lindwall, Warren Saunders and Kerry O’Keeffe; golfer Noel Ratcliffe; swimmer Bob Windle; and rugby league players George Carstairs,
         Herb and Jack Gilbert, Peter Armstrong, Robert Stone, Jason Stevens and Frank Farrell.
      

      
      Packed away in the archives of Marist Brothers Kogarah is a black and white photograph of the ‘3rd Grade Premiers, 1929’.
         In it there are three rows of 12-year-old boys, and in the middle of the second row is Bumper, broad-shouldered and arms crossed,
         a sharp-featured fellow with prominent ears and nose, slicked back hair and narrowed eyes contributing to his truculent expression.
         You can’t see them in the shot, but he would have been wearing the heavy black leather football boots his father bought with
         the winnings from a horse that romped in at Randwick. Also in the photo are Herb and Jack Gilbert, who would play first grade
         for St George. One of the wonderful idiosyncrasies of rugby league is that players reserve the hardest tackles for opponents
         they like and respect, and in years to come both Gilberts had titanic stoushes with their old friend Bumper whenever Newtown
         played St George. In the back row, second from the right, is the team’s halfback, diminutive Eddie Kelly, the future Edward
         Kelly, Auxiliary Bishop of Sydney and Bishop of Toowoomba, who would deliver the requiem mass at Bumper’s funeral 57 years
         later.
      

      
      Accompanying the photo is the inscription: ‘Rugby league has always been an integral part of the school.’ The photo shows
         the winning team from 1929, the year the Great Depression started. They were from the 6 stone 7 pound weight division. They
         would have been year 7 or 8 students. The colours were red and white. The footballer in the middle row third from the left is “Bumper” Farrell. He went on to represent both New South
         Wales and Australia. He was known as a tough forward who gave no quarter nor expected any in return. Later he became a police
         inspector whose theory of policing was the same as his football philosophy.’
      

      
      In 1986, Bishop Kelly remembered his old mate. ‘He was long and rangy in our Under 13 rugby league team. I always found him
         very friendly and ready to help anyone. Off the field he was quiet enough. On the field he played it the way the Brothers
         taught us – hard … With him in the front row I was happy to throw the ball into the scrum.’ With Bumper taking his part,
         little Eddie Kelly was left unscathed by the opposition to weave his magic on the field. Smaller men in Bumper’s teams of
         the future enjoyed the same liberty.
      

      
      Bumper relished everything about rugby league: its skills and techniques, physicality and brutality, and the necessity in
         every match of testing yourself against your opponents. He knew its history, how the code was established when it broke away
         from amateur rugby union in England in 1895 and in Australia in 1908, and became professional so working-class players injured
         while playing could be compensated for earnings lost at the mine or factory.
      

      
      And, especially, Bumper knew the history of his local team, the Newtown Bluebags. How the footballers of the area, the vast
         majority of whom could not afford to miss work, embraced the new code and Newtown, which retained the royal blue jersey of
         the old rugby union team but coloured in the early years with blue sugar bag dye, became a foundation Sydney rugby league
         club, along with Glebe, South Sydney, Eastern Suburbs, Cumberland, North Sydney and Western Suburbs. Newtown and its neighbouring suburbs such as Marrickville, St Peters, Earlwood,
         Sydenham and Tempe, were rich in footy talent – including in those early years Viv and Bill Farnsworth, Paddy McCue, Charles
         ‘Boxer’ Russell and Jack Barnett – and the people of the district came in number to see the local champions play.
      

      
      On weekends Bumper and Bluey and their friends were regulars in the crowd at Newtown matches. Bumper was at daggers drawn
         with the St George fans at school, for Marist Brothers was located in the heart of Saints territory and so Newtown vs St George
         games were fiercely contested local derbies. Monday mornings after a Bluebags–Saints game saw the match replayed by the boys
         in the playground, with Bumper ripping and tearing like his heroes.
      

      
      The other grand occasions that Bumper, his father and brother rarely failed to witness were the four-yearly rugby league Test
         matches between Australia and Great Britain at the Sydney Cricket Ground. Unlike in recent times, from 1908 to 1970 the Englishmen
         ruled the international roost, losing only a couple of series in all those years. A tour by the Lions was a highlight of the
         Australian sporting calendar. Feverish anticipation would build from the start of the season. Then, when the British arrived
         and perhaps stumbled in a warm-up match against Toowoomba or Wide Bay, there’d be hopes that at last Australia had their measure.
         Traditionally the game on the weekend before the First Test would pit the tourists against the NSW team and Great Britain
         would field a second-string side intent on leaving the Australians bruised and with depleted confidence for the big games
         ahead; brawls invariably erupted and players were sent off, or a promising local youngster with premature wraps upon him would be made to look like a world-beater and so played into the Test team where he would be exposed with unhappy consequences
         for him and for Australia.
      

      
      At 3 p.m. on Test match Saturday, in front of a capacity crowd at the Cricket Ground, the home team would prance onto the
         field to a deafening roar and stand ramrod straight waiting for their opponents to enter the cauldron. And waiting … and
         waiting. Finally, after a seeming eternity, the Lions would leave their dressing room and slow walk onto the field, and every Australian fan’s – and player’s – heart would chill.
      

      
      Young Bumper sat in the crowd at Test matches scoffing peanuts and hot dogs, sipping vegetable soup in a thermos filled by
         his mother, entranced by those thunderous contests, his disappointment at the final score assuaged by dreams of one day winning
         a green and gold jersey himself and getting square.
      

      
      Bumper’s exalted sporting status at school did not save him from canings by the Brothers. His most frequent transgressions
         were disrupting class, fighting in the playground and smoking behind the dunny. He took his whacks, up to six cuts with a
         bamboo rod wielded with tremendous force by a Brother, then, unfazed, continued with his mischief. Neither pain nor shame
         scared him.
      

      
      Bumper had left primary school with an Honours Certificate in English, mathematics, science, history and geography in ‘the
         Diocesan Examinations held in the month of November 1928’, the certificate signed by the Archbishop of Sydney Michael Kelly.
         In high school, however, when candidates for dux of the year were bandied about by the Brothers, Bumper’s name did not enter
         calculations. He was an average student, far happier on the sports field than in the examination room. So, after sitting for his Intermediate at age 15, he left school to go to work and earn some money for himself and his family.
      

      
      He took on a boilermaker’s apprenticeship at Garden Island Naval Dockyard on Sydney Harbour, hefting steel plate and sections
         and helping build the mighty boilers that were installed in Australia’s warships at the island before it was connected by
         a causeway to the mainland in the 1940s. Years later he would joke, ‘Every bloody ship I helped build, the Japs sunk. I was
         the kiss of death.’
      

      
      Each morning he travelled by launch to the island. At day’s end, after perhaps a quick fish from the dock, he caught the boat
         and then the train home to Tempe Station and walked up the hill to 70 Premier Street. Boilermaking was a job, and he and his
         family were grateful for the pay, but his heart was not in it. What made life tolerable was weekends and playing for Marrickville
         Rugby League Football Club in the local junior competition which fed its best players when they came of age to the Newtown
         Bluebags.
      

      
      Aged 16 in April 1933, Bumper was selected for C grade, every week playing against older men and holding his own. The selectors
         were so impressed by his tearaway, fearless forward play that he made B grade the following year and relished dishing out
         heavy treatment to opponents who singled him out for his youth. In the B grade team photo – the side was runner-up that year
         – 17-year-old Bumper stands proudly, arms crossed as ever, in the middle of the top row of three tiers of team mates. His
         features by now have been coarsened by his weekly batterings. His ears, nose and eyebrows have thickened. The boy of a year
         before had become a man. When his voice broke it sprung from his barrel chest as a gravelly rumble and he peppered his speech with the profanities mundane and inventive he’d picked up from the hard-heads at Garden Island or the senior players. From
         his late teens on, Bumper, whether because of his gnarled ears and nose, his scarred eyebrows or his severe short back and
         sides haircut, always looked a decade older than he was.
      

      
      After a final year with Marrickville, when he was picked to play for Newtown’s President’s Cup representative team, in 1936
         Bumper was called up to play third and second grade with Newtown. In the Bluebags lower grades he did what he had done at
         Marist Brothers Kogarah and Marrickville, which was declare the scrums and the centre of the paddock his private kingdom and
         dominate them. These were men in their 20s and 30s, and he was literally butting heads with the toughest, wiliest and most
         talented forwards in Sydney. Bumper knew only one way to play, and that was hard, relentlessly and without mercy.
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      INTO THE FORCE

      
      On completing his boilermaking apprenticeship, Bumper sought a job that would provide more thrills than welding metal and inhaling
         iron filings at Garden Island. He applied to the fire brigade but was rejected without explanation. Perhaps his chain-smoking
         and the little mounds of smoking ash that flew from his cigarette and burned holes in his clothes counted against him.
      

      
      In December 1937, aged 21, Bumper arrived at the police recruitment office in Surry Hills saying he wanted to join. Unlike
         the fire brigade, they seemed keen enough to have him. He passed an aptitude test, and easily met the stipulations of being
         at least 37 inches around the chest and weighing a minimum 11 stone 2 pounds (he tipped the scales at exactly 12 stone then).
         There was just one problem. Standing 5 feet 9½ inches he fell half an inch short of the police height requirement.
      

      
      Years later Bumper confided to his daughter Maureen Elsegood that his father took him to a gymnasium in Darlinghurst and they
         put him on a rack contraption with weights that stretched his legs and upper body an extra half an inch by lengthening the muscles and bones. After two weeks on the rack and daily
         stretching as soon as he got out of bed in the morning he was a policeman.
      

      
      When Bumper’s neighbour and childhood friend Bill Brennan heard the police car, an old Morris, labouring up the Premier Street
         hill and stopping at Bumper’s house each morning to collect the new cadet, he and his friends would yell, ‘Look out, the coppers
         are coming!’
      

      
      In 1938, the year Bumper joined the NSW Police Force, the country celebrated 150 years of European settlement. Australians
         were abuzz about the appeasement policies of the Chamberlain government in Britain as Hitler mobilised and greedily eyed Poland
         and Czechoslovakia, and admired how the rebel MP Winston Churchill and his small band of followers had the gumption to defy
         the Nazis. Europe plunging into war wasn’t the only disaster preoccupying Sydneysiders. On 6 February, a hot summer Sunday,
         three freakishly big waves rose from a flat sea to sweep 300 swimmers at Bondi out to sea; five drowned on the day that has
         become known as Black Sunday. And exactly one week later 19 died when the Rodney, the ferry on which they were farewelling the US warship USS Louisville in Sydney Harbour, capsized and sank.
      

      
      Bumper’s first assignment as a cadet, beginning on 5 January 1938, was to serve a four-month stint with the police force’s
         border patrol, based at Cobram, where the single-lane Barooga Bridge spans the Murray River on the NSW–Victoria border, stopping
         Victorians suspected of carrying the poliomyelitis that was then sweeping the state from entering NSW. His home was a gypsy-style
         corrugated iron caravan with big metal wheels in the bush on the banks of the Murray. ‘My bloody job,’ Bumper told friends many years later, ‘was to stand on the bridge and
         stop the cars coming into New South Wales. I’d tell the driver and passengers to wind down their windows and stick my head
         in and if I reckoned anyone in the car looked a bit crook I made the driver turn around and go back where he came from. I
         don’t know how many healthy people I sent back. I had no medical training. How would I know who had polio and who didn’t?
         I was ordered to use my discretion.’
      

      
      There are photographs of Bumper taken while on this mission. In them, he is ruggedly handsome, resembling, at a pinch, a young
         Robert Mitchum. In one shot he wears only a pair of black swimming trunks and, standing alongside some decidedly weedy physical
         specimens, he seems an Adonis with his abnormally thick neck, muscular arms and torso, and flat stomach. In another he guards
         the bridge waiting for the arrival of another carload of hapless Victorians to send packing. In a third photo he is stripped
         to a pair of baggy shorts, standing on the bow of a rowboat on the Murray River. His expression asserts, ‘I’m in charge here!’
      

      
      In May, Bumper was recalled to Sydney to do labouring work until his official police appointment came through. He continued
         to play second grade for the Bluebags on weekends. On being made a probationary constable on 5 September 1938, designated
         Service No. 1918, and assigned to Darlinghurst Police Station, District No. 3, he was given his papers and his uniform, which
         he took home and paraded in it proudly for the family.
      

      
      Bumper’s base was Darlinghurst Police Station in Forbes Street, an ornate Victorian building with a circular pointed roof
         like the turret of a medieval castle. At ground level were cells and the dock where arrested people were charged. It was a wooden dock with a 7-foot ruler attached and prisoners stood alongside it to be photographed so their height could be recorded.
         You went into the door and turned right and there was a big counter where the desk sergeant sat, and a doorway leading to
         cells. There were separate cells for women and men. There was a padded cell for prisoners considered likely to harm themselves.
         Up the stairs were the detectives’ offices. Later, when he was in charge, Bumper’s office was at the end of the upstairs corridor,
         on the left. There was a room where the police ate, a bathroom, toilet and lockers.
      

      
      Darlinghurst Police Station had jurisdiction over Darlinghurst, Kings Cross, Woolloomooloo, East Sydney, Moore Park, Paddington,
         Rushcutters Bay and Edgecliff. ‘It can be a pretty rough area and a cop has to be a tough, resilient sort of man to deal with
         all comers,’ said Merv Beck, who was officer in charge of No. 3 Division after Bumper. ‘Darlo has a special character about
         it and for that reason it has the biggest police strength of any station in New South Wales. People come from all over to
         visit the Cross. Assault and robberies are always on, male and female prostitutes are about, and opportunists looking for
         a quick buck. There’s always a big missing persons inquiry there. It’s a heavy area for persons wanted in warrant. Acts of
         violence are many and it’s a flourishing area for wrongdoers of all types. The drunkenness rate was high – more than a hundred
         arrested a night. They had to be removed from the streets to stop them being assaulted and robbed. A policeman has to be a
         strong personality to stand up to it at Darlinghurst and succeed.’
      

      
      Bumper completed a series of physical tests before a panel of police inspectors on 15 October 1938, and repeated the tests
         on the 12th of the following month. In the period between the tests, he was expected to train to improve his performance. The results, which were entered in his official police record,
         were: both times he ran the 100 yards in 11.25 seconds; he improved his time for running the mile by 12 seconds, completing
         the first test in five minutes and 12 seconds and the second in exactly five minutes; he high-jumped 4 feet 4 inches in October
         and 4 feet 3 inches in November; he improved his broad jump result mightily from 17 feet 11 inches to 18 feet 8 inches; and
         he put the shot 26 feet 10 on his second attempt, significantly bettering the 24 feet 6 he managed first time around.
      

      
      There was great excitement among the more physical of the young police officers in December when it was announced that there
         would be a championship at Leichhardt Stadium for novice wrestlers weighing less than 12 stone 7 pounds. Bumper and his friend,
         an athletic young officer named Bill Harris, who would become a renowned detective in his own right, both entered. ‘Bumper
         could wrestle and [Olympic wrestler and rugby league international] Jim Armstrong told me he loved grappling with him because
         while he lacked finesse he was very strong and kept going and never gave up,’ said Harris, still fit and active today at 94.
         ‘He also had a very short fuse, and how I know that, he and I both won our heats and were drawn to wrestle each other in the
         semi. I was very fit and while not as strong as Bumper I was quick and he was having trouble catching me to apply a hold.
         I kept wriggling out of his grasp. All was going well, when suddenly he became frustrated with me and did his block. His face
         grew dark and scowling. He was no longer my happy-go-lucky mate. He caught me with the quickest and most powerful forearm
         jolt to the face you can imagine. It knocked me down and out. He was disqualified. In a blink, he was his old self, picking me up and dusting me down and telling me how sorry he was. It was that vicious snap-temper that made him such a handful
         in a street fight. He’d just go bang!’
      

      
      Often in 1938, when he was cycling to his job as a fitter and turner, Bumper’s Marrickville henchman Bill Brennan, then 20,
         used to see him directing traffic on point duty at busy Darlinghurst and Kings Cross intersections. ‘I’d dismount and say,
         “Hello, old mate,” and his face would light up and he’d shout above the traffic, “How are you going, Brenno?” and without
         missing a beat as he waved the cars and trucks this way and that he’d talk to me about the footy and the old days when we
         were kids.’
      

      
      Poet Kenneth Slessor wrote of ‘the curious, haunting, exciting, brassy flavour of the Cross, a mixture of Montmartre, Chelsea,
         Greenwich Village, Port Said and Reno’. Bumper quickly came to know his stamping ground – the streets of the Cross and all
         the lanes that slithered in between. He knew where the brothels were, the gambling dens, the SP bookies, the sly groggeries
         and the cafes that sold cocaine, the pubs that hosted bare knuckle fights on a Saturday afternoon, the alleys where muggers
         lurked.
      

      
      He knew all the sights and sounds: the new Minerva Theatre which, with its domes and lights, resembled a temple from Fritz
         Lang’s futuristic film Metropolis; the Mayfair and the Top Hat eatery/nightclubs; the rough Mansions and Piccadilly Hotels; the Gryphon gargoyle perched high
         on a building near where the five roads converged at the top of the Cross; the fire station; the big red, round neon clock
         on the ‘Time For A Capstan’ advertising hoarding; the trams that clanged and rattled; the Hasty Tasty hamburger shop where,
         it was said, if the food didn’t kill you the customers would.
      

      
      
      He knew the people. The street musicians playing accordions and penny whistles, the spivs and pickpockets who preyed upon
         the endless stream of rubes and geeks who came to the Cross from the suburbs or the bush for a thrill on a weekend night.
         To the criminals, drunks and brawlers who attached themselves to the area like lice on a rat, he made himself a nightmare.
         If they were lucky, he’d collar them and frogmarch them in full view of the jeering public the kilometre to the lock-up at
         Darlinghurst Police Station where they’d be charged. If they were not, he knocked them out and left them lying.
      

      
      He knew the locations of the sly groggeries, brothels, SP bookie outlets, and gambling and booze dens such as gangster Phil
         ‘The Jew’ Jeffs’s Fifty-Fifty Club – on the third floor of the Chard Building on the left side of William Street heading towards
         the city. There, illegal alcohol and cocaine were sold and the clientele included criminals Tilly Devine and her husband ‘Big
         Jim’ Devine, Nellie Cameron, Dulcie Markham, Guido Calletti, Frank ‘The Little Gunman’ Green, ‘Chow’ Hayes and Leonard ‘Lennie’
         McPherson. Bumper, as a young and lowly constable, could not raid the Fifty-Fifty or similar establishments without the express
         instructions of his senior officers, some of whom collected bribes from the proprietors and partied there themselves with
         politicians, celebrities and sporting heroes. From the start, he was in no doubt about how things were.
      

      
      The NSW government’s Vagrancy Amendment Act that was passed by the NSW parliament in January 1930 had dispersed the razor
         gangs who warred in Sydney through the 1920s. Its consorting clause brought heavy penalties – including long jail terms –
         for anyone with a criminal record who associated in public with other known ne’er-do-wells. Logically, if criminals were prevented from consorting with each other they could hardly form a gang. The villains didn’t even have to be doing anything
         wrong. Simply being in the company of another crook was enough. No matter if they were discussing the price of fish or the
         Bluebags’ chances against the Rabbitohs at the Sydney Cricket Ground on Saturday, if seen by a policeman he could note down
         their names and once they’d accrued three violations they could be imprisoned. Though the laws and advancing years meant the
         razor gangsters’ days were numbered by the late 1930s when Bumper donned his uniform, such blade men as Sid ‘Kicker’ Kelly
         and his brother Tom, George ‘The Midnight Raper’ Wallace, Frank Green and Guido Calletti were still on the scene. Bumper dealt
         with them.
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      BAPTISM OF FIRE

      
      In late November and early December 1938, metropolitan Sydney and areas extending 160 kilometres to the south, north and west
         baked in the worst heatwave in living memory with temperatures week after week exceeding 40ºC and sometimes hitting 48. Small
         scrub fires broke out and were fanned into fierce conflagrations by hot westerlies reaching 90 km/h. Black smoke shrouded
         the burning regions and, viewed through the haze, the high summer sun was a hellish scarlet. The state was shrouded in acrid
         smoke and even far from the blazes, such as in Darlinghurst Road and Palmer Street in the inner east of Sydney, charred gum
         leaves swirled in the air and settled in the gutters and on roofs. In Wentworth Falls in the Blue Mountains to Sydney’s west,
         flames leapt 30 metres into the air and houses burned. It seemed the township would be destroyed, for the best efforts of
         the local fire brigade and 250 civilian volunteers were proving inadequate. To relieve those fire fighters who had collapsed
         from exhaustion, burns or smoke inhalation, 20 police cadets and probationary constables were despatched from Sydney on 7 December. Bumper was among them. As the police brigade marched in a squad into Wentworth Falls they sang ‘Keep the Home
         Fires Burning’.
      

      
      The police joined the fire fighters, picking up hoses, buckets and beaters and throwing themselves at the flames. The fires
         dominated the front pages of the daily newspapers, relegating to minor roles stories about Germany signing a no-war treaty
         with France, wharfies refusing to load pig-iron on ships bound for an increasingly bellicose Japan, a suggestion from humourist
         Lenny Lower that since Australian sailors had been banned from chewing gum they should be issued with all-day suckers instead,
         and Ernest Hemingway punching out a ‘negro’ in a Florida nightclub.
      

      
      Bumper laboured long and courageously in that dangerous and exhausting environment, and, ironically, for someone whose application
         to join the fire brigade had been rejected, on his return to Sydney in mid-January after the fires had been extinguished by
         rain that swept across the state, Bumper was officially commended by Commissioner of Police William MacKay ‘for the part taken
         by him in connection with [the] disastrous bush fires …’
      

      
      And Bumper proved a hero again, in his family’s eyes at least, later in 1939 when his brother Bluey, a 21-year-old wharfie
         at Darling Harbour, then an industrial dock, was nearly killed at work. As a Catholic, Bluey, like his father, mother, sister
         and brother, could not abide communism and was on the outer with some fellow wharfies who had embraced it. He, and his family,
         firmly believed that it was them who caused a loaded crate to fall on him. ‘The crate broke Dad’s back,’ said his daughter,
         Marilyn Howe. ‘It broke every bone in his body except his skull. He spent at least 12 months in Sydney Hospital in plaster
         from his neck to his feet. Bumper saved his life. Dad always said he’d have been dead except for Bumper. The ambulance came for
         my father and when they learned his identity they contacted Bumper who arrived within minutes and wouldn’t allow the doctors
         to touch him until a spinal injury specialist arrived. Bumper sat at Dad’s hospital bedside for days until he was on the mend.
         Nanna was there too, poking her knitting needles down into my father’s casts when his skin itched. While ever Dad was in hospital,
         Bumper made sure only the best doctors treated him. Dad recovered and although he never played cricket again his back was
         ramrod straight until he passed away 70 years later.’
      

      
      In 1939, The Bells Hotel in Woolloomooloo was a notorious blood-house, a haunt of gangsters, thugs and sailors and wharfies
         on a spree. It was a rare Friday or Saturday when police weren’t called to put down a disturbance at The Bells. As 6 p.m.
         closing time neared and the publican bellowed, ‘Last drinks! Time please, gentlemen! If you can’t drink ’em, leave ’em, and
         if you can’t leave ’em, drink ’em!’ the patrons would clamour 10-deep at the bar shouting and rattling coins to attract the
         barmaids’ attention so they could pour as much alcohol as possible down their throats in the limited time left to them. Inevitably
         fights erupted in the desperate crush.
      

      
      After only months as a constable, Bumper had gained a reputation for his willingness to use his muscle to enforce the law
         and was often called to the scene as a one-man riot squad if other officers felt threatened by events. His method of dealing
         with a mob of troublemakers was to single out its most imposing member and take him on, so dissuading his mates from sharing
         their leader’s fate. Though he shambled along the street with a slow, rolling gait, Bumper was capable of astonishing speed,
         agility and ferocity when fighting. His favoured forms of attack were an uppercut to the jaw that rendered its recipient unconscious
         or a short and immensely powerful jab to the stomach. ‘I aim for the area between the shit and the wind,’ he said. But, depending
         on circumstances and opportunity, he wasn’t picky about where he punched an adversary so long as he prevailed. He seemed not
         to feel pain; at least he was never heard to complain about it, and a blow that would flatten most people had little effect
         on his concrete skull. He was a calculating and ruthless fighter who enjoyed combat, so was happy to punch on all day if need
         be. Those who found themselves in a brawl with Bumper knew from the outset that he would never surrender and that he intended
         to do them serious harm.
      

      
      Frank Farrington, Bumper’s Newtown football colleague and a professional heavyweight boxer, summed up Bumper’s pugilistic
         abilities this way: ‘Frank was not a good technical fighter. He never bothered to learn the intricacies of boxing, but he
         was hard and tough, and he was fearless and relentless and pretty much unbeatable in a street fight where there are no rules.’
      

      
      One Friday night while loitering around the dock at Darlinghurst Police Station, Bumper received a phone call from two young
         constables. A huge seaman armed with a knife was going berserk at The Bells and they needed help to subdue him. When Bumper
         arrived at the pub the constables told him the seaman had locked himself into a room upstairs. Bumper bullocked up and put
         his shoulder to the door, smashing it off its hinges. He took the knife from the sailor’s grasp, then punched him twice, knocking
         him cold.
      

      
      As unpopular as Bumper’s strong-arm methods made him with the villains of Kings Cross, he was admired by the law-abiding who lived and worked there. Generally a genial, garrulous man, Bumper was on first name terms with the denizens of the Cross
         who, apart from enjoying his yarns, appreciated the safety from the district’s predators that his presence ensured. He stopped
         for a daily chat with the fruiterers, ham and beef shop owners, the barbers and butchers, the publicans, florists and newsagents.
         He enjoyed the company of the characters of the Cross and its weak, lonely and disadvantaged. ‘I saw him waltz into fruit
         shops or butchers,’ said Bill Brennan, ‘and say “Hello there, Joe, give us a bag of apples or a pound of sausages.” They’d
         wrap them up and he’d take them and give it straight to the needy. He wouldn’t pay.’
      

      
      Bumper was one of the police officers, along with Detectives Dimmock and Jack, and future NSW police commissioner Colin Delaney,
         who were called to investigate a shooting in a terrace house in Brougham Street, Kings Cross, on Sunday 6 August 1939. When
         they arrived they found razor gangster and standover man Guido Calletti expiring in a pool of his own blood on the lounge
         room floor. He had been shot twice in the stomach by members of the Brougham Street Gang, whose criminal territory he coveted.
         The gang had held a party, Calletti crashed it, and after a few drinks, with inebriated bravado, he declared his intentions
         to the gang members. Angry threats were made and the lights were turned off. Two shots ended Calletti’s ambitions, and his
         life. Bumper secured the house while the detectives questioned the few partygoers who had not fled. Two of the Brougham Street
         mob, George Allen and Bob Branch, were arrested and charged, but released when no witness would testify against them. The
         incident impressed on Bumper the need to court a network of informants who were more loyal to him than to their criminal mates.
      

      
      
      Unlike the unrelievedly bleak and depressed areas of Surry Hills, Woolloomooloo and Darlinghurst, Kings Cross in the 1930s
         was a mix of the sleazy and the sophisticated.
      

      
      There was low-life in the rat-and roach-infested lanes and alleys and the falling-down terraces and once-grand homes that
         had been turned by slum landlords into low-grade boarding houses after being abandoned by owners who could afford to relocate
         in the newer garden suburbs such as Burwood, Strathfield, Rockdale, Mosman and Chatswood. There was depravity and violence
         in the brothels and sly grog, drug and gambling dens.
      

      
      But there was high-life in the Cross as well. There were classy restaurants offering authentic European food and nightclubs
         with dining and dancing, there were cafes, theatres and galleries. Creative people, eccentrics and free spirits such as the
         actors Chips Rafferty and Peter Finch, poet Kenneth Slessor, artists William Dobell and Rosaleen Norton (the self-professed
         witch), poet, writer and teacher (and sometime Marrickville girl) Dame Mary Gilmore, bandleader Les Welch and entertainers
         and radio stars Jack Davey and Bob Dyer would not have traded their home turf for a dozen Rockdales.
      

      
      According to the introduction to the wonderful compendium of community memories of Kings Cross, Kings Cross 1936–1946, published by the Kings Cross Community Aid and Information Centre, the Cross’s appeal lay in its joyous raffishness. Sydney,
         the publication insists, needed a Kings Cross and environs where carefree and even dubious behaviour would be tolerated or,
         at best, borne with pain by the conformists. ‘[And] what better place than the Cross, close to the city, almost a peninsula
         (surrounded by the harbour foreshores, Woolloomooloo and Rushcutters Bay Park)? … The hoity-toity mixed up with the hoi-polloi
         and with artists, authors, musicians and outright bohemians, add transients from the country, interstate and overseas – what
         a heady brew it all makes.’
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