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‘A false witness will not go unpunished, and he who breathes out lies will not escape.’


– Proverbs 19:5









PROLOGUE


Beef Wellington is chef Gordon Ramsay’s signature dish. Historically, the dish was supposedly created to celebrate the Duke of Wellington’s victory against Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815. It’s a special dish, usually made for a special occasion. It can be hard to get right, easy to get wrong and the meal is easily let down by soggy pastry or either undercooked or overcooked beef.


In the Ramsay version, you sear a nice lump of beef fillet, then fry off some finely chopped mushrooms to form a kind of paste, or duxelles. Next you lay out some prosciutto, smear the mushroom duxelles over it, then pop the beef on top and roll. Finally, you encase the rolled-up beef in puff pastry, glaze it with a little egg wash and pop it in the oven. The result is a golden brown, buttery, flaky pastry parcel that, when sliced, reveals gloriously pink beef and a fragrant waft from the mushrooms.


In late July 2023, beef Wellington made front pages around the planet – and it wasn’t Gordon Ramsay’s recipe. 


This particular dish had been served at a family lunch held in the country town of Leongatha, Victoria. The lunch had purportedly been organised to help reconciliation between the host, Lego-loving true crime obsessive Erin Patterson, and her estranged husband, Simon, and his family. Erin also hoped her guests would provide counsel on how best to deal with some potentially serious medical issues she claimed to be facing.


According to Ramsay, ‘Beef Wellington has to be the ultimate indulgence. It’s one of my all-time favourite main courses and it would definitely be on my last supper menu.’ 


Sadly, it was to be the last supper for three of the four guests who sat down with Erin Patterson that day – husband and wife Don and Gail Patterson, and Gail’s sister, Heather Wilkinson. Heather’s husband, Ian, was also at the lunch, but after a long and brutal medical battle, Ian survived. Simon Patterson, Don and Gail’s son, was also on the guest list that fateful day but prudently decided not to attend. 


The lunch also proved to be Erin Trudi Patterson’s Waterloo – an event that would have horrific consequences for all involved. After a lengthy investigation, Erin was charged with three counts of murder and five counts of attempted murder. Two of the five attempt charges arose from the beef Wellington lunch, but – in an intriguing development – three were for alleged attempts on Simon’s life in the two years before that dreadful day. 


In the lead-up to the trial, the attempted murder charges relating to the attempts on Simon were hived off, to be heard in a separate trial. This trial was to be held after the trial for the three counts of murder of Don, Gail and Heather, and the attempt on Ian Wilkinson. But just days before that trial started, those charges for the attempts on Simon’s life were dropped.


The tragedy and bizarre nature of these crimes propelled these ordinary families, living quiet lives in the close-knit rural towns of Leongatha and Korumburra, onto the world stage. No-one could have anticipated the glare of global publicity that would ensue, and for the residents of these towns, that spotlight was unwelcome. Packs of journalists, reporters and film crews came knocking on the doors of those involved, their families, neighbours, friends and colleagues. They camped outside Erin Patterson’s home in Leongatha, all hoping for a glimpse, a photo or a comment. 


Each day brought more coverage, splashed on newspapers, TV and radio news bulletins and in the chat groups that were springing up on numerous social media platforms. First, they described the condition of those hospitalised, then the dreadful fate of the three decent, honourable people who lost their lives, before the focus shifted to Ian Wilkinson’s months-long recovery and the careful, methodical work of the police. 


Was it really the diabolical death cap mushroom that had caused the victims’ fate? If so, was their inclusion in the dish an accident, a terrible, innocent mistake? Or was it something more sinister – a mother dedicated to her kids taking brutal retribution on her estranged family? And in the background was Simon Patterson’s chilling suspicion that his wife had poisoned him before, and more than once. 


There was a question we all wanted answered. Was Erin Patterson a person who had tried to commit mass murder?
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WELCOME TO LEONGATHA


Murder is a crime that in one single devastating and usually unanticipated moment – at least for some – changes the lives of so many forever. The impact may become less vivid over time, the tragedy may soften, but it will always be there, lingering in a corner of the mind, waiting to be triggered. Those impacted include not only the victims’ families and friends, but also the investigators, lawyers, and of course the perpetrator and those who know them. These crimes also leach into the community where the victim(s) and perpetrator(s) lived, worked, raised their families, walked their dog and lived out their day-to-day lives.


The death of three people put the towns of Korumburra, where the victims lived, and Leongatha, where the lunch took place, on front pages around the world. The bizarre events in this peaceful part of Australia, a place many of us needed a map to find, were a hot topic in discussions around both the nation and the globe, from true crime afficionados to the broader public. In the plentiful online chat groups that popped up, speculation was rife – was it an accident, misadventure or something more sinister? 


Leongatha, the town that Erin Patterson and her deadly beef Wellington put on the map, is an easy 130-kilometre drive from Melbourne, with a population of around 6000 people. I’m a fan of the road less travelled, so when a road sign informed me I could turn off the main highway and enjoy a more scenic route to the scene of the crime, I jumped at the chance. First stop was Poowong, home to just over 700 people, a handful of shops, a petrol station and a pub – a sliver of bucolic bliss. But if you look past the houses on the main street, you’ll see housing estates pegged out, presumably awaiting new residents escaping Melbourne in search of a quieter life. 


Fifteen kilometres along the road, among rolling hills and verdant pastures, is Korumburra, population of around 4500 people. This close-knit town is home to the Patterson and Wilkinson families, and was also once home to Simon and Erin Patterson. 


The main street of Korumburra boasts a pub spruiking vegan meals, a tattooist, a few cafes, a smart new craft brewery, a Thai massage parlour and a few greying tree-changers who’ve fled the city. A smattering of Marge Simpson-like hairstyles adds a little visual variety.


Korumburra was settled in the late 1800s, its development aided by the discovery of coal and the advent of the Great Southern Railway from Dandenong to Korumburra, which began construction in 1887 and finally opened in 1892. This work was spurred on by an 1889 Royal Commission that declared the rapid transport of coal from the mines to Melbourne should be an imperative. 


Korumburra was the regional hub of a vigorous coal mining industry from the reign of Queen Victoria until the late 1960s, when it went into a rapid decline. The first profitable coal mine – the Coal Creek Proprietary Company – was established in 1889, and remnants of that era still linger in names like Mine Road, the Coal Creek Motel – the only motel in town – and the Coal Creek Miners Museum. The train line ceased operation a century later and is now a tourist attraction, the Great Southern Rail Trail. The last mine in Gippsland closed in 2015.


These days Korumburra remains a close-knit town with a strong sense of community, evidenced by over eighty local groups, mainly volunteers, working in organised sport, landcare, the arts, supporting senior citizens and simply helping each other. It’s also a town devastated by the loss of Don and Gail Patterson and Heather Wilkinson, who, for decades, had worked hard for their community. Recovery will be slow.


Religion is a strong thread, with the churches not only significant as places of worship but also as social hubs that welcome the less religiously inclined. The town has a mix of the usual suspects, including a vigorous Pentecostal church and the Baptist church in Mine Road where the Patterson and Wilkinson families regularly joined the congregation. The Baptist church is a humble weatherboard building, painted a dark cream with dark green highlights and an ochre tin roof. It was built in 1895 during the town’s thriving days, when the future looked rosy. In 1956, the church made history as the first Baptist church in Australia to induct a deaconess, Norma Barnett, to what Melbourne’s Argus reported as taking ‘full responsibility for a Baptist church’.


Fifteen kilometres along the picturesque A440 highway is Leongatha, the administrative heart of South Gippsland, and home to the South Gippsland Shire Council. 


When motoring in from Korumburra, Leongatha – pronounced with a short ‘a’, rather than the drawn-out ‘gartha’ (like Martha) we city types were quickly schooled not to use – greets you with the not terribly welcoming sign ‘Leongatha – Arrive Alive, Take A Break’. There’s no suggestion of a warm country welcome, no proud claim of a ‘tidy town’, none of the signs announcing places to stay or to eat that are common on the outskirts of many Australian country towns. 


The town was a key player in Gippsland’s dairy industry, dating back to the late 1880s when the place was first settled. Today, many smaller producers have been taken over and consolidated by major global players like the Canadian conglomerate Saputo, who swallowed up well-known brands like Devondale, King Island Dairy and the sharp yet squishy cheeses of Mersey Valley.


Back at the close of the nineteenth century, Leongatha was also home to the first and probably only experiment in using a labour colony to help with unemployment in a time of recession. Spurred on by examples in Bismarck’s Germany, a camp was set up to focus on clearing land and developing a self-sustaining community. It started with twelve men in 1893. They cleared the land, planted crops like silverbeet and corn, and started dairy production. Over the ensuing decade around 6000 men passed through the colony, and by 1914 it was closed, with some of the land sold to the Leongatha Butter and Cheese Factory, and other parcels to become soldier settlement farms in the wake of World War I.


These days, Leongatha is the service town for the region, home to the big shops like Woolworths and the wildly popular other note of German influence on the town, Aldi. There are traffic lights, more Thai massage parlours, and even a cafe offering a plant-based menu.


Locals who’ve lived there for generations now find themselves sharing the angle parking in the two main streets with middle-aged chaps sporting man buns and driving new-model SUVs that seldom see any offroad motoring. 


On my visits, I found the locals weren’t too keen to comment on the terrible crime that happened in their midst. Their reticence was perhaps a combination of coming to grips with the shock of it and the vigorous, and often intrusive, media attention that had stirred their lives a little too much. Having journalists, reporters and international stringers knocking on doors and loitering in the main streets for a vox pop can tax anyone’s goodwill.


However, being politely persistent and turning the last remains of my ageing charm up to high did bring the occasional reward. Explaining why I was in town was always followed by a pause and the occasional grimace, then the consistent response: ‘Erin Patterson? Well, she’s not from around here really.’ 
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FATAL FUNGI FORAGING


Britain’s Woodland Trust describes the Amanita phalloides, commonly known as the death cap mushroom, as the ‘silent assassin and killer of kings. The death cap has been used as a murder weapon for millennia.’ The death cap is thought to have killed Roman Emperor Claudius in 54 AD and Pope Clement VII in 1534.


The Australian National Botanic Gardens and Australian National Herbarium, as part of a public information initiative, posed the question ‘How dangerous is the death cap?’ The answer? ‘Deadly! The poisons in one cap are enough to kill a healthy adult and less will be enough to kill a small child.’ In 2016, the Guardian reported that the death cap was responsible for more deaths than any other mushroom, adding, ‘Worse still, death caps have been reported to taste quite pleasant.’ The article went on: ‘To make life even more difficult, it’s easy to mistake the death cap for some edible mushrooms. They can be distinguished by a pale green cap, a bulbous ring at the bottom of the stalk and a ring-like collar at the top. But the cap can be white like an edible field mushroom, and the young unopened cap conceals its telltale white gills – a field mushroom has darker gills – and can also be mistaken for an edible young puffball.’ 


The internet provides a wealth of information on the death cap and its lethal ways, and it doesn’t take a supersleuth to find numerous cases of poisoning by this fungi and the horrific consequences.


According to Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria, the first confirmed identification of a death cap in Australia was in Canberra in the 1960s, followed by Melbourne in the 1970s and Adelaide in 2008. Death caps have been spotted across suburban Melbourne, including the south-eastern suburbs where Erin Patterson grew up and kept a home. The death cap originated in Europe, but made its way to North America and Australia, probably through the transport of trees that had some of the fungus attached.


The mushrooms grow in autumn, often at the foot of an oak tree. According to South Australia Health, they’re one of the deadliest mushrooms in the world and account for around ninety per cent of all mushroom poisoning deaths, which are thought to number around 100 per year. And according to Doctor Tom May, an expert from the Royal Botanic Gardens of Victoria and co-author of the 2021 book Wild Mushrooming, written to help people safely forage, the death cap is white when young, but as it ages the colours vary, including white, green, brown and yellow.


An amble around the internet reveals quite a few examples of the poor souls who’ve found themselves among that 100. Christina Hale, fifty-seven, and her husband, Jocelyn Lynch, forty-nine, from the historic market town of Bridgwater in the United Kingdom, were rushed to hospital on 17 November 2012. On the night of 15 November, both had eaten mushroom soup that Mrs Hale had made using mushrooms she’d found in their garden. The couple had begun to feel unwell the next morning. Mr Lynch later said they’d eaten mushrooms foraged from the garden previously but had been fine. On this occasion he’d been at work when his wife picked the mushrooms, so he hadn’t seen them, nor did he know how many she’d used. 


With diarrhoea and vomiting persisting, Mrs Hale called an after-hours medical service and told them she’d ‘eaten some dodgy mushrooms’. After examination, the doctor thought the cause was norovirus and the soup was unrelated. But he was wrong, illustrating the deceptive nature of death cap mushroom poisoning. 


The couple stayed at home, hoping the symptoms would fade, but that evening Mr Lynch, who’d been sleeping, was woken by shouting and discovered his wife had called the paramedics. Both were taken to hospital. Mrs Hale’s heart, affected by the toxins, stopped four times. She died of multi-organ failure on 19 November. Mr Lynch survived. 


At the Inquest, Coroner Michael Rose described the toxins in the mushrooms as assaulting Mrs Hale, noting that the amount was too great to survive. The Inquest also heard expert testimony that the mushrooms had been identified from photos taken at the house, and the death cap could readily be mistaken for safe mushrooms. Chillingly, just half a mushroom could be fatal, and there was no antidote. The coroner’s advice was, ‘One should never pick mushrooms, particularly under trees, unless you know exactly what you’re doing.’ 


In Australia there have been ample warnings about the danger of eating death caps. However, there have been a few recent cases of death by death cap, and in each instance the cause was accidental ingestion rather than someone with an intent to inflict harm.


The Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) article of 19 November 2021 quoted Australian Capital Territory (ACT) Health Minister Rachel Stephen-Smith, who warned, ‘While this is not the normal time of year for death cap mushroom growth in the ACT, it is a timely reminder to people not to pick and eat wild mushrooms.’ The article also said that death caps usually grew in autumn, thrived in wet weather and were often found under oak trees, noting, ‘Death caps are a very dangerous mushroom, causing liver damage, which can be fatal. The mushrooms are often confused for straw mushrooms, a commonly eaten variety in Asia that looks very similar.’ 


Other articles around that time outlined the symptoms of death cap poisoning, and reported the sad case of three people who ate them in Australia in 2012, two of whom died as a result. This event garnered publicity around the world.


An undated article in the online publication Australian Food Timeline said of the incident, ‘Death cap mushrooms have been involved in the majority of mushroom poisoning deaths around the world including, in ancient times, that of Roman emperor Claudius.’ The article went on to recount a New Year’s Eve dinner in 2011/12 at Canberra’s Harmonie German Club, which curiously had a Chinese bistro rather than the expected sauerkraut and sausages. The bistro’s respected chef Liu Jun was a fan of foraging, and used some mushrooms he’d found to make a stir-fry at a private dinner for friends. Chef Jun and kitchen hand Tsou Hsiang died in hospital while awaiting a liver transplant, and a third diner recovered.


On 14 January 2012, the ABC reported that the chef had mistaken the mushrooms for a Chinese delicacy. This article also went on to note that death caps were often found under oak trees, and that five people in Canberra had died of death cap poisoning in the five years prior to this incident.


The article in the Australian Food Timeline noted also that a young woman had sued Woolworths in 2014, claiming that mushrooms she’d bought there contained traces of death cap. The woman alleged that she’d bought button mushrooms that had been contaminated by death caps from a Woolworths supermarket. The mushrooms were for her mother to make a family favourite – potato and mushroom curry. The woman, her mother and her housemate enjoyed the dish for dinner on 23 April 2014, but by 1 am the next day all three were violently ill and suffering from diarrhoea and vomiting. They initially passed it off as food poisoning but by late afternoon they were in the emergency unit of Canberra’s Calvary Hospital, where staff quickly suspected death cap mushroom poisoning. Though her mother and housemate were stabilised, the woman endured multi-organ failure and was in a coma before a liver transplant saved her life. She was adamant the offending mushrooms came from Woolworths, and was reported in the Sydney Morning Herald of 14 June 2015 as saying, ‘they don’t believe me – they say [the] death cap didn’t come from Woolies [that they] could be from anywhere. But I’m not stupid. Everyone knows that you don’t pick mushrooms from the forest. The mushrooms came from Woolies – I remember.’


The investigation was complicated, because the mushrooms allegedly used in the curry had been bought two weeks before, so would most certainly be different stock once investigations started. To further complicate matters, the woman said she’d paid cash for her purchase and had not kept the receipt. ACT’s Chief Health Officer Paul Kelly said it was an isolated incident and that no other reports of poisoning by death cap had been received.


The case has an eerie similarity with the story first offered by Erin Patterson after her lunch guests became ill.


The most recent death cap fatality was the May 2024 death of 98-year-old Loreta Del Rossi of Bayswater, Victoria. Loreta grew her own vegetables and cooked with them, using the wild grasses like dandelions that appeared in her garden, and the mushrooms that also occasionally popped up. 


In April that year she found a patch of mushrooms growing in the front yard and told her son Nicola, who lived with her, that she’d clean and test them. The pair then ate them in a dish of rice and tuna to no ill effect. Nicola recalled that the mushrooms were white in colour. On 15 May Loreta found similar-looking mushrooms growing in the same part of the yard. She collected them and included them in that night’s dinner. Both went to bed at their usual time and were feeling fine. 


Around 2 am, Nicola heard his mother in the bathroom. Initially, he didn’t think anything was wrong. However, around 4 am he went to his mother, who told him she’d been vomiting since around 2 am and that the mushrooms were the cause. He wasn’t feeling any ill effect so assumed she had a simple case of food poisoning. But by 6 am Nicola was also unwell and vomiting. Hours later, they were so unwell they called 000. Mrs Del Rossi died seven days later of multi-organ failure following amanita poisoning. Her son survived.
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MEET THE FAMILY


Erin Patterson, aged forty-eight at the time of the fateful lunch, lived with her two children – a boy and a girl – at 84 Gibson Street, Leongatha. 


The Gibson Street property, then a vacant lot around one hectare (2.5 acres) in size, was bought by Erin in 2019 for around A$260,000. Simon later said that as they were separated at the time, he was puzzled as to why the property was in both their names. However, he also noted that Erin had used inheritances from her mother and her paternal grandmother to buy both that property and a property in Lyons Street, Mount Waverley, which had also been bought in joint names. At the time, Simon thought it might have been a sign of goodwill. That alleged goodwill wouldn’t linger past early 2021.


According to one advertisement, the property boasted a private, no-through setting, with lots of stately Eucalypts, Black Wattles, beautiful Blackwoods and more, including abundant birdlife. A permanent small creek meanders through the block, offering a private, natural setting at one with nature. 


It was an idyllic spot for a quiet family to enjoy their lives and for what Erin would tell her online friends would be her ‘forever’ home. Gibson Street is on the western fringe of the town, a well-made and maintained but unpaved street with new houses like Patterson’s on one side and paddocks on the other. Her home is second along from the dead end. The house Erin had built for her family is an unpretentious two-storey dwelling surrounded by a deep verandah, providing welcome shade and shelter in the Mediterranean climate of South Gippsland. The design is practical rather than making an architectural statement. 


With his engineering expertise and in-depth understanding of his family’s needs, Simon was involved in the design of the house. It was built with the children in mind, intended as a ‘good place to grow up’ with plenty of space for them as well as spaces to share. Simon said Erin was very houseproud and, at the time the place was finished, she was committed to making them a family. Reconciliation, it seemed, was perennially on the cards.


The neighbours kept to themselves, and the Pattersons were unobtrusive. The location was both peaceful and discreet.


When I visited a few months after Erin’s arrest and incarceration, the front gate was locked and sported a sign that appeared to have been produced using a home printer and then laminated. It looked like it had been there a while. The headline read ‘Legal Notice’, and the text basically said that all media had to keep out. 


It went on to note that non-compliance would apparently constitute trespassing under section 9 of the Summary Offences Act and police would be called. The section referred to has quite a bit of content, some not too relevant, suggesting the sign was likely the work of a bush lawyer rather than a qualified one. 


The sign hadn’t deterred burglars who, according to newspaper accounts, had broken into the house on three occasions in late 2023. The last was on Christmas Day, when Erin was in prison with bail refused. The intruders stole her car – a not-inconspicuous red MG – along with a vacuum cleaner and television sets. An unnamed friend of Erin’s who had been keeping an eye on the place took to social media armed with CCTV. On 28 December 2023, Sky News reported the posts. ‘We have had a friend’s house broken into in Leongatha three times over the last month or so, last time being Christmas morning. This time they stole a car, TVs, vacuums. I have finally been able to retrieve CCTV footage from the second time they broke into the property and removed all the outside cameras.’


She went on. ‘Police caught a couple of offenders from the first burglary where they stole a heap of things and we are now thinking they took all spare keys, car keys etc. and were not retrieved by the police at the time. They have obviously passed the keys on to mates to come and go from the house as they please.’


A 23-year-old woman and an 18-year-old man from the Melbourne suburb of Cheltenham, around 120 kilometres from Leongatha, were arrested around 1 am on 28 December 2023. It seems they were driving the stolen car at the time. Not criminal masterminds, evidently, just opportunists, probably hoping for some profit and bragging rights.


The house on Gibson Street speaks of Simon and Erin’s comfortably middle-class upbringing. These are families of capable, decent people, succeeding modestly in their professions and communities. Good neighbours. No late-night parties, loud music or complaints of domestic disputes, alcohol and/or drug use, or undiagnosed or untreated mental illness. People who will lend a hand to those who need one and work hard for the betterment of their community. People with a firm commitment to caring and service.


For Simon’s family, religion, particularly focused on the Korumburra Baptist Church in Mine Road, was a fundamental part of their lives. That included services on Sundays and participation in Bible study classes, usually held in the homes of the like-minded. Simon’s parents, Don and Gail, had four children – Simon, Matthew, Nathan and Anna. They were salt-of-the-earth country people, their lives centred around family, church and community. 


By contrast, Erin Scutter – she took her husband’s surname when they were married – did not have a religious upbringing. Erin was born in 1974 to Eitan (who went by the name Hugh) and Heather Scutter. Hugh was a senior public servant, and Heather was a high-performing academic, holding a PhD and lecturing in English at Monash University. She wrote on young adult and children’s fiction, and a short uncredited Monash review of her book Displaced Fictions described her as having ‘an authoritative voice’. In addition to books and academic writing, she was a regular reviewer for the Herald Sun newspaper.


In a 1999 interview on the ABC’s Radio National program, creatively titled Book Talk, Heather observed that writers for teens had ‘tried to move away from what they see as the fairytale stories given to younger children and with a bit of bad logic, they’ve decided that if the fairytale has a happy ending, the realistic story must have a happy ending. The drive has been toward realistic stories with unhappier and grimmer endings and much more foreclosure of all possibilities.’


Hugh was a low-key, quiet man from an affluent Adelaide family and, according to neighbours, a pleasant chap with a good sense of humour who was always helpful with IT advice. The couple looked after guide dogs, with Hugh once quipping to neighbours that they were fostering ‘recycled dogs’. 


Erin has a sister, Ceinwen, about three years older, who is now a notable geologist, volcanologist and teacher. While some early media reports suggested the sisters were close, that seems unlikely, given comments Erin later made about her family to online friends, as well as what appears to be the total absence of Ceinwen throughout the investigation and trial. 


Erin and Ceinwen grew up on Lagnicourt Street in Hampton, in Melbourne’s staunchly middle class south-east. The house is a four-bedroom California bungalow, according to an enthusiastic real-estate agent who described the street as ‘Hampton’s prized period precinct’. In reality, Lagnicourt Street is a peaceful suburban street with nicely maintained houses, mainly pre-World War II – not loud or showy, just solid and comfortable. Neighbours became friends, dinners and barbecues were shared, locals always stopped by for a chat or to lend a hand.


According to The Australian newspaper, a family friend said, when asked about the Scutters’ life in Hampton, that ‘there were books everywhere. They were an educated family. A good family.’ The same report noted that Heather was the dominant person in the house, and very proud of her home’s presentation, though if you’re cleaning the floors every day with Domestos – a very powerful bleach – as Heather is alleged to have done, the word ‘obsessive’ might creep into the description. The report also quoted a neighbour of the time as saying, ‘They were good people. Everyone knew Erin was smart. She was singled out as bright from a very young age.’ 


Another neighbour recalled the Scutters lived in Lagnicourt Street between 1976 and 1994. They raised ‘puppies for the blind’ and they were a very quiet family, with the children seldom seen aside from when out walking the puppies. They also noted Erin’s parents didn’t own a car and used public transport instead.


Both girls went to the local primary school, Hampton Public, and then Erin entered an ‘acceleration program’, at University High School in Parkville, an inner-city Melbourne suburb over an hour’s trip by public transport from Hampton. The Herald Sun reported on 24 August 2025 that a former student said the program was for ‘super bright’ students and they were nicknamed ‘The Taskforce’. Erin was ‘quiet, reserved and didn’t get involved in the wider group. She really kept on the periphery and kept to herself.’ The article also had a comment from a woman who remembered her sister saying Erin was ‘brilliant but unhinged’.


After the girls left home, Hugh and Heather downsized in 1995, moving a few kilometres to Glen Tower Drive, Glen Waverley. It was a leafy suburb of ’60s and ’70s brick ‘project homes’, on bigger pieces of land with established trees and gardens. It was also closer to Monash University, where Heather was working. 


One of the Scutters’ Glen Waverley neighbours said the daughters were seldom seen, noting that the couple were ‘lovely neighbours’ who were hard-working, and had a strong sense of both humour and community. It was intriguing to find that when I door-knocked a few houses in the street in April 2024, the case of Erin Patterson was something they’d all heard about, but no-one had connected Erin Patterson to their former neighbours, who had retired to an oceanside home in New South Wales in the early 2000s but still kept loose contact for a good few years after.


The view of those who knew the Scutters was in sharp contrast to comments made by Erin in messages to friends in 2019, shortly after her mother had died. ‘We had a horrible upbringing. Mum was essentially a cold robot. It was like being brought up in a Russian orphanage where they don’t touch babies.’ She went on to say her dad tried to be ‘warm and loving’ but her mother would stop him. She added how she and her sister would hide in their room so they were out of the way.


Erin claimed she told this to her psychologist, who said she would have liked to have ‘studied’ Heather. As for her father, Erin summed him up in another message, saying, ‘Dad was a doormat’. 


Both Hugh and Heather died of cancer, Heather in 2019 and Hugh in 2011. Their estate was shared between Erin and Ceinwen, and included their parents’ retirement home at Eden, which was soon on the market, advertised as having ‘uninterrupted water views that include the gentle curve of Aslings Beach, the dazzling blue of Twofold Bay, and beyond to the awe-inspiring expanse of the South Pacific Ocean’. The property sold for around $900,000.


Like their parents, both the Scutter girls were high achievers. One of Erin’s earliest professions was as an air-traffic controller at Melbourne’s Tullamarine Airport.


Airservices Australia confirmed that Erin Scutter was employed by them from February 2001 to November 2002. A colleague from those days, who preferred to remain anonymous, said he recognised her in the media storm that followed the Leongatha poisoning. He told the Herald Sun newspaper, ‘She’d put [on] a bit of weight but she looked so familiar, and she had the same first name and we were 90 to 95 per cent convinced at that point that it was the same person, but then when we saw in the papers that her mother’s name was Scutter we were completely sure.’


Erin, according to her former colleague, was highly intelligent and capable. He said, ‘She was rated in the field and was actually responsible for running airspace for a while. She’s very bright and much brighter than people might think . . . she was very unkempt and she was abrasive.’


The colleague also observed that she could be quick-tempered, recalling, ‘In the first week that she started in the job somebody walked behind her and tripped on a cord that was on the floor that was attached to her headset. She turned around and yelled, “You right, you buffoon?!” It was the head of the air-traffic control department. She didn’t hold back.’ 


Another former colleague recalled an incident involving the space Erin was controlling – not in the air, but in the office. Air-traffic controllers had hot desks, meaning no-one had a space to call their own. Erin wasn’t a fan of that sharing arrangement and had claimed a spot in the office for herself. One day she arrived for duty and found another controller at her preferred desk. She issued a sharp rebuke, but he declined to move. An uneasy shift ensued. A few days later, the colleague found that his locker had been opened and the contents – paper and clothing – shredded. While there was no evidence to identify the culprit, the timing was compelling.


On 8 July 2025, the day after the jury verdict in her trial, News.com.au reported that other former air-traffic control colleagues described Erin as a ‘ritual, habitual and pathological liar, she would say anything just to get away with anything’. She was sacked for lying about her work hours, and when told there was CCTV of her comings and goings, she said, ‘Ah, you’ve got me there’. Colleagues referred to her as ‘Scutter the Nutter’ and ‘Crazy Erin’ behind her back. She was, they said, ‘manipulative’ and ‘aggressive’ but still she managed to ‘get guys wrapped around her little finger’.


This description was somewhat at odds with that given by Simon’s brother, Matthew, who told a preliminary court hearing that in his view Erin was an introvert. Taking into account the different impressions of Erin, the picture that emerged was of a person with two faces, each distinctly separate.


After her departure from Airservices, Erin had her first brush with the law, described by the Australian newspaper as a ‘high-speed drunken rampage’, something considered out of character for the usually organised, in-control introvert. At the Dandenong Magistrates Court on 7 September 2004, Erin pleaded guilty to five charges arising from a car accident in which she was the driver. The scene of the accident was in her neighbourhood of Glen Waverley. According to reports, she’d been driving, had a collision and fled the scene in her car. While the details of the actual collision were scant, the charges that followed suggest she’d been driving fast while drunk, clipped a parked car or other object, then drove off – or, as police like to describe it, ‘decamped from the scene’. When police caught up with her a few hours later it was still within three hours after the accident, a period in which police can demand a blood alcohol test. 


Erin recorded a blood alcohol level of .14, nearly three times the legal limit. The charges included failing to stop after an accident, failing to give her details when property was damaged, using an unregistered vehicle, and driving at 95 km/hour in a 60 zone. The report noted the drink driving charge was dealt with as part of the other charges. Her penalty was an aggregate of $1000 in fines and loss of her licence for 30 months. The combination of an unregistered car, exuberant alcohol use and the decision to drive in that state suggest that Erin might have been in a messy state of mind at the time.


In 2006, Erin’s grandmother Ora Scutter died in Adelaide, leaving a significant estate. She was from an émigré family living in Egypt, and married Edgar Scutter in Israel in 1943. Originally from Renmark in South Australia, Edgar had been serving in the Middle East in the Australian army during World War II. Corporal Scutter was a member of the famous Rats of Tobruk. Edgar brought his wife home with him and their son Eitan (Hugh) was born in Renmark in 1945. The family prospered, and Ora’s bequests to her children and grandchildren gave them a financial boost – one that Erin shared with Simon’s family, providing support in buying their homes to the tune of over $1 million. Erin’s share of her grandmother’s estate was reportedly around $2 million. 


Simon and Erin met in 2005 when he was working as a civil engineer for the Monash City Council in Glen Waverley and she as an administrative assistant for the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA), working out of the council offices. The RSPCA had the contract to deliver animal management services to the council. 


For someone like Erin with a great fondness for animals, a job like this would be both challenging, dealing with the injured, and satisfying, to see the kindness of new homes offered for some. This care of animals was a character trait she’d inherited from her father.


Simon said he and Erin became friends through an eclectic group of people working at the council. With those friends, they travelled to Korumburra for at least one weekend away. Simon went to the Baptist church where his uncle Ian was pastor, and some of the group, including Erin, who’d told him she was an atheist, went along. While Erin appeared to be moved by the service, Simon later thought that it was the communion and its religious and spiritual aspects that had affected her. He recalled that she had looked upset and left the church. 


Erin had a thirst for knowledge in diverse areas and loved travelling and reading. Simon said Erin was an avid reader, particularly of non-fiction – she had a penchant for true crime and politics along with autobiographies, and books about raising children and health. Simon reckoned she was an ‘inquisitive and curious person’. She also loved Lego, though that didn’t get a mention by her estranged husband – it was noted by her kids.


Erin’s interest in true crime may be reflected in 2019 comments by journalist Michael Duffy, one of the founders of Australia’s BAD Crime Festival. Duffy, also a crime writer, told me the genre ‘is hugely popular and throws up a lot to discuss. Crime is much more than entertainment – it covers a huge range of human behaviour. In books, it is not restricted to crime novels. There’s crime in the Bible, in Shakespeare and Dostoevsky. In the newspapers today, we see crime massively disrupting the Catholic Church, banking, and, of course, politics.’ 


Erin and Simon’s friendship changed course and developed, leading to their engagement in February 2007 and their marriage five months later, not at the Korumburra Baptist Church but at St Paul’s Anglican Church in Queen Street, Korumburra. Ian Wilkinson, then a Baptist pastor, didn’t officiate, and didn’t attend as he was unwell, but Heather was there. David Wilkinson, Simon’s cousin, walked Erin down the aisle – her parents were travelling in Russia at the time.
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TILL DEATH DO US PART


After a few nights honeymooning in Victoria’s Dandenong Ranges, Simon and Erin moved into their first marital home, which was a small, very ordinary looking unit owned by Simon’s parents. The unit was in North Road, Oakleigh – a busy major road – and had been used by the family for years as somewhere to stay when visiting the city or when the children were studying at university. 


They stayed there for about a month before heading off to do something they both loved – travelling and camping. The newlyweds packed their four-wheel drive and hit the road, travelling around Australia for about three months. They visited the New South Wales coast, Sydney, then headed west to Broken Hill, Innamincka in north-east South Australia, and then across the Nullarbor to Perth. 


By late 2007 they were living in Warnbro on the city’s southern extremity, before moving closer to the city centre and the Swan River at Mosman Park. Around this time, Erin was studying science at university and had been accepted to study Veterinary Science at Murdoch. However, with the birth of their first child imminent, she decided to defer the course.


The baby, a son, was born in January 2009. Erin said it was a difficult birth, and very traumatic. ‘It went for a very long time and they tried to get him out with forceps and he wouldn’t come out and he started to go into distress and they lost his heartbeat, so they did an emergency caesarean and got him out quickly.’ Her son then spent days in neonatal ICU. Erin recalled that after about a week the child was off oxygen and the feeding tube, and the doctors thought he was fine to be taken home by Simon. However, the doctors didn’t think Erin had sufficiently recovered from the surgery and wanted her to stay in a little longer. She just wanted to go home with her child and, after discussions with Simon, decided to leave the hospital against medical advice. According to Erin, Simon said, ‘You can just do it,’ and so she did.


This incident was one of a few that showed her discomfort at being in hospital, even when leaving flew in the face of medical advice. In January 2015, after being admitted to hospital for bladder problems, Erin left after signing a ‘Discharge at Own Risk’ form from the Gippsland Southern Health Service. The discharge notes indicated that at around 10.30 pm on 24 January, ‘Patient became fidgety and anxious stating she wanted to be discharged. Explained that she should at least have the first litre of fluid and needs to void before leaving. Offered Temazepam if that would help settle her to sleep. Refused. Patient was now out of bed walking around pacing and asked nurse to stop IV and disconnect so she could leave. Advised her to sign discharge at own risk form. Patient left at 22:35.’ 


Simon later said that Erin hated hospitals, and observed that ‘she struggled a lot with mental illness, both post-natal depression, especially after X [her son] was born, and I believe that was real’.


Shortly after mother and son went home, which Erin described as a small inner-city flat they were renting from a friend, Simon’s parents, Don and Gail, arrived to help for a week. Because the space was scant, Erin rented a holiday apartment south of Perth, where they all stayed for the duration of the visit. She recalled that it was ‘lovely’, and that Gail in particular was a great help. ‘I remember being really relieved that Gail was there because I felt really out of my depth. I had no idea what to do with a baby and I was not confident and she was really supportive, and gentle and patient with me.’ Gail gave advice on settling the child each night, interpretation of his cries and, most importantly, encouraged Erin to ‘just relax and enjoy your baby’.


But parenthood didn’t impede their adventuring, and in April, with the baby healthy, happy and settled, they packed a tent into their Nissan Patrol and set off on an epic journey across Australia, tracing the Western Australian coast, up across the top end to Alice Springs, then through Darwin and across to northern Queensland, travelling to Cairns, Townsville and Cape York. On the first leg of the journey they met up with Simon’s brother Matthew, his wife, Tanya, and their kids in Broome and travelled the Gibb River Road, a 660-kilometre track across Western Australia’s Kimberley region, from Derby to Kununurra. At the end, the others went home while Simon, Erin and their son pressed on, down the Tanami Track to Alice Springs.


It’s a long, beautiful, sometimes risky and challenging trek through some of the most remote places on the planet. The travel gave Simon the opportunity to pursue his twin passions of nature and photography. He could aptly be described as a serious photographer, to the point of processing his own work.


Around November 2009, on the return leg, Erin decided to fly from Townsville back to Perth, with Simon and their infant son following in the four-wheel drive, driving straight through the middle of the continent. The massive trip took around a week. Erin explained her early departure by saying that she’d had enough. She wanted to sleep in a real bed, and it was becoming increasingly challenging to camp with their child, who was now sitting up, crawling, trying to stand and not sleeping as much as he had as a newborn. Though Erin and Simon agreed on the plan, it seems a little odd that Erin and the child didn’t fly home together, leaving Simon to make the trip without the added challenge of looking after a very young child. Perhaps the decision speaks to the mental health issues Simon alluded to Erin enduring after the long and difficult birth.


During these early travelling years, Simon wasn’t working and the couple were living comfortably on Erin’s inheritance. Back in Perth, their marriage, still in its infancy, wasn’t a bed of roses, and they had the first of a few separations. On returning to Perth, Erin and their son were living in the outer eastern Perth suburb of Roleystone, while Simon rented an onsite van in a nearby caravan park. 


At Simon’s initiative, they started counselling. During these sessions, they focused on how to be better at marriage, and identified the two drivers of their problems as being communication and Erin’s mental health. 


The separation lasted roughly six months. With the relationship patched together, the couple moved to the Shire of York, a bit over 100 kilometres east of Perth, in the wheat belt. Simon found work as the shire’s engineer, and they lived in a house provided by the council. 


Erin had also contemplated taking up her deferred Veterinary Science studies at Murdoch in Perth, but the combination of distance, a young child and Simon’s long hours made the prospect untenable. Simon later opined that Erin’s mental health ‘challenges’ may also have contributed to her decision not to resume study.


The family moved again when Simon began work as a civil engineer with the Shire of Manjimup. It’s a peaceful and beautiful place of towering forests, on the coast about 300 kilometres south of Perth. In 2011 they bought a home in Karri Lane, Quinninup, an idyllic village set amid the ancient giant Karri forests. Quinninup is about a 25-minute drive to the town of Manjimup, where the shire has its offices. The purchase was funded in part by Erin’s inheritance from her grandmother, as well as their combined incomes.


Like the house Erin would eventually build in Leongatha, the place was on a large block of partial bushland and quite private. It was described by the real-estate agent as featuring four bedrooms, and ‘a superb culinary centre’ with bay windows overlooking ‘the local four-legged residents feeding on the back lawn’. Wraparound verandahs ‘keep the weather at bay and offer a charm that complements the environment to provide the ultimate lifestyle opportunity’. The price for this opportunity was $448,000.


With university off the agenda, Erin started her own business, Karri Books, in nearby Pemberton. It was a second-hand bookshop, stocked with books Erin had bought from book fairs, estate sales and old stock sold by libraries. She fitted out the store with carpet and shelves from Ikea and planned to attract both locals and visitors. The business was open for about a year. The town is a drawcard for wine-loving tourists, those keen to admire the national parks, forests and adventure options like hiking and trail biking. Others are drawn by the peace, the food and wellness options.


Their spacious new home was perfect for regular visits by Simon’s family. It also provided a base for camping trips and long road trips deep into the state. Simon’s brother Matthew and his family visited in 2011. Erin was the organiser for their stay, arranging a photo workshop and, as Matthew told a preliminary hearing, other arrangements to ‘enhance the holiday experience’.


Erin also stepped up with some very generous and practical support for Simon’s kin. She agreed to help Matthew and Tanya buy their first home, offering a finance deal they readily and wisely accepted – especially in light of Australia’s aggressive property market. She helped them buy their home in Officer, a suburb on Melbourne’s south-eastern fringe, about 50 kilometres from the CBD. It was an offer too good to refuse – $400,000, paying CPI rates on the principal, and making repayments at a time that suited them. Simon said that after their separation and asset split, Erin took over the loan, so repayments would go to her.


But a new house, Simon’s visiting relatives and Erin’s financial good deeds didn’t equate to their marriage being in the best of shape. They were feeling the tyranny of distance, missing Simon’s family and the support they offered, so in May 2013 they put their home on the market and moved back to Gippsland, ready to start the next chapter of their married life. The trip back was a bit of an adventure for the family. They drove across Australia, and for the first weeks of their return stayed with Don and Gail in Korumburra while Erin arranged a rental home in the village of Bena, about a five-minute drive away. 


The closeness of the family was restored, and Erin quickly resumed her social management role, arranging holidays for the families at places like McCrae on Victoria’s Mornington Peninsula, about 60 kilometres south of Melbourne’s CBD, and with Erin’s now-widowed mother, Heather, at her home in Eden, New South Wales. In late 2013 they went camping in New Zealand with Don and Gail, and a few months later, when Erin was heavily pregnant with their daughter, they bought a house in Nason Street, Korumburra. Interestingly, while the couple had a joint bank account and the Western Australian house had been jointly owned, the house they bought in Korumburra, where they lived until 2015, was solely in Erin’s name. Thanks to Erin’s inheritance and investments, Simon wasn’t looking for work but instead was a stay-at-home dad, looking after their son. As usual, they were living comfortably but modestly. 
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