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Dedication


To All Those Involved




Preface


Renowned true-crime author Matthew Condon describes Brisbane’s Whiskey Au Go Go nightclub massacre as the ‘horrific epicentre of all the crime and filth, the corruption and deaths that came before and followed that tragic night in March 1973, when 15 innocent people lost their lives’.1


Despite the quick arrests and subsequent convictions of both John Stuart and his sidekick James Finch, Condon rightly points out that the arson has never stopped smouldering. Rumours have swirled around that horror-filled night for decades. Were Stuart and Finch framed? Were others involved? Were further atrocities committed to hide the real truth behind the outrage?2


It had never been possible to determine the veracity of the hearsay. That changed in 2012 when the author had the privilege of being the first person to view the files created by the original lead detectives. They reveal what occurred prior to, during and after the conflagration. They reveal unsettling facts. They reveal that the story of the Whiskey is unfinished.


This is a work of non-fiction. The quoted conversations are taken verbatim from police eyewitness statements, court transcripts, coroners’ reports and other archival material. Unless otherwise stated, the following narrative is based on the original police murder investigative files.




Roll Call (Age)


Jennifer Denise Davie 17


Darcy Thomas Day 19


David John Westren 19


Fay Ellen Will 19


Leslie Gordon Palethorpe 20


William David Nolan 21


Colin William Folster 22


Petrius (Peter) Franciscus Morcus 23


Wendy Leanne Drew 24


Carol Ann Green 26


Paul Ferdinand Zoller 26


Desma Selma Carroll 29


Desmond John Peters 31


Brian William Watson 32


Ernest John Peters 50




Quotes


John Stuart


I can get pretty bloody wild in the head, you know, you’ve got no idea, after Grafton and things like that, how vicious I can be if I, because if I ever let go Basil, I am going to be a fucking, you’ve got no idea, I’m cold in the head.


All I am…is a shit pot thief, that’s all. I haven’t even got away— I’ve been pinched for more things than I’ve ever done, than I’ve got away with.


They’ll, they’ve worked all this out, that I’m working this out and I’ve worked out that they’re working out that I’m working it out.


I said I went up to Darwin, we don’t give a fuck of them cunts he said they’re nothing, you know they’re going on like the attitude the others said yeahhh, you know as if to say don’t try to sort of threaten us with names like that you know, I’m not threaten [sic], but er it was just about all of them are and fucking of you know they’re all sort of, they’re attitude is the same whether or not each one saids the word, the next time I’ll take you.


Detective Basil Hicks


If you haven’t heard from them again, how do you know they are going to do anything? You don’t know them, you haven’t heard from them again, yet you’re running round the clubs telling them something might happen.


No. You haven’t been lagging anyone. It’s been just the opposite. You’ve always had half a story. You go right round things and tell me nothing. Everything you’ve said about the clubs has always been so vague. You’ve had so many different stories I don’t know what to believe.


I wouldn’t know what they think either. You’re the one whose [sic] supposed to have all the answers. You’re the one who’s had all the information. If these people exist why can’t you just come out and name them. I can’t see why you have to go into all this business about having a message decoded and then have them named through [Brian] Bolton.


How do you know it’s true, that it’s a conspiracy unless your part of it?
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Jenny


It would be exhilarating and scary all in one, moving to Brisbane by herself as a teenager. But Jennifer (Jenny) Davie had already broken the shackles, having left home and gone flatting with her best friend, the budding fashion designer Vicki Lucas.1 She had done so in her hometown of Melbourne, where she worked at the local South British Insurance office.


The two roomies talked endlessly of their dreams and careers ahead, their adolescence being a thrilling time of life, a time for first experiences and lasting memories.2 Now the vibrant Davie had ventured north to the Sunshine State, having left Melbourne on 22 December 1972. She had inspired Lucas, who soon followed, joining Davie in a comfortable apartment in New Farm.


To further her aspirations, Davie waitressed at the Whiskey Au Go Go nightclub in Fortitude Valley. The youngster had been working there since arriving in Queensland’s capital and was rostered on three nights a week, supplementing her income by working in a restaurant during the day.3 The location was convenient; it was only one suburb away from her new residence.


On 7 March 1973, Jenny prepared for her late-night shift, donning a two-tone half-tank top, platform shoes and flared casual trousers. Her long, lustrous hair, which almost reached her waist, bounced as she excitedly greeted her boyfriend. He and Lucas dropped her off at the Whiskey at the corner of Amelia Street and St Pauls Terrace at 8 pm and said their goodbyes.


The enclave of Fortitude Valley had nothing in common with West Coburg, Davie’s childhood suburb; in fact, they were polar opposites. In the 1970s, the suburb of Fortitude Valley (known locally as ‘the Valley’) was a tangled web of cops on the take and illegal bookies, brothels and casinos, sprinkled with sleazy hotels and clubs, all a magnet for the criminal element, where wannabe gangsters congregated like the Pavlov’s dogs they were, drooling over their next crime.


A corrupt government, led by the infamous Joh ‘I see nothing here’ Bjelke-Petersen, aided and abetted this morass. The premier wilfully ignored the malfeasance and allowed it to penetrate—like the veins in a mouldy blue cheese—into both the political elite and the police force. He actively undermined his own anti-corruption crusading Commissioner of Police, Ray Whitrod, replacing the honourable public servant with a known crooked cop, one who would ultimately be frogmarched to gaol for corruption and forgery.


It was into this reeking cesspool that Davie had innocently walked. This moral decay and badness, which hung heavily over the district like a fire blanket and had, in particular, enveloped the Whiskey for months, would snuff out Davie’s hopes, and 17-year-old life, in a few short hours.
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Origins and Design


One of the many nightclubs plying their trade in the decayed Valley of entertainment was the Celebrity Cabaret, which had opened in April 1971. Unsuccessful, it had closed five months later.1


John Hannay saw an opportunity; he was good at that.2 Smooth and networked, he was a good organiser. Hannay had cut his teeth in the entertainment industry as the long-term business manager of The Planets, a band so successful they had opened their own venue in Brisbane called Birdland.3


Hannay, aware of the Celebrity’s collapse, approached 30-yearold professional company director Brian Little for funding. The New Zealand-born Little had been booking entertainers through Hannay’s business, Prestige Artists, since December 1971. Hannay told Little that the ready-made club was a low rental bargain with two bars, a stage, kitchen and dressing rooms, already appointed. With a weekly rental payment, minimal leased equipment and a little spruiking, it would provide an immediate return.4


In March 1972, the liquor license was transferred to Brian Little in the name of Littles Enterprises Pty Ltd, a company that included Brian’s father and brother Kenneth (Ken). The Littles took a three-year lease, with an option for two more three-year leases, naming it after the world famous Whiskey Au Go Go in West Hollywood, where The Doors and later Guns N’ Roses would play.5 The Littles advertised ‘Girls, Girls, Girls’, and go-go girls gyrated endlessly, flaunting their wares at the hotspot.6 Hannay ensured that he would be the manager, with the right to book the artists.7


At the Amelia Street entrance, Jenny was greeted by two freestanding placards emblazoned with Whiskey Au Go Go, Now Open Monday to Saturday, fully licensed 7 pm – 3 am. The cabaret consisted of the entire first floor of a nondescript multipurpose brick and concrete building. An eclectic mix of retail and service shops occupied the ground floor: Modern Tiles (with showroom), a ladies hairdresser, Pfaff sewing machines and Lucky’s Hamburger Bar.8


Jenny entered the spartan, uninspiring foyer and turned right onto the front stairway, which led to the first floor. Aside from the placards, there was nothing to announce the presence of a 3300-square-foot nightclub.


At the top of the stairs, just past the partition that separated the club from the stairwell, Jenny stood at the reception desk. To her left was the northern bar. Its three-tiered shelves filled with an array of bottles dominated the club’s interior.9 Two keg ends advertised McWilliams Wines and bar stools lined the counter.


To her right, the western side of the cabaret comprised, from front to back, a liquor storeroom, office, kitchen, male and female toilets, the rear stairs (which served as the rear fire escape), the back bar and the male and female artists’ changing rooms. Black wallpaper, decorated with a circular silver motif, covered the western wall.10


The southern end housed the dance floor and stage. Windows draped with thick black curtains lined the Amelia Street (north) and St Pauls Terrace (east) sides of the building. Small windows in the changing rooms, kitchen and toilets provided light. In front of Jenny, the densely packed square tables, arranged in four rows and licensed to seat 400, left little room for quick movement in the case of an emergency. Shrouded in black and dimly lit, the club had adequate décor for the budget reveller.


Despite denials by management, the criminal element frequented the club. There had been at least one visit by Lennie ‘Mr Big’ McPherson, a notorious standover man from Sydney, and some of the staff had criminal records. As a result, there was often violence.11


Just prior to the Whiskey fire, a lady had barely avoided a kick to the head during a fight between two visitors and one of the staff.12 Soon after, in another incident, a Whiskey doorman blacked out after an irate customer slammed him into the bar.13


The club was an instant hit with its clientele, and after paying rent of just $250, the Littles were netting $1,500 per week.14 In June 1972, another club, the Sound Machine Discothèque at 74 Elizabeth St, folded. Following the instant success of the Whiskey, the Littles, with Hannay’s encouragement, took over the failed nightclub. Renaming it Chequers Nightclub, they aimed for the high-end market, looking to create the most sumptuous nightclub in Brisbane.


The renovations required a serious cash injection of $90,000,15 but the club opened in mid-August to great fanfare, with the lavish opening attended by Brisbane’s VIP set.16 Hannay managed both clubs at first, until John Bell, originally a bouncer and later sub-manager, replaced Hannay as the Whiskey manager when Hannay departed in November.17
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Inspections


To be licensed, the Whiskey needed to pass several fire inspections. One was conducted just prior to the Littles’ takeover, wherein the Metropolitan Fire Brigade Board concluded that the ‘means of escape from these premises which were designed for cabaret purposes are satisfactory.’1 A further inspection occurred in mid-1972, and the Board was perturbed by the Littles’ illegal modifications, including the erection of the reception area at the first floor entrance, although they allowed it to remain.


The premises were inspected again in September 1972, and more violations were found. The Licensing Commission demanded that modifications be completed by mid-November.2 Crucially, the Commission ordered the Littles to seal the windows in a twofold process, firstly by removing the winding mechanisms, and then by riveting the frames to the housing. The Commission had received numerous noise complaints, and so because ventilation could be provided through the airconditioning system, the easy fix was to seal the windows.


Another requirement was to place an illuminated sign above the rear fire escape and remove all boxes, cartons and other debris that cluttered the landing. The Littles failed to comply with these demands, and the Commission decreed that they should appear on 2 March 1973.3 Unless they provided sufficient explanation, their licence would be forfeited. At this meeting, the Littles announced that they had removed all the window handles and cleared the junk away from the fire stairs. The sign above the rear exit door still hadn’t been installed, but the Littles promised that this would be completed in two weeks’ time. Their assurances would be moot.


When Jenny strolled into the club, there was no security detail on the ground floor. Anyone could walk unchallenged through the front door and up to the club’s reception area above. There had been a security guard, John Ryan, until three weeks earlier,4 but it would now be up to the massively built John Bell, an ex-boxer, to deal with any undesirables as he roamed through the club.5
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Front Tables


It was a time to celebrate. Telephonist Lola Roy met up with Sandra Thomas and Bernadette Allen after work. 1 The trio walked from the telephone exchange to the Whiskey’s sister club, Chequers, where they had a meal and a couple of drinks.


Sandra’s wedding was three days away, and what better way to celebrate than to have drinks at some of the Fortitude Valley nightclubs. After visiting Chequers, they made their way to the Jet Club in Brunswick Street. They then moved on to the Whiskey, arriving in the first few minutes of 8 March 1973.2


It was no coincidence that the party had chosen the Whiskey as the last club to visit. Wedding girl Sandra had been an employee there, having departed only a fortnight earlier. Before she left Brisbane following her nuptials, she wanted to say her goodbyes.


The joyous visitors moved about the club, making a conscious effort to meet all the staff, with Sandra spending time in the kitchen catching up with chef Jim Chalmers and kitchen-hand Geoffrey Kopittke.3 The women then made their way to the table closest to the front entrance, next to the reception counter. It was now 1.30 am.


At this time, the main act, a nostalgically popular 1950s ‘surf-sound’ band called The Delltones, came off stage, having completed their one-hour gig. They had a lucrative $1,500 per week contract with Brian and Ken Little to play nightly at both Chequers and the Whiskey.4 After their last number, Francis Longhurst, the Whiskey doorman, performed his last task for the shift, taking an empty carton down the rear fire escape and placing it in a large industrial bin located in a laneway at the side of the nightclub. Thirty-eight minutes before the calamity, all was in order.5


Having deposited the box, Longhurst retraced his steps. As it was a quiet night, he took a break at 1.45 am. The Delltones were exiting the club when Longhurst joined the wedding party at their table. The band was in a hurry to leave, as their wives and girlfriends were waiting for them back at their hotel.6


Facing the rear cocktail bar, Longhurst could see his friend and work colleague Petrius (Peter) Morcus, who had been working at the club for the last four weeks. In several weeks’ time, Morcus was due to leave the Whiskey to set up his own restaurant.7 Longhurst sat with Chalmers, who had been the first to join the trio of girls, being keen to catch up some more with Sandra. Chalmers sat facing the front bar.


When they’d finished their drinks, Longhurst decided to shout a celebratory round or two.8 He approached Bell at the reception desk and asked him what the cost price for champagne would be, explaining the impending wedding and knowing that it could be replaced in stock. Bell responded, ‘I’ll let you have it for $1.50.’ Deciding that the price was right, Longhurst said, ‘I’ll have half a dozen bottles.’


Longhurst handed Bell the cash and walked past the toilets and rear fire exit to the back bar, where Desma Carroll greeted him. The previous September, Carroll and family had taken their first holiday in a decade, staying at Mermaid Beach on the Gold Coast. It had been so much fun Mrs Carroll had decided to find a job to fund the next holiday, buy a caravan and ultimately purchase her own home.9


To kick-start her dream, she had started at the Whiskey as a cashier in October. Her husband had had his concerns, and had tried to talk her out of it. Mr Carroll was worried by the night work, but his wife had argued that the money was good and it allowed her to see the children, Sonya, Kim and Todd, aged six to nine, in the afternoons and evenings before she went to work. Desma had prepared the family dinner as usual, said goodbye to the children, and left for work.


Another concern for Mr Carroll was an incident on 22 February when his wife had run into the kitchen and alerted Chalmers that a maniac was waving a gun around.10 Chalmers had emerged to see a short, stocky man, later identified as goon Charles ‘Chicka’ Reeves, pointing a gun at Morcus and saying, ‘You shut your mouth.’ Morcus had replied, ‘Oh Jesus, don’t shoot.’11 This incident had provided an extra incentive for Morcus to set up his own business, as it had left him badly shaken.


‘Just give us two bottles of Bodega; John [Bell] will fix you up for them later,’ Longhurst said to Carroll. His work colleague handed him two bottles of the popular McWilliams sparkling champagne and Longhurst returned to the front of the club, sat down, popped the plastic stopper and poured a round.


Longhurst also sent a glass of champagne down to his mate Morcus at the cocktail bar, and most of those seated at the table downed two glasses each, quickly finishing the two bottles of champagne.12


Then Chalmers invited Bell to the wedding party table.13 To complete the complement, painter Clarence (Ted) Bingham arrived at the club.14 Entering just before 2 am, Bingham instantly recognised Bell and accepted a seat next to Longhurst. At 2 am, Bell briefly left the table to read the till and close the cash register, the nightly routine.15


Throughout the night, Bell had been mingling with the guests and keeping an eye on proceedings. With the reception desk now closed, he looked around the club and made a rough head count. There were approximately 50 patrons, down from a peak of 80 earlier in the night, which was okay for an early morning midweek crowd.16 Scanning the room, he could see that most of the patrons were seated around the dance floor in front of the stage, with a few dancing to the live music. A sprinkling of patrons populated the front bar. With an hour until closing time, Bell rejoined the festive front table.


Donna Porter, a 22-year-old mum, had been working the register earlier in the night.17 Just before 10 pm, Brian Little had approached Porter and asked her to take over the front desk from Jeannette Zidich, Little’s partner. Zidich was working there to help finance a visit home to New Zealand at Easter.


This was a double surprise for Porter. She had worked at the Whiskey for various periods since July 1972, usually as a waitress, but never as the receptionist/cashier. What was most puzzling was that the request had come directly from one the club’s owners; they generally avoided the floor staff, remaining aloof.


Brian Little, Zidich and Bell then left for the grand opening of Blinkers Nightclub. They returned at 11.45 pm, with Zidich resuming her reception duties.18 At 1.00 am, Little approached Porter for a second time and said, ‘Donna, come and relieve Jeannette on the door.’ Little then walked over to Zidich and said, ‘I’m taking you home.’ Bell overheard the conversation, and was concerned. ‘Has she got a headache, or is she sick? Why are you taking her home?’ he asked Little. Zidich looked up in surprise and told Little she would carry on, but he said it was a quiet night, so she agreed to go. She would later say that she had been tired.


Zidich picked up her bag and Little took her home. Meanwhile, Porter wondered whether the departure was related to the mysterious call she had received while Brian Little had been absent at Blinkers. A man with a terse tone had asked to speak to Brian. In her best business voice, Porter had said, ‘Mr Little is not here at the moment. Whom shall I say is calling?’ The caller had abruptly hung up. When Porter had passed the message on to Little, he had seemed agitated.


After dropping Zidich off, Brian Little briefly returned to the Whiskey, but then left for good when The Delltones left.19 The staff noticed this, because he usually stayed until closing time at 3 am, the Devil’s hour,20 and then retired to the Little-owned Kangaroo Motel. This unusual departure time would lead Porter and other staff members to wonder if Brian Little had some foreknowledge of the horror show that was about to unfold.


Michael Dee, a truck driver from Haulmark Trailers, had known Ernest Peters, the licensee of the Royal Hotel at Goovigen, and his son Desmond Peters, on a casual basis for the past eighteen months.21 They had breakfasted at the ANZAC club, cruised to the Albion Park Races and then had dinner at the renowned Breakfast Creek Hotel. Late in the evening, they had made their way to the Whiskey.22 They now sat in the north-east corner at the front of the club, directly opposite the wedding party, separated from them by a single table.


Shortly before midnight, Detective Sergeant Patrick Mahony, from the Criminal Investigation Branch (CIB), in company with Detective Senior Constable Ken Scanlan and Detective Bob Cassidy, ambled into the club.23 Scanlan, who was with the Consorting Squad, had received a call from Bell, who had had an encounter with a known criminal just after he arrived at the Blinkers club opening.24 Bell, who had known this troublemaker for many years, thought the interaction was worth reporting to the police. Detective Mahony met Ernest Peters, his close friend of 15 years, who invited him to join the Peters’ table. Detectives Scanlan and Cassidy departed.


Ernest Peters was loving life. He told Mahony he had bought a racehorse at the Exhibition Ground Yearling Sales the day before, paying $550 for a yearling colt by French Charm.25 What’s more, Ernest and his son Desmond had won a considerable sum of money at the Albion Park races. Like those at the table opposite, they also had a good reason to celebrate. An unidentified gentleman joined them at 1 am.


The conversation at the Peters’ table became nostalgic, with the latest arrival and Desmond Peters recalling the good old times, the fond memories they had of attending St Brendan’s Convent school at Yeppoon. At 2 am, there was a general discussion about the table departing. The unidentified gentleman left first, saying he needed to fly out at 8 am.


Dee preceded the others down the front stairs. Bell had been observing several patrons all night, but his attention was focused on this party, in particular the scotch drinker Dee. When Dee and the Peters had entered the club, Bell had judged them to be already boozed, and they had not stopped drinking until Dee’s departure at around 2.07 am.


Bell could see that ‘Dee was very much intoxicated and more or less was a nuisance in that he went out of the club towards the exit a number of times and on one occasion fell down the stairs. He would return shortly after and consume more alcohol…he left his party and I saw him staggering towards the entrance.’26 His departure probably saved his life, for escaping the ensuing inferno in his state would have been no mean feat. Mahony made his way to the men’s room as Dee stumbled down the front stairs and out of the premises.
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Middle Tables


Christine Corney worked with Wendy Drew, who had come to Queensland to join the police force.1 She picked Drew up and they drove to the Colmslie Hotel. They had been bummed out when they found that the night’s entertainment had been cancelled. They returned to Corney’s residence, and after thumbing through the paper, decided to go to the Whiskey, which would have a live band until the small hours; The Delltones no less.


Arriving two hours after the club opened, the duo parked outside the PMG building next door to the cabaret.2 On entering, they paid Zidich the two-dollar cover charge and sat at a table directly across from the ladies toilet in the middle of the club. Later in the night, pool servicer Leonard (Lennie) Salmon came over and stood next to their table. ‘Do you mind if I sit down?’ he asked.3 Corney did mind, and gestured around the club. ‘There are plenty of tables,’ she replied. Lennie failed to read the glacial welcome, and pulled out a chair and sat down opposite Corney. The awkward trio had a drink—she a soft drink, Lennie liquor and Drew a Bacardi and Coke. Corney had a dance with Lennie, and then danced with another stranger.


The Manager of the Toowong Swimming Pool, Jack Carew, arrived at midnight with Allan Littler and Paul Zoller, a Swiss chef from the National Hotel who had booked his passage back to Canada.4 Upon entering the club, they were ushered to a table near the back bar, on the western side.


Just prior to The Delltones taking the stage, Littler recognised interloper Lennie at a nearby table, so the three friends shifted to Corney’s table in the middle of the club.5 An hour later, a male and female entered the cabaret.6 They were introduced to Corney as Carol Green and Brian Watson.7


An only daughter, Green had gone to see The Delltones at the National Hotel but having missed them there, had followed the band to the Whiskey. Green was thrilled that her mother was starting a job for the first time in 31 years, and had told her that morning, ‘Mum, I’m proud of you.’ By way of celebration, she had risen early to cut her mum’s lunch, and during her lunch break, had bought her a pair of shoes. As Carol left home, she said, ‘Don’t worry Mum, I’ll be all right. I’ll be back at half-past ten.’8


As The Delltones played their last song, Corney had a dance with Littler and then resumed her seat.
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Rear Tables


Mid-evening, Hunter Nicol, a Constable in the Queensland Police Force stationed at Windsor Station, met some Military Police friends at the Military Police Mess at Indooroopilly.1 They included Corporal William (Bill) Nolan and another soldier, Leslie Palethorpe. Palethorpe was 20 years old, recently married and had a 10-month-old son. His wife was pregnant with their second child. He had shifted from Townsville’s Lavarack Barracks to Enoggera for training and had only arrived in Brisbane the previous day.


Coincidentally, his mother was in Brisbane to see the monster musical hit Hair. While in town, Mrs Palethorpe had heard a voice calling her name and had turned around to receive a delightful surprise. Leslie and his two colleagues were waving to her. Leslie gave his mum a cuddle and a kiss, and told her he would visit her and his siblings on the weekend.


At 10.30 pm, the trio left the Indooroopilly Mess and drove to the Lands Office Hotel, but could not enter the floor show as they did not have ties. Nicol intended to show Palethorpe around Brisbane, Palethorpe being an out-of-towner. As they drove through the Valley, Nolan suggested they go to the Whiskey. It would be a new experience for all of them.


They selected a table near the dance floor and sat down. After a short time, Palethorpe recognised another man who was sitting nearby. The man, named Allan, was also a soldier.2


Palethorpe went over for a chat, and he and his colleagues were invited to join Allan’s group. Allan was sitting with his girlfriend Kathy,3 while Fay Will and her brother Daniel also sat at their table enjoying the night’s entertainment.4 Fay worked at the Queensland Railways refreshment rooms in Roma Street, and the girls from the rooms traditionally attended the Whiskey on a Wednesday night.5


Flora Simpson, a freelance photographer, was working the tables.6 She struggled to generate interest, but did snap a photo of Fay Will and her brother on her Polaroid 180 instant camera. She later shot one of Zidich. Palethorpe took a girl from the Will party onto the dance floor and returned a few minutes later. Daniel Will then left the club.7


There was a second band, Trinity, playing that night at the Whiskey. They served as both a second live band and a backing group for both The Delltones and a popular singer, Julie Amiet, who also made an appearance during the evening.8 The band members were Darcy Day, Colin Folster, David Neden, Bevan Childs, Graham Rennex and Raymond Roberts. A third of the band would perish on this fateful morning. They had been rehearsing for the last three weeks, and had started playing at the Whiskey on the Monday; this was only their third night.9


The group met in the men’s dressing room ready for an 8.30 pm start, some making an unconscious note of the high window. They took breaks every 20 minutes, reclining at tables next to the stage that were reserved for the band. From half an hour after midnight, Trinity backed The Delltones for an hour, and then took a break until 1.55 am. After the break, they played a three-song bracket, stopping at 2.06 am.10


During the break, Rennex walked across the dance floor to a long table immediately in front of the stage where Neden was resting.11 A friend of Neden’s, Colin Walker, and Leslie Foyle were also seated at the table. Walker had gone to the club to discuss the sale of a musical instrument and the proposed appearance of Trinity at a function the following Sunday.12 Childs and Day, the Trinity saxophonists sat at a table reserved for the band, four paces from the dressing room.13 Drummer Folster and Trinity guitarist Roberts stood nearby.


At 2.07 am, the wedding and Dee parties dominated the front of the club, the Corney table occupied the middle, the military group were in front of the dance floor, and the Trinity members were either seated in front of or standing around the stage. Fifteen of the attendees, divided by fate, had minutes to live.
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Patrols


Police Constables David McSherry and Kaye Suhr, both attached to the Brisbane Mobile Patrol Section, patrolled the Valley in Car 525 on the graveyard shift, from 10 pm to 6 am.1 After an uneventful first few hours, they took a meal break at 1.30 am.


At precisely 1.58 am, they recommenced their patrol in Brookes Street outside the Fortitude Valley Police Station, and two minutes later drove past the Whiskey entrance on Amelia Street, turning right into St Pauls Terrace. While passing the Whiskey, something caught McSherry’s eye. Looking more closely, he saw a man, about 5 feet 10 inches tall and of slim build, standing beside the driver’s door of an iridescent light-blue Holden HK Premier sedan. McSherry saw the man fumbling with his keys. As he appeared to be under the influence, McSherry decided to circle the block and then have a word to the man.


The driver was Gregory Clark.2 He had just exited the Whiskey, and upon noticing the cruising police car, stopped fishing for his keys. Clark stepped back from his vehicle, mistaken in the belief that he had not been seen. As soon as McSherry disappeared from view, Clark quickly found his keys, unlocked his car and drove off.


In Alfred Street, McSherry saw another potential problem. A white HR Holden sedan had a South Australian registration sticker,3 but there were no registration plates. McSherry and Suhr stopped to investigate. They then made their way back to the Whiskey. It was now 2.07 am.


McSherry and Suhr were not the only police officers patrolling near the nightclub that night. Sergeant Vincent Murphy, who was also based at the Fortitude Valley Police Station, drove past the Whiskey in car 523 at 2 am. During his drive-by, he saw a woman who appeared to be about 30 years of age entering the club. It looked to be a quiet, uneventful night, with nothing to be concerned about, so Murphy continued on to Brunswick Street.4


Approximately seven minutes after McSherry and Suhr had passed the nightclub, the heavily intoxicated Dee made his way down the Whiskey’s front stairs.5 There was no one visible, either on the staircase or near the Amelia Street entrance. Although he was only metres from the upstairs toilet, Dee could not hold on, and decided to relieve himself around the side of building while waiting for the rest of his table to exit the club. Dee careened a few steps to the left, targeting the western side of the building. Drunk as a skunk, he passed a Whiskey welcoming placard and then stumbled over a foot-high chain link fence that bordered a small garden bed.
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Mass Murder


Seconds after Dee tripped over the fence, as he lay sprawled in the garden bed, the eerie silence was suddenly shattered. Someone tossed two drums, both without bung lids and at least three-quarters full of super-grade AMOCO petrol, into the club’s foyer.1 A four-gallon BP petrol drum rolled to the right, under the staircase, while a five-gallon SC Johnson & Son container that had once held floor polish hit the rear wall of the foyer.2


In less than 30 seconds, both drums were virtually empty and the petrol had spread across the foyer carpet,3 each carpet thread acted like a wick, soaking up the fuel via capillary action. The club entrance exploded in flames when a lit match hit the carpet.


In his inebriated state at the side of the building, Dee had neither heard nor seen anyone throw the drums of fuel into the club. As he got to his feet, he saw flames engulfing the entrance.


James Stewart, a cleaner for the Brisbane City Council, swept the footpath outside the A. & C.F. McDonald Pastrycooks shop on St Pauls Terrace, directly opposite the Whiskey, and then proceeded to the bus shed next to the nightclub.4 Trinity were finishing their set directly above him. It was 2.05 am. Stewart searched for a mate of his, but was out of luck. Two minutes later, he headed north, swishing his broom. Turning into Amelia Street, he was only metres from the club’s entrance when he first saw a peculiar ‘purple glow’ in the foyer, next to the steps. There was also a noise like leaking gas, but he could not determine its source. The light grew stronger, and then there was a flash.
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Balmoral House


Balmoral House, a small residential hotel with 23 rooms, was located close to the club’s entrance on Amelia Street.1 It was after 2.00 am, but the music was still blaring from the Whiskey. Despite the permanently shut windows, noise remained an issue, and Trinity had woken Mavis Kann, the owner of Balmoral House, from her troubled sleep.2 She arose and, with head pounding, stumbled through the darkness to the kitchen.


After retrieving a headache powder and a glass of water, she made her way back to the bedroom. Kann pulled the curtain aside and looked out the window in the direction of the Whiskey. She heard a ‘whoosh’, and then saw coloured flashes from the nightclub’s lobby illuminating the street. The flashes seemed to emerge from the club’s entrance.


A horrified Kann thought there had been an explosion. The lights were still on in the cabaret, and now the sense of dread dawned. Now fully awake, Kann realised the club was still open. She screamed to wake her sleeping husband and then ran out the front of the hotel. Mr Kann grabbed a torch and followed his hysterical wife. The couple heard screams of sheer terror emanating from the club.


Arthur Parkinson, a slaughterman, was lodging at Balmoral House. Brisbane remained in the grip of a ferocious heatwave, and he had both veranda doors open in an attempt to gain some relief from the stifling summer air.3 He slept lightly at the best of times, but was having trouble sleeping at all in the heat. Lying in bed, he thought he could make out footsteps, a car door slamming and then someone yelling, ‘Let’s go, let’s get out of here’ before the car started up and sped off. He felt drowsy; maybe it was just a dream. However, Parkinson knew he wasn’t dreaming when he heard hysterical shrieking coming from the Whiskey Au Go Go premises; that was real.
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Deathtrap: Front Tables


The wedding party at the front table was chatting, kicking back and telling jokes. They had drunk two bottles of champagne, and needed more out of the remaining four. Longhurst, his mind on the extra bottles, saw a glow, a ‘ripply light effect’, reflected on the ceiling.1 At first, he thought he’d had too much to drink, but later realized that ‘I hadn’t had much to drink at all, only the two glasses of champagne.’


Chalmers, who had the best view of the entrance to the staircase, saw what appeared to be light-brown smoke coming from the stairway near the front entrance. To no one in particular, he called out, ‘Where’s all the smoke coming from?’ and then hurried to the entrance next to the reception counter.2


Looking around the partition, he saw smoke coming up the stairway. Retreating, he yelled, ‘There’s a fire!’, and turning to Bell, said, ‘John, the place is on fire.’ Knowing that the fire extinguisher was in the kitchen, Chalmers sprinted past the champagne-drinking party. Longhurst darted from the table and held the kitchen door open while Chalmers retrieved the appliance.3 Chalmers rushed back to the entrance and activated the foam extinguisher. Meanwhile, the situation had changed dramatically. In 20 seconds, the light-brown smoke had turned black and thickened.


The burning petrol produced copious quantities of black smoke and soot, as did the synthetic carpet and underlay in the foyer, both of which were consumed in the conflagration.4


The tinder-dry wall next to the five-gallon drum was subject to intense heat. Wood does not burn—this is an extraordinary and little understood fact. As the flames heated the wooden wall, a process called pyrolysis (decomposition) was initiated. The heat began to break down the surface layer, forming a blackened char. In addition, flammable gases were released, and it was these that ignited, forming the flames we recognise as fire. A similar process applied to the petrol; it was the volatile vapour that was burning, not the liquid itself.


Bell had also noticed a glow at the front entrance. He had not heard any explosion, but had detected a very strong smell of what seemed to be burning diesel.5 As he joined Chalmers, the smoke surged up the stairway and floated across the top of the front bar at a frightening speed, almost knocking them over. Bell and company were astonished by the firestorm’s rapid progress, unaware that the developing blaze sat at the bottom of a perfect chimney.


Twelve airconditioners operated upstairs, with the three on the St Pauls Terrace side expelling stale air outside the club.6 Fresh oxygen, a critical element for a sustainable fire, was being sucked through the open foyer door, into the club and out through these airconditioners. Despite the permanently sealed windows, an invisible river of air swept over Bell and his co-workers. The result would prove to be catastrophic.


Realising the urgency of the situation, Bingham said to Bell, ‘Forget about the extinguisher. Have you got a fire escape?’7 ‘Yes, it’s this way,’ replied Bell, pointing towards the rear cocktail bar. Bingham was one of the first to react. He dashed past the kitchen, but with the club dimly lit and quickly filling with smoke, he could not find the door on the western wall that Bell had indicated. In the developing chaos, he followed some patrons who had moved into a gap in the wall, thereby stumbling across the rear fire escape.


Bingham scurried down the empty stairs, turned right onto the landing and proceeded down the second flight of stairs. With much relief, he stepped through the open exit door at the bottom.


Longhurst was one of the few who knew exactly where to go; he had been at the rear door moments before. He also bolted through the fire exit’s sliding door and down the escape stairs to the lower exit.


However, something had changed since Bingham had escaped. The exit door to the alleyway was now closed. The door needed a key to open it from the outside, while from the inside, it could only be opened if the locking button remained undepressed. In addition, it was necessary to turn the Abloy lock-wheel 45 degrees clockwise—a complicated procedure.


Fortunately, Longhurst knew the mechanism well. He opened the door and remained briefly at the foot of stairs to guide those exiting the building. With a locked door, the Whiskey was a death trap. The door should have had a panic bar, that is, it should have been a push-bar door. These doors cannot be locked from the inside. They operate in minimal visibility, and simply require a light push to open them.


Bell told Sandra Thomas, ‘You better go down near the fire escape.’ He then ran into the main part of the club telling other patrons to do the same.8 Wedding girl Sandra and her companion Allen stayed together, holding on to each other as they made their way to the only escape route. By the time they reached the stairwell, it was pitch black and visibility was zero.


In less than 60 seconds, no one could see the exit. Even without the smoke, it was hard to see because there was no lighted exit sign, as the Littles had ignored the compliance order. In addition, the door and surrounding walls were black, impossible to see in the descending murk.


In the mad scramble to escape, someone wrenched Allen’s bag off her shoulder. It lay on the fire escape stairs, where a fireman found it during the clean-up afterwards.9 In the laneway, Sandra could hear the people still trapped inside begging for assistance and could see some of those who had managed to escape covered in black soot—they looked like performers from a minstrel show. Bell was one of these.


Constable McSherry missed the firebombing by seconds. On returning to the Whiskey, he noticed the glow of a fire in the foyer. It had not yet spread to the first floor. Still driving, he snatched up the handset and contacted the PVKR (police call sign): ‘From Car 525 to VKR. The Whiskey Au Go Go is on fire. I want the ambulance and fire brigade advised.’ It was precisely 2.08 am.10


He parked the police car in Amelia Street and together with Constable Suhr rushed to the club’s entrance, but entering the premises proved impossible; there was already an impenetrable wall of dancing flame and cinders.


From the side of the club, an apparition appeared; the stunned, staggering and obviously inebriated Dee approached McSherry and said, ‘Do something quickly as there are a number of people upstairs in the nightclub.’11 Amongst them were his friends, who were now fleeing for their lives. Stewart, who was standing nearby, heard a woman wailing plaintively, ‘Try and get us out. We can’t get out.’12


Bell made his way to the front of the club and told McSherry that there were still people inside.13 McSherry returned to his patrol car and made a further call for assistance. ‘The position is serious; get more fire brigades, more ambulances and more assistance.’14 Bell could see two drums lying on their sides in the foyer with flames billowing from them. He returned to the rear exit.15


Constable Suhr heard the sound of women and men yelling in the alleyway down the side of the club.16 She immediately ran into the laneway, where she saw a number of men clambering over a six-foothigh iron gate, which was kept locked to prevent patrons sneaking up the rear stairs. She also saw three distraught young ladies on the other side of the gate. Suhr assisted the trio over the gate and attempted to calm them. Traumatised, they related how they had escaped. She recorded their names as Sandra Thomas, Lola Roy and Bernadette Allen.


The fire brigade received a call at 2.04 am from the auto fire alarm at the Bio-Chemistry building at the University. Five minutes later, the central watch room received an alert from the police line that the Whiskey was ablaze. McSherry’s call had been relayed quickly.17


David MacIntosh, an experienced Station Officer, left the Kemp Place Fire Station within seconds in charge of salvage engine No. 85. Engine 15, led by Second Officer Edward Kropp, followed close behind. 18 The time was 2.09 am.


The billowing black smoke that engulfed the top of the front stairs forced Chalmers to retreat after his heroics with the extinguisher. Leaving the extinguisher still discharging in the direction from which he thought the fire was coming, Chalmers fled. As he made for the fire escape, he felt along the wall with his hands.19 Nearing the exit, he could see heavy smoke near the band section at the back of the club. Maybe there were two separate fires, one at each end of the club; it was impossible to tell in the dark and the pandemonium.


Finding the escape, Chalmers assisted some people down the stairs, but could not linger, as the fumes were threatening to overcome him; he was choking and gasping for air. In any case, he was pushed through the bottom door by the crush of other people trying to flee the blaze. Some of the bodies were later found to have sustained trample wounds.


As Detective Sergeant Mahony sauntered to the toilet, ‘a flash occurred somewhere near the front entrance.’20 He had never been to the building prior to that night, and was unsure how to get out. The fire was raging at the front of the building, so he looked for an exit at the back—his only way of escaping, it seemed. He did not hear Bell’s exit directions, despite being only metres away.


Mahony called out to the Peters and then navigated his way through the maze of tables to get to the rear of the building. Overcome by smoke, he thought he would soon lapse into unconsciousness. Breathing remained difficult, and his lungs were seared. To provide temporary relief, Mahony covered his nose and mouth with a handkerchief. It was not just the smoke; there was also the smell, something toxic, nothing like burning wood.


He called to his friends, and sensed Ernest Peters’ presence, but could not be certain in the melee. The detective tried a couple of doors, but they were the toilets. By chance, he found a sliding door, which proved to be the fire escape. Someone had slid the top door shut, perhaps to prevent the smoke entering the fire escape stairs. Like the locked door below it, it was a deadly choice for a fire exit; it, too, should have been a fire-rated push door.


He went down the stairs, but then returned to the sliding door and tried to assist two men down the stairway. Mahony believed that one was Ernie Peters, but he felt faint, and could not be certain.


The most insidious by-product of any fire is carbon monoxide: odourless, tasteless and colourless, it is the biggest killer in most building fires. When a fire burns in an enclosed space, carbon monoxide is created. The haemoglobin in the body’s red blood cells is responsible for transporting oxygen around the body. However, carbon monoxide binds to haemoglobin 240 times tighter than oxygen, and the victim suffocates when the toxin invades their lungs.


Mahony’s symptoms of dizziness and weakness were typical of carbon monoxide poisoning, which can quickly lead to death, and did so for all the victims on this terror-filled morning.


Mahony was correct; Ernie Peters had been behind him all the way to the top of the stairs, but overcome by the fumes, had sat down with his head on the railing and succumbed. In the turmoil, Desmond Peters moved past the exit to a space between the stage and the dressing rooms. Unable to find a way out, he sank to the floor and expired.


Detective Mahony descended the stairs and kicked at a door, but it would not open. He tried another way, managing to open a door leading to the courtyard at the rear of the premises. The bottom door had been closed again.


Someone who chose a different route was painter Axel Lueck, who had been sitting at the front bar.21 He had arrived from Germany four months previously and was visiting the club with some German friends. He heard a ‘plop’ and then saw some grey-black smoke. He could also smell oil.


Lueck did not follow the seething human tide to the back exit; rather, he put his Bacardi rum down, moved to the windows near where Dee and company had been sitting, smashed one of them and jumped onto the St Pauls Terrace awning.
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Deathtrap: Middle Tables


Seated at a table in the middle of the club, Corney heard a commotion and saw Longhurst and Bell rush into the kitchen.1 As Longhurst headed for the fire escape, he ran past Corney yelling, ‘Everybody out!’ A female staff member reinforced his directive and gestured towards the exit.


Carew, who was sitting near Corney, immediately said to his friends, ‘This place is about to go up, we’d better get out of here.’2 Zoller replied, ‘You worry too much, Irish.’ Carew and Littler followed the Whiskey waitress to the fire escape. When Zoller belatedly responded, he moved to the St Pauls Terrace side and collapsed face-down in the corner, next to the bandstand.


Corney grabbed her friend Drew’s hand and they weaved their way towards the back of the club, avoiding upturned chairs and tables that had been sent flying in the stampede.3 On reaching the exit landing, Corney tripped over a keg trolley that was positioned in a recess behind the sliding door. In addition to the trolley, there were six cardboard boxes in two stacks of three containing Kirks Colonial Club Cordials and Kaiser Stuhl Cold Duck wine from the Barossa Valley. There was also a wooden crate of Coke bottles.4 These exit hazards, although removed for the recent fire inspection, had been returned by the Little brothers once the survey was completed.


Regaining her balance, Corney continued downwards, but with the stairs full of smoke, had to grope her way down. With no visibility, her hands were her eyes. At the bottom of the stairs, she lost her balance and fell to the ground. It was here she thought she lost her grip on Drew, but she was mistaken. Corney had been separated from Drew near the fire escape entrance. Drew had then made her way to the back of the club and collapsed near Desmond Peters.


After Corney regained her footing, she heard someone say, ‘Keep walking. Go to your right.’ She hit a wall, turned back and, by chance, found an open doorway out of the building. The light remained dim, like a solar eclipse, until she reached the laneway, as the smoke exiting the fire escape obscured the outside light.5


Lennie Salmon grabbed the hand of a girl and made for the side door where people were running, but he lost his grip. The smoke overcame him, and he collapsed onto the floor. Littler, who had gone past the sliding door, turned around and yelled out, ‘Is anyone left up here?’ This revived Salmon, who weakly replied, ‘I’m here.’ Littler, at great personal risk, selflessly re-entered the cabaret, put Salmon’s arm around his neck and dragged Salmon to safety, thereby saving his life.


One of the first out of the rear exit had been Bingham. Others, those with agility, had climbed over the high laneway gate. Bingham saw a large amount of a ‘greasy substance’ on the concrete just outside the exit door. Many people were slipping upon exiting the club.


Bingham told Bell he was going back inside. Hearing sounds near the fire escape, he re-entered the building and called out, ‘Calm down and listen to my voice and I’ll show you the way out!’ Two girls emerged from the smoke and he assisted them to safety. One of them may have been Corney. Bingham ascended six steps before he had to retreat after the toxic smoke caught him full in the face. When he went back to the door, it was locked.
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Deathtrap: Rear Tables


Bass player David Neden, who was sitting with Rennex and Colin Walker, noticed Longhurst walk into the kitchen and push the door open.1 Clouds of roiling smoke seemed to billow from the kitchen, and it looked like a fire had started in the cooking area. In the initial stages of the fire, confusion and bewilderment reigned, and then terror and panic tore across the club like a contagion.


Neden said to Rennex, ‘Shit, pick up your guitar and run.’ Neden then called out to the other members of the band that the club was on fire, went to the stage, unplugged his guitar and rushed into the men’s dressing room. Having prepared in there, he knew there was a window and a possible way out. No one at the rear of the club heard Bell or any other staff member point out the exit; they were too far away.


George Power, who travelled with The Delltones, noticed everyone looking towards the top end of the club, where there was smoke. Someone said it looked to be coming from the kitchen.2 He thought he heard a ‘dull swoosh’, but thinking it had come from the Trinity sound system, he initially ignored it. Belatedly realizing the danger and jolted into action, Power followed Neden into the band’s dressing room. Having been in there talking with The Delltones, he also knew there was a possible escape route.


Just as Power was about to smash the window, he heard some girls pleading for help in the main part of the club. Retreating from the window, he opened the dressing room door, but the impenetrable cloud of smoke nearly choked him. There was nothing he could do, so he slammed the door shut. Next to him, Neden placed his guitar into its case, but with the room filling with smoke, it was time to flee.


Power and Neden punched out a window, and Neden dropped his guitar through the opening and crawled through after it. Power then dived through, cutting both of his hands on shards of glass. He stepped onto the roof of an adjoining building and stopped to suck in the oxygen. Looking towards the street, Power could see orange flames and thick smoke cloaking the front of the club. After assisting several girls through the window, Neden lingered briefly and after scrambling to ground level, then ran around to the front of the club. Walker followed Neden out through the window.


Rennex, like many others, thought the fire had started in the kitchen. He watched the smoke surge across the ceiling towards the stage, and the lights appeared to go out, row by row.3 This is a common misunderstanding in fires, but this effect is a result of the lights being smothered by the tsunami wave of smoke, not the electricity failing.


Following Neden’s instruction, Rennex immediately ran to the stage, picked up his guitar and entered the female dressing room. Bevan Childs was ahead of him.4 Childs had been sitting with the other Trinity sax player, Darcy Day. Day, who was facing the entrance, had seen the trouble first and stood bolt upright, proclaiming, ‘Fire!’ He pointed to the club’s entrance. Childs followed his outstretched arm and saw the glow.


Childs focused on an escape route and shut out the mayhem around him; he was vaguely aware that there were people moving about and some general noise, but he could not distinguish what was being said. He moved from the table to the open female dressing room door only three paces from his seat. As he scrambled towards the door, Childs turned back to see where Day was and saw him moving towards the stage.


Childs assumed that Day was retrieving his saxophone, which he no doubt was. Day made it to the St Pauls Terrace side of the stage, but was overcome with carbon monoxide poisoning and collapsed.5


Childs smashed the closed dressing room window by kicking it out. A young lady followed him out through the opening. Once outside, he stood on an airconditioner, and then jumped a few feet onto the roof of the neighbouring building. This easy access was a saviour for a number of the survivors. After descending to ground level, Childs then sprinted to the front of the building.


On exiting the building, Rennex ran down the footpath in Brunswick Street looking for a telephone or a fire alarm, but as he ran past the Jet Club, he stopped and decided to return to the Whiskey, where he watched in stunned disbelief as the tragedy unfolded.


While most people escaped through a dressing room window or the rear exit, Trinity band member Ray Roberts, an employee of the Australian Academy of Music, was one of the few to take a different route.6 When one of his group pointed out a commotion near the kitchen door, he thought it was a fight. He also heard his colleague Neden yell, ‘Get your guitar!’ so he went to the stage and picked up his guitar.


Instead of returning to the exit on the western wall, he ran the few paces to the St Pauls Terrace side. Moving the cumbersome drapes aside, he stood there aghast; the window grip was missing. With considerable effort, Roberts shattered the pane with his left hand, pushed the remaining glass out, strapped his guitar to his back, climbed onto an awning and then jumped onto a fence that ran alongside the building. Fleeing patrons broke three windows on this side of the building.7


Roberts’ girlfriend, Donna O’Brien, drove Roberts’ car to the Whiskey to pick him up. As she turned into Amelia Street, she glanced at her watch, and could see that it was 2.10 am.8 By this time, the fire was raging out of control. It was bedlam, with people running onto the road and others screaming and wailing.


In total shock, O’Brien slammed on the car brakes and came to a screeching halt in the middle of the street. She sat there trying to comprehend the scene. Recovering, she parked the car in the Caltex garage opposite the Whiskey. She exited the car and went to the St Pauls Terrace side of the nightclub. O’Brien found Roberts next to the bus shed, his guitar still strapped over his shoulder and bleeding from a wound to the back of his head. She tried to staunch the flow of blood, but Roberts shrugged her off and disappeared, saying he had to look for the other members of his band.


Constable Hunter Nicol was relaxing at a table where there would be few survivors from the carnage.9 He initially felt heat coming from near the front of the nightclub and heard a man call out, ‘Fire!’ Looking around for the exit, he only found the fire hose on the wall, which he recalled seeing on entering the club. There were only two fire safety measures in the cabaret; the fire reel and the kitchen extinguisher.


A person attempted to leave via a door through which a cloud of black smoke was pouring. Nicol yelled out to other patrons, ‘Don’t leave that way, come with me through this door.’ He had seen people leaving by another exit nearby. The smoke-filled doorway was in fact the door at the top of the fire stairs, which had become a smoke screen within a minute.


Nicol moved blindly towards what he thought was the exit, and looked around to see if his friends were following; they were not, so he repeated his call to them. As Nicol headed towards his target, someone opened the door and smoke poured out of this one as well. Nowhere in the club was free from the suffocating effects of the noxious gas.


Located in the centre of the dance floor and with the smoke acute and pungent, Nicol took a handkerchief out of his pocket and put it over his face. He then lowered his head towards the floor, where there were less fumes. Despite this, he could not see anything in the club. He took hold of a girl who was in front of him and heading towards the same door.


Zombie-like, she repeatedly screamed, ‘I don’t want to die. Will we all die?’ Nicol kept shoving her forward. He then heard a sound similar to rushing water, and thinking that the sprinkler system had been activated, was encouraged. Having passed through the door, he heard the sound of breaking glass and felt cool air. He was not sure whether he was outside or whether he had felt the airconditioning still in operation. Looking up, Nicol saw the sky.


Disorientated, Nicol saw people climbing through an opening in the inky blackness and realised that it must have been a window. He stood there for a few minutes getting his breath as the life-saving fresh air flooded into the room. The handbasin in the female dressing room had crashed to the floor under the weight of those exiting through the window,10 so he helped five people who were having difficulty with the step up, and then struggled through the opening, dropped to the adjacent roof and escaped the sweltering heat.


Others at the table were not so fortunate. Fay Will made it to the corner of the bandstand and collapsed on top of another female. Recently married soldier Palethorpe reached the south-east corner, next to the stage, and crawled under a table, where he lost consciousness. Nolan collapsed close to the main exit.


Longhurst went to the front of the building and attempted to enter the Whiskey foyer, but a wall of flame blocked his path. Like Bell, he could see two drums in the foyer with flames billowing from them. The temperature had soared, and the wall next to the larger drum had burned through.11 The majority of the roughcast ceiling disintegrated and the aluminium window frames buckled.12 It was now a furnace.


As Longhurst stood there, the two plate-glass windows at the front of the foyer exploded.13 Debris from the ceiling, shattered glass and charred carpet and underlay now littered the entrance. The partition at the top of the stairs disintegrated and the flames surged into the club, igniting the curtains behind the front bar. His heart racing, Longhurst returned to the side alley and climbed over the gate.


Bell had moved Donna Porter from the front desk to waitressing when he closed the reception desk.14 At the start of the fire, she was at the back servery bar, talking with another female employee about their hours of work while being served an orange drink by colleague Carroll. She then started moving towards the front of the club when the fireball erupted. She saw Peter Morcus begin to run towards the back bar. As he ran, the blaze that had engulfed the front bar curtains swept around to the St Pauls Terrace curtains and towards the back, devouring all in its path. It was as though a madman had swept a flamethrower from the front of the club towards the rear.


Porter watched Morcus’s hair and the clothes on his back catch fire. A human torch, he ran to the end of the back bar, where Porter saw him bend down. Porter imagined that he was retrieving the money from the till, but he then collapsed and died.


It was a vista of unimaginable horror. Porter’s eyes stared fixedly on the grotesque figure of her workmate. After rousing her from her trance-like state, two men assisted her towards the rear door. She scrambled down the steps, out the back door and then over the security gate. Her red clutch purse remained forgotten in the kitchen.15


Carroll, the conscientious Whiskey employee, had paused for a few moments to retrieve the cash from the rear bar till: the takings were later found in her handbag.16 She was only able to move a few paces from the bar where, incapacitated from the smoke, she perished.


Meanwhile, Murphy had heard Constable McSherry broadcast the message over the police radio that the nightclub was on fire and required assistance.17 He sped to the building, parked in the entrance of the service station and spotted McSherry with Dee. Murphy saw that the fire had moved up the stairs, with the flames and smoke now visible through the unbroken glass windows on the first floor of the building. The front curtains had been consumed. It was 2.12 am.
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Merciless Hellfire


The first policeman on the scene, McSherry, moved to the corner of Amelia Street and St Pauls Terrace to view the awning and windows at the side of the club. Inside, the conditions at the front of the cabaret were developing into a spectacular phenomenon unique to enclosed areas, the flashover.


Hot gases rose from the searing flames. The plume contained a lethal cocktail of carbon monoxide and other toxic materials, including cyanide from the vinyl-covered chairs. Being hotter than the surrounding air, the gases rose to the ceiling and fanned across to the walls.


The temperature at the top of the room was now much hotter than that at the bottom, and as more of the room burned, this superheated layer, rich with fuel, grew larger and extended downwards towards the floor.


The temperature at the front of the nightspot climbed to 600°C (1112°F), the temperature at which most objects will self-ignite. The firestorm caused all exposed surfaces to flame spontaneously. The surface of everything flammable caught fire in an instant and the room erupted, with all the windows along Amelia Street and the front four on St Pauls Terrace shattering. The bottles of alcohol exploded on the shelves, with the conflagration melting the top portions of the aluminium window frames along the entire length of the northern side.1 It was now a merciless hellfire. It had taken only four minutes for the flashover to occur.


Murphy, Carew and Littler watched as lethal chunks of glass from the front windows rained down onto the pavement. Orange tongues of flames licked upwards into the night sky. A bystander snapped a photo at this moment, when the fire was at its peak.2 Murphy then moved to the side gate.


Longhurst was assisting numerous patrons over the back gate, one of whom was Corney. Longhurst gave her a push up from inside the gate, and Murphy pulled her over.


Murphy located some trestles and boards and used them to build a crude structure to help people over the barricade. He could see Detective Sergeant Mahony returning to the club’s rear door. Mahony had fallen on the ubiquitous grease and was nursing a broken wrist.


Nicol used the trestles to escape over the high gate. He saw a taxicab, ran over to it and thumped on the roof. The driver wound his window down and Nicol frantically requested that he call for help, telling him there was a fire in the club and people were still trapped. The driver picked up the two-way radio and commenced to speak.3 Nicol then returned to the Whiskey and noticed people still on the roof. While pointing to his escape route he screamed out to them, ‘You can get out this way!’
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