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Introduction


‘Life is infinitely stranger than anything which the mind of man could invent … If we could fly out of that window hand in hand, hover over this great city, gently remove the roofs, and peep in at the queer things which are going on … it would make all fiction with its conventionalities and foreseen conclusions most stale and unprofitable.’


— Sherlock Holmes


Is there anything more alluring than an unsolved mystery? Than a knotty little problem we’re yet to unravel? A strange little secret that has never been told?


Well … sure. Sex, for one thing. Drugs for another. Also: food, wine and books; sport, travel, music; good action movies and a brisk ocean swim. (Recently, I’ve also found myself really, really enjoying old re-runs of Home and Away, but statistics would suggest that that one’s just me.)


But apart from those ten or eleven things, and maybe four or five hundred others, I think it’s fair to say that there’s absolutely nothing more alluring than an unsolved mystery; nothing better calculated to get our hearts pumping, and our nervous systems ever so slightly on edge. Be it buried treasure, grisly murder,  a missing person, or a pesky ghost, we all like to sit back and wonder ‘what if’ – or possibly ‘who’, ‘why’, ‘where’ or ‘when’. 


So why not just sit back with this book? After all, it’s got everything that your average armchair detective might need, from severed heads and splatters of blood to spies, sharks, sex, ships, sport and samurai. If you want thrills, then you’ll find them right here. And if you want chills, I believe that we have them too.


What you won’t find, perhaps, is excessive detail … or extensive footnotes … or exhaustive nitpicking. Rigorous historical scholarship is all very well, but should it be allowed to get in the way of a really good story?


Well … probably. But what about fifty good stories? I say, no, sir! Not on my watch. It’s time to let rumour and scuttlebutt reign.


So light up your pipe, grab a deerstalker hat and lock the door because you probably look silly. Sherlock himself would be stumped by these mysteries. And that’s only partly because he doesn’t exist. 









MYSTERIOUS
MURDERS









The Beaumont Kids 


It’s often said that parenting is a full-time job, but the people who say this are wrong. You’ve also got to set aside some time for earning a living, shopping, cooking, cleaning, arguing with your partner and drinking to excess. Not to mention moaning softly while curled up on the floor, both hands clutching your face.


But all of this still leaves about ten hours a day for some hardcore child rearing, and there’s a certain type of parent who does not waste a second. Known as obsessive compulsive ‘helicopter parents’, these are the people who buy devices to monitor their baby’s breathing and heart rate while they’re asleep in the next room. Who keep on breastfeeding when they’re clearly not able to. Who carry extra blankets on a 34-degree day. Dogs, dirt and screens send them into a panic; so too do sugar and packaged foods. At the first sight of snot they go straight to the emergency ward; at the first sight of tears, it is straight to the counsellor. It is a helicopter parent’s task to hover over their offspring, and keep them safe from any trace of harm. 


It wasn’t like this in the good old days. In the sixties, you could still stick your kids in a boarding school. Or, at the very least, let them wander off by themselves for the day, make their own fun, and come back sunburnt and happy. 


Of course, there may have been one or two tiny flaws with this method … 


Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the Beaumont children.


As residents of the Adelaide suburb of Somerton, it wasn’t unusual for Jane Beaumont (aged nine) to take a bus to the beach with just her two siblings: Anna and Grant, aged seven and four. Jane, after all, was very mature for her age, and her mother had medical issues when she was out in the heat. So on a sunny January morning in 1966, the three kids took a bus to the beach with a promise to be back home by two. But two o’clock came and went with no sign of the children. 


And more than half a century later, they still haven’t returned. 


What the hell happened? Well, Glenelg was full of beachgoers that day, and we can be confident that the kids were among them. Hundreds of people came forward to say that they’d seen Jane, Anna and Grant during what became the largest police search in South Australian history. 


‘At the time we were inundated with people that wanted to come and give information and all we had was a little room at the front of the police station that was used for the witnesses of the court,’ recalled one constable. ‘We had one phone for the main police station, that’s all we had, and people were queuing up to give statements and what have you, and we only had a sergeant and four men there. They were just snowed under and by the time you interviewed people and … [typed] up their reports and everything, it was just one of those things, where you could only do your best. We still had our own work going on, there were still crimes being committed in Glenelg.’


Most of the sightings amounted to nothing. But more than one person claimed to have seen the three kids playing with a tall, blond man in his thirties – a tall blond man with a thin face and a suntan. It was also notable that the local baker recalled them buying lunch with a one-pound note, given that their mum had sent them off with just a handful of coins. But nobody came forward to identify the man after a police sketch was issued to the public. And despite drains being flushed, rivers being searched and cave after cave being scoured, we still haven’t even found a single Beaumont bag, towel or shoe, let alone a single trace of their bodies. 


‘I haven’t lost hope, and all I want is that they come back,’ a distraught Mrs Beaumont told the press a month into the search. 


‘The longer this goes on, the more confident I feel that they are still alive,’ she said a year after that. ‘Do you know, I dreamed about them last night. I don’t usually dream; in fact this is the first real dream I’ve had since the children went. But last night I dreamed I heard a knock, on the back door. It was the children. They said, “Hullo, Mum.” The only thing I said was, “Where have you been?” They were standing there in the back lobby. I cried, and felt them all over.’


Tragically, her dream never became a reality. Nancy Beaumont died without knowing what happened. 


Decades on, do we know any more? Plenty of names have been thrown about, of course – names like Derek Percy, James O’Neill and Bevan von Einem. They belong to convicted murderers and paedophiles from the era, whose crimes weren’t discovered until a bit later on. All three men more or less match the blond man’s description. There’s not any actual evidence that any of them were in Glenelg at the time, but there’s also no evidence that they weren’t.


Slightly more substantial, at least at face value, are the accusations against a former scout leader called Anthony Munro. Convicted of various child sex offences in the late 1960s, Munro and his friend Alan McIntyre spent that fateful January day at Glenelg Beach, according to a stat dec signed by McIntyre’s son. When they came home, he claims, there was sand and blood in Munro’s car, and his father had his hands on his head saying, ‘Shit, shit, shit.’ 


An even more promising suspect may be Harry Phipps, the blond, thin, 30-something owner of a factory nearby. A ‘vicious paedophile’ with a ‘strong fetish’ for cross-dressing, he lived just 300 metres from Glenelg Beach and was supposedly in the habit of handing children crisp one-pound notes. After he died in 2004, Phipps’s son came forward to say that that he could remember seeing three strange kids in his backyard the day of the disappearance – after which two men came forward to say that, less than a week after that, they had been asked to dig a deep hole in the yard of Phipps’s factory. 


What was in the hole? Apparently not much. A well-publicised excavation in 2013 found nothing under the dirt. 









Fatal Attraction 


Every now and then, a women’s magazine will realise that it doesn’t have anything new or interesting to say, and so recycles some fatuous topic from a previous edition. And when I say ‘every now and then’, I of course mean ‘every month’. One such topic is ‘What’s the sexiest job for a man?’ and it always elicits much the same set of answers. Did you know, for example, that firemen are sexy, and that the same goes for soldiers and chefs? Architects, also, and doctors and musos. 


Or, at least, so the story goes. It’s all nonsense, in my humble opinion, and not just because they don’t mention writers. Scientists, I think, are hard done by. Not all scientists are nerd-burgers in white coats and glasses. Not all of them have a nasally voice, a deep interest in Star Trek, poor hand-eye coordination and next to no social skills. Dame Stereotype is a cruel mistress.


Take Dr Gilbert Bogle, for example. (I know, I know. That name does not help my case.) A CSIRO physicist he may well have been, but this was a man who knew his way around the ladies. One of those groovy, shagadelic types who put the swing in the Swinging Sixties, Gilbert liked to get his pants off as much as possible – ideally with other people’s wives. New Year’s Eve, 1963, therefore, saw him making preparations to do just that. After bidding his own wife a fond goodnight and kissing the cheeks of his four little cherubs, this 38-year-old former Rhodes Scholar made his way to a party in Chatswood, a leafy suburb on Sydney’s North Shore. 


A few cocktails later, he’d found a new chum. Margaret Chandler was the 28-year-old wife of one of Gilbert’s CSIRO colleagues who’d left the party to see his mistress, and said he didn’t mind if she used the time to shack up. These scientists were a randy bunch. God knows what they got up to with test tubes … 


Fast-forward to about 4am, our two frisky heroes said their goodbyes at the party and made their way to the banks of a river nearby. Once there, they got down to business. 


And neither one of them ever got up. 


Discovered the next morning, Bogle’s and Chandler’s half-naked corpses showed no signs of violence, apart from some strange purple patches here and there on their skin. Vomit and poo were all over the ground, but inside their bodies, an autopsy found no trace of poison. And, for that matter, no clear cause of death. Insofar as such a thing can be said about the dead, both Bogle and Chandler seemed to be perfectly healthy. So what the hell happened? 


Decades later, we still don’t really know – but the idea that it was some sort of hit job has never really quite gone away. Bogle, you see, had been about to move to the United States to do some work for a defence contractor. Possibly something to do with the development of smart bombs or laser anti-satellite weaponry. That might conceivably have made him a person worth killing during what was, after all, the height of the Cold War. 


Another theory that gets thrown around from time to time was that Bogle had been asking awkward questions about the recent death of a friend. The head of the Australian Atomic Energy Commission, Cliff Dalton had most likely died of natural causes, but people like his wife had long maintained he was murdered.


One of Bogle’s other lovers was also questioned by the police, along with Chandler’s open-minded husband. But both of them had rock-solid alibis and no obvious motive. And neither, in any case, seemed like the type with access to untraceable poisons.


Moving away from murder, another popular theory was that the pair had overdosed on one of those newfangled party drugs, most likely something like LSD. But fatal acid trips are almost vanishingly rare and two in one night just seems out of the question.


Another drug, then? Well, a forensic toxicologist called Dr William Allender says he found traces of yohimbine, 
a potentially lethal alkaloid sometimes used as an aphrodisiac, when he happened to test the pair’s old blood samples decades after their deaths. ‘It was 1981 … and I had some vacant space in the carousel and I went into the coolroom where they kept the samples and I noticed the two samples of [Bogle–Chandler] blood. I took a small sample of each and … the peak that emerged from the actual chromatograms indicated it was yohimbine.’


For his part, an author called Peter Butt believes that the pair died from breathing in toxic gas. Not toxic gas from some KGB hitman, mind you, but from all the industrial waste and sewage that lay in Lane Cove River. It doesn’t take too much hydrogen sulphide to kill you, after all. And, on a cold night, such a gas would stay close to the ground, and possibly even produce coloured patches on the skin. In his book Dr Bogle and Mrs Chandler: The Confession Butt quotes an anonymous passing thief who supposedly saw the pair die, but didn’t ever tell a soul about it other than her psychologist. According to a second-hand account provided by the thief’s psychologist decades later, ‘at some point, [Chandler] said loudly, ‘Why have you stopped?’ He said nothing and she asked him to ‘Keep on going’. Then suddenly [Chandler] grabbed her throat and made a strangling noise and got up and staggered off.’


With her partner – or, if you prefer, her accomplice – the thief then ‘waited a little while till there was no noise’ and then went ‘to look for the purse. As they searched, they discussed why the couple had acted so strangely and just assumed they’d been on drugs or something.’


In itself, this account tells us nothing. But that’s because, in a no-doubt annoying attempt at drama, I have until now withheld the big line. Apparently, ‘they smelled some rotten-egg gas, but it seemed to go away as they moved closer to the edge of the water’.


Why is this important? It’s because a ‘rotten-egg smell’ doesn’t just come from one or more rotten eggs. It’s also the smell of hydrogen sulphide.









Just Say No 


The War on Drugs has been going for quite a few years now … and I think it’s fair to say that drugs have been winning. You can smoke, snort or swallow pretty much anything you like these days, provided you’ve got some spare money and time, and are prepared to talk to that seedy-looking dude down the end of the street. And it’s only a matter of time before we’ll be able to buy medicinal marijuana in shops, just as we today buy medicinal wine and beer.


Donald Mackay would not have approved of this development. An ardent Methodist who’d studied accounting and done his national service, he seems to have spent the 1960s getting sensible haircuts and wearing neatly pressed slacks, rather than kicking back with some bodacious doobage. Offer Donald some skunk, hash, herb, pot, dope or sweet Mary Jane and … he would have no idea what you were talking about. Explain that you meant marijuana, and he would call the police. 


So anti-dope was this earnest young churchgoer that he made it the central plank of his political career. After moving from Sydney to the small town of Griffith to take over a furniture shop, Donald ran as the local Liberal candidate in a series of state and federal elections. Right at the time of peace, love and Woodstock, his platform included promises to raise minimum drug sentences, make cannabis cultivation a major felony, and post a permanent drug squad in and around Griffith.


He lost all three elections, I’m not sad to say, but his preferences did help the Nationals candidate to unseat the area’s federal Labor MP. Al Grassby had also been Gough Whitlam’s Minister for Immigration, and – in a radical break with his Coalition predecessors – did not actually seem to be all that against it. This was not a result that endeared Donald to Griffith’s large Italian population. And, as a prominent member of the Jondaryan, a ‘prestigious’ local club that once excluded non-whites, he had not been especially popular to begin with. According to one observer, ‘most Calabrese were beside themselves with grief’ after the election, and flooded Grassby’s house with ‘a constant stream of flowers, wines, cakes and fruit’. Donald, on the other hand, received ‘phone threats from a foreign male that the shop would be bombed and, in June 1974, a letter from a person signed “A Fuore”, an illiterate Italian, threatening to get back’ at him. 


He also received another letter the year after that, though this one came with no signature. It told him that there was an illegal cannabis crop growing at Coleambally, 62 kilometres out of town. Being a party pooper upstanding citizen, he promptly let the cops know – and contacted them again when they failed to take action. The result was a drug raid that led to the arrest of five local members of The Honoured Society – the Calabrian Mafia – and the tragic confiscation of 32 hectares of cannabis. 


In 1977, one of them went on trial – and Donald’s whistleblowing became public knowledge through the release of court transcripts. Personally, this would give me pause, but Donald seems to regard it as a useful publicity boost as he sought preselection for the next state election. The 43-year-old spent 15 July 1977 on the radio calling for still-stronger drug laws and alleging that children were being recruited to harvest illicit crops.


Message conveyed, he repaired to the Griffith Hotel for a beer with a fellow salesman from his furniture shop. ‘Get right up those marijuana bastards, Don,’ one of the other patrons there told him, quite possibly after his eighth or ninth scotch. ‘Jovial and in good spirits’, he left the bar at about 6.30pm, after purchasing a cask of wine in the bottle shop. At that point, an accountant who was working near the pub’s car park says that he heard ‘a human noise, similar to someone being sick or vomiting and similar to a groan’, quickly followed by a noise like the ‘cracking of a whip’. Not bothering to get up, or even glance out the window, he diligently carried on with his Sun.


It was only the next morning that the police got to work, thanks to a report from Donald’s wife that he had not returned home. They found three .22 calibre ICI cartridge cases scattered around the car park, together with several bloodstains, a couple of scuff marks and a few stray bits of hair. 


Not such a good sign, all things considered. Nor is the fact that Donald Mackay has not been seen since. 


Now, I’m not saying that his killers were the Mafia, mind you. But that’s more or less because I don’t really need to. In the years since Donald’s disappearance, the police, at least, have been clear that they think certain ‘colourful identities’ had a hand in the crime. At least nine people who could have been extras in The Godfather have been accused of knowing about, or helping to plan, the hit. But even after a royal commission, we still have no real idea about who fired the gun. As hits go, this seems to have been quite a slick one. 


The chief suspect, for decades, has been one James Frederick Bazley, a notorious hitman also known as ‘Iceman’ or the ‘Machine Gun’, two nicknames that might have made it hard to retrain and find work in a florist or creche. He died a free man in his nineties, maintaining his innocence to the end, despite being directly fingered for the crime by one Gianfranco Tizzoni.


Tizzoni, a mid-level mafioso who turned informer in 1983, had ’fessed up to playing a mid-level part in the crime ordered by his superiors, by subcontracting someone he knew only as ‘Fred’ to do the actual deed. Shown photographs of possible suspects, he agreed that Bazley could well have been Fred – a statement that was enough to get the hitman convicted for ‘conspiracy’, along with a handful others. Bazley, for his part, pointed the finger at Sergeant Fred Krahe, a famously corrupt and brutal New South Wales cop who, on retirement, became a ‘criminal for hire’. 


Today you can find a statue of Mackay on the main street of Griffith, one paid for by the town’s rotary club. But of his body, there still remains not a trace. 









A Colourful Life 


It’s a good thing that no one will ever try to write my biography; they would have found the going quite tough. There may have been days filled with drama, tragedy, triumph, despair, romance and heart-pounding adventure, but if so, I seem to have forgotten them. It’s all been quite pleasant and comfortable, really (except for that time I foolishly bought a ticket to see Russell Crowe’s band). 


Helen O’Neill had no such problems when she set out to write a biography of Florence Broadhurst. A flashy singer-turned-dancer-turned-painter-turned-designer, Florence was the sort of person journalists like to call ‘colourful’ because they are too polite to use the word ‘prat’. 


‘Florence was like no other,’ O’Neill told the Sydney Morning Herald of the savvy businesswoman who was born in 1899 and raised on a remote cattle station on the outskirts of Bundaberg. ‘She travelled all over the world – as a singer, a vaudeville entertainer and a French couturier – inventing different lives on different continents, tailoring her name and her history for each one.’


Renowned for her ostentatious jewellery, outlandish clothes and bright-red halo of hair, Broadhurst was also ‘a brilliant liar’. ‘While researching for the book, it was often hard to distinguish between what was real and what she’d made up,’ O’Neill says.


So what can we know for certain about the ‘opportunistic con woman’ whose bright and colourful wallpaper and fabric designs now sell like (slightly garish) hot cakes all over the globe? About this ‘indefatigable dynamo’ whose work can be seen in New York nightclubs, Paris salons, and upmarket bars and hotels all over the globe? About this ‘tyrant’ with ‘a waspish tongue’ whose fans include Cate Blanchett, Carly Simon, Marc Jacobs, Stella McCartney, Drew Barrymore, Gwyneth Paltrow and Cameron Diaz? 


Well, we can be pretty sure that, unimpressed with the whole remote, dusty Bundaberg vibe, she left home in the 1920s to tour Asia as part of a vaudeville troupe, and spent some of the 1930s running a ‘finishing school’ in Shanghai. At the Broadhurst Academy, the daughters of wealthy Western expats can receive lessons in elocution, ballroom dancing, ‘culture’ and the pianoforte. Or they could, until it was closed down. 


From there it was on to wartime London, where the now twice-married Florence became a French fashion designer called Madame Pellier, befriended Winston Churchill and the Queen Mother and opened a small dress shop on Bond Street. When that, too, failed – along with her marriage – she moved back to Sydney in the late 1950s, telling people she was an English aristocrat.


But even the nobility sometimes has to work in these ignoble times. So the broke and miserable Florence became a broke and miserable painter before taking over a tiny wallpaper business that was owned by a broke friend.


And in no time at all, the business was huge. Considered iconic by people who like their walls loud, Florence’s eye-catching, colourful, somewhat psychedelic designs immediately won her the money and fame she’d been craving. Her wallpaper designs dominated the market in the sixties and seventies, and still decorate bags, clothes and beds to this day. Florence herself became a star of the Sydney social pages. Think Roxy Jacenko, only even more tacky: open an envelope, and she would be there. 


Did Florence deserve all this attention? 


Sure. More or less. ‘Some critics have said that because she didn’t physically draw everything herself, she can only be regarded as a saleswoman,’ says David Lennie, the self-described ‘proud custodian of one of the world’s finest design libraries’, in The Australian. ‘In fact, she did use artists, and students … [But] every single person said she looked over their shoulder, and that she was responsible for the level of excellence.’


Of course, she may have also been responsible for a level of anxiety. ‘She was abusive,’ recalls one employee. ‘Staff these days would not stand for it.’ ‘I suppose after the first five years, you got used to it,’ says another. ‘Many nights I went home crying and I’d say to Mum that I wasn’t going back there again, but she would make me.’


But after 15 October 1977, there would have been no job to go back to. Because, on that day, Florence was bludgeoned to death.


Discovered upside-down in the toilet in the back office of her Paddington showroom, the 78-year-old had had her fingers broken and had been bashed in the head, throat and sternum at least eight or nine times. Two expensive diamond rings had been removed from her fingers, along with $8000 from her handbag. There was no evidence of sexual assault. 


Near the body were two cups of tea, which some regard as proof that she had known her murderer, and actually invited him or her in for a chat. ‘Investigators also suspected the killer knew their way around her factory and studio,’ according to a report in the Daily Telegraph. But whether or not Florence knew her killer, the fact is that we don’t. Decades on, it’s still anyone’s guess. 


‘It was definitely tied up in money,’ filmmaker Gillian Armstrong told The Age. Armstrong’s documentary The Many Lives of Florence Broadhurst canvasses whether some murky business dealing may have been in some way to blame. ‘There was a real feeling that it was done to shut her up.’


Another guess involves John Wayne Glover, the notorious ‘Granny Killer’ and ‘Monster of Mosman’. A ‘friendly and contented’ father of two and sales rep for Four’N Twenty Pies, Glover was a seemingly respectable citizen who did a lot of volunteer work for his local senior citizens society during the seventies and eighties. But this interest in elderly people also led him to murder at least six of them. And sexually assault God knows how many more.


Could Broadhurst have been Glover’s seventh victim? The modus operandi was certainly similar: the Granny Killer carried a claw hammer in his car, and frequently used it to bludgeon his victims, who he more or less seemed to select at random. But theft was never part of his crimes. And sexual assault very frequently was. 


More to the point, Broadhurst’s murder was twelve full years before Glover’s first known homicide in 1989, an attack which led to five more in just a handful of months. Could he have stayed sane, ‘friendly and contented’ for a dozen years after unleashing the inner beast for its first taste of blood? 









The Last Dance 


The little Queensland town of Gatton has a Dominos Pizza, a McDonalds, a Boer War Memorial, some big service stations and a handful of pubs. A bustling metropolis it may not be; London, Paris or New York it’s most definitely not. But there are at least a few ways for a passer-by to fill thirty minutes. Or fifteen, if they drive a bit faster. 


Back in the nineteenth century, however, this smorgasbord of entertainment options was just not available. If a Gatton-based pleasure seeker got tired of knitting or reading, she could go for a walk, take some tea with a friend or … knit or read something else.


Perhaps this explains why 18-year-old Elle Murphy and her 27-year-old sister Norah were so very excited by the news of a neighbourhood ball. The opportunity to waltz, flirt and curtsy did not come to town all that often. On 26 December 1898, it would come at last to Gatton’s Divisional Board Hall. That evening saw the two sisters, gowns on and gleams in their eyes, set off from the family farm with their 29-year-old brother Michael in tow. ‘When the girls left,’ their mother recalled, ‘each had a laugh on her face.’


But they probably weren’t laughing when they arrived at the hall around nine to discover that the ball had been called off. It seemed that only four other girls had managed to turn up, and the town’s one musician was nowhere to be found. Probably relieved, but too tactful to show it, Michael duly turned the cart around to make the 12-kilometre journey back home. 


By the next morning, however, the three siblings still hadn’t turned up, so their brother-in-law was sent out to look for them. Following their tracks as they veered off the main road and towards a paddock that’s now known as Ghost Gully, William McNeill came upon a scene that was straight out of a slasher film: three bloody corpses arranged in a neat triangle, their feet pointing west. Michael had been tied up and shot, while Elle and Norah had been tied up and raped, before being bludgeoned to death. Even the family horse had been shot. 


In a matter of hours, some of Gatton’s finest policemen had arrived at the crime scene. Unfortunately, it was a matter of about forty-eight hours. Thanks to a communication breakdown, one or two delays and some general all-purpose incompetence, Gatton’s police force didn’t investigate the bodies for a couple of days, which gave ample time for pretty much every person in town to trample over the crime scene, tamper with the clues and even move all three bodies. 


Figuring that the crime scene was now irreversibly contaminated, the police didn’t even bother to cordon off the area when they finally got to it it. They were too busy conducting an autopsy so cursory it didn’t even note that there was a bullet lodged inside Michael’s skull. ‘We have failed because from the very outset we had no chance of success,’ was how Brisbane’s Inspector Frederic Urquhart described the investigation which he took over about a month later – an investigation that never saw a single charge laid.


Over 100 years later, we still have no idea who laid waste to the Murphys. Or, rather, we have a lot of ideas, but they’re probably all wrong. As Queensland history buff Jack Sim puts it, ‘it was such a bizarre murder. A group of people from the same family are brutally murdered in cold blood and seemingly there was nothing in their background that could explain the ferocity of the attack and the evilness of the crime.’


Suspect number one is the brother-in-law, McNeill, simply because he found the bodies and was said to have had ‘a rocky relationship with his in-laws’. But who the hell doesn’t, is what I’d like to say. And in any case, he had a rock-solid alibi.


Suspect two is a little bit seedier, insofar as it would also involve incest. Supposedly, ‘a woman in a nearby farmhouse’ said that she heard the word ‘father’ being screamed a few times, which made some fingers point in the direction of Mr Murphy. But this rumour ‘was totally unfounded’, Stephanie Bennett, the author of The Gatton Murders: A True Story of Lust, Vengeance and Vile Retribution, told the Brisbane Times. ‘There was shock, horror … people were frightened. But then of course the gossip started.’


There was also plenty of gossip about Michael, the brother, who rumour said was a bit of a pants man. Some insisted that he had fathered multiple kids out of wedlock and caused at least one unmarried woman to die giving birth. Could the killer have been one of her friends or relatives? 


Norah also came in for a posthumous pounding. Rumour had it that, as a school girl, she had literally driven one of her teachers mad – harassing her both inside and outside the classroom, and sending savage letters about her to the local newspaper. Said teacher’s sister had supposedly ‘vowed revenge’, though how this would involve rape is unclear. 


The town’s priest, Father Daniel Walsh, has also come under suspicion, though only in the eyes of a would-be sleuth named Steve Behnke. ‘What could possibly have forced the whole family to remain silent before, during and after the inquiry?’ he asks in the Queensland Times. ‘And, indeed, why did the whole town close up after the worst crime by white against white in Australia’s history until that time?’ The only possible answer, he says, involves a major cover-up by the Catholic Church.


Perhaps a more plausible answer is that the murderer was someone new to town. An itinerant labourer, perhaps? Or a homeless person who was just passing through? Police had their eye on three such people – the first being Richard Burgess, a 39-year-old career criminal who had been released from prison just a few weeks before the murders and who had once declared that he ‘was born to be hanged’. But his alibi checked out. 


Thomas Day’s, however, did not. Described by the Daily News as a ‘habitual troublemaker’, 20-year-old Day was certainly seen near Ghost Gully that night, and was also seen washing blood from his clothes on the following day. Now on the one hand, it’s worth pointing out that he worked as a butcher, and lived in a hut close to Ghost Gully. But on the other hand, he committed suicide about a year later, and seems to have gone through life with at least two other aliases. Which are not especially good signs of a fine, upstanding citizen.


For her part, Stephanie Bennett is inclined to blame Joe Quinn – a part-time shearer and full-time crim who’d had a run-in with Michael Murphy about four years earlier, during the Great Shearer’s Strike. ‘The man was part of the shearers’ strike committee and Michael recognised him [as a criminal] … and denounced him in front of a lot of people … Quinn swore in prison to another inmate that he would murder Michael Murphy because Michael had him imprisoned in Longreach,’ Bennett says.


And who was Quinn in prison with? None other than Thomas Day.


‘They decided they were going to murder Michael at Christmas time and they worked out this business about the dance and that he would be coming back along the road at a certain time. I do not think the girls were part of the plan, though.’
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