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For Charlie and Sue




We are the light we are robbed of each time one of us is lost.


Toni Cade Bambara




PROLOGUE


As dawn washed over Victoria’s Otway Ranges on 23 June 1971, two rifle shots cracked the stillness. Both shots were deliberately levelled by a father into the heart of his six-year-old son. The bullets blasted through his tiny frame, shattering viscera and bones. Staring over the back seat of the family’s wrecked station wagon, the boy’s four-year-old sister watched her brother die. In the following months, Victoria’s legal system consigned this case to the archives. The Supreme Court, presided over by an eminent judge, speedily decided on a convenient answer to the question of what could drive a father to such a transgressive act.


A civilised society, when given an opportunity, is appalled by child murder. But in this case, the premeditated slaughter of an innocent child barely rippled the waters. The perpetrator surrendered himself to the police. He confessed to his deed. The press pack, usually hungry for sensation, dismissed this story with a shrug. The murder trial ended in a day. Within months, the boy was buried in a local cemetery, and his father was tried and incarcerated for an indeterminate period. The little girl, a ward of the state, was fostered into the hands of a child molester and a world of imponderables.


The little boy’s death was soon forgotten, until resurrected by Walkley Award-winning writer Jim Main in his 2004 Encyclopaedia of Australian Murders. In April 2022, Anthony Rosenhain picked up this thick volume in a country newsagency. Thumbing through the pages, an arresting title piqued his interest, and he read the chilling narrative, ‘I Want to Go to Heaven.’ In three pages, it recounted the events of that long-forgotten Otway murder. The story haunted him for the rest of the day. He could not stop thinking about the little boy and became obsessed with knowing more. His mind also turned to the little girl; Susan. Was she still alive? If so, she would now be a woman in her 50s. How did her life unfold?


In his determination to know more, Anthony searched through various genealogical websites before finally locating a ‘Susan Benedek’ on My Heritage.com.au. She had not been active on the site since 2019, and her family tree contained just two names: Edward Tibor Benedek and Ritva Kaarina Astrom. In May 2022, Anthony sent a private message to Susan Benedek. She did not reply, and Anthony contacted his mother, Carol Rosenhain, to enlist her help as a historian. His friend, Peter Newbury, another historian was also inspired and joined Anthony in the belief that ‘this is an amazing story. We must learn more.’


On 30 July 2022, Susan Benedek replied to Anthony’s message. Initially, she was dismissive and reluctant to engage. Suspicion and fear of exploitation were her overwhelming reactions. With perseverance, our entreaties and assurances finally allayed her anxiety, and after many months, we won her confidence and trust. Susan agreed to share her story and thus began years of phone conversations and emails.


Painstakingly, we ploughed through the archives of the State Library of Victoria (SLV) and the Public Record Office of Victoria (PROV), which provided us with excellent platforms from which to begin our research. While newspaper articles at the SLV provided context, documents gleaned from the PROV revealed a transcript of the coronial inquest. This proved to be a veritable gold mine of information, containing witness statements and exhibit lists. Coincidentally, one of the witnesses was Katherine Costin, a Glenaire local, on whose farm the Rosenhain family had stayed in the early 1980s. Carol recalled that she had been a kindly person and was not surprised to read of her sensitive involvement in the events of that day. Finally, Alan Cecil from the OPP facilitated access to the crucial trial transcript.


The transcript provided the testimony of witnesses directly involved that day and in the weeks following. Their experience and insights would be invaluable and unique. Excited, we resolved to contact as many of them as possible. Diligent sleuthing located a number of living witnesses, whose memory and generosity of spirit, persuaded them to share their enduring memories. Each had long reflected on that trusting little boy and were fascinated to hear anything we could tell them about his sister. Thankfully, our early search led to Jenny Swain. She and her husband, also local farmers, had encountered the Benedeks when the family was stranded on the Otway Road the night before the shooting. Her knowledge and assistance proved invaluable. When we visited the Otways and Colac, Jenny met with us and spent a day showing us the location of the shooting. Additionally, she pointed out the homes of others, since deceased, whose testimony also bore witness to the day. On a further trip, Carol met with 90-year-old Urbano ‘Barney’ Cavallo, a dairy farmer who had heard the shots that morning and with his wife, provided a temporary refuge for Susan after the shooting.


Other people located and interviewed were: Chief Superintendent Alan Pleitner (Ret), Detective Peter Thompson’s wife Heather, bus driver Graeme Wood, Elizabeth Monaghan, Neil Melville, David Swain, John Leatherland, Damien Curry and Cheryl Cole. All outlined their unique connection to the story, while suggesting relatives, friends and colleagues who could recall additional information. Thus, our network of contacts expanded. We traced people as far afield as Western Australia and the Northern Territory.


Every person we spoke to added to the story with their indelible and disturbing memories. To all of these people, we extend our thanks and profound gratitude. Last but not least, we thank Susan Benedek who shared her memories of the shooting, harrowing childhood and adolescence with unflinching courage and honesty. Her faith in us to do justice to her story has been humbling.


Fifty-four years ago, the Victorian Legal and Social Work Departments assumed jurisdiction over this tragedy and Susan’s welfare. They failed their mandate dismally. Haste and negligence drove Susan’s ordeal. The yellowing pages of departmental memos and bureaucratic reports reveal a dark story. In them, there is no acknowledgement of Charlie, the innocent child lost that day.


From the outset, we three committed ourselves to honouring Charlie, seeking some justice for him, and to revive his memory. Equally deserving is Susan. In spite of abandonment and abuse, she has grown into a remarkable and resourceful adult. Her courage and resilience deserve to be celebrated. We hope that this book provides that affirmation, and ultimately, some legal redress.




PART ONE


Water


CHAPTER ONE


On New Year’s Day in 1957, a Hungarian sailor slipped down the gangway of the Norwegian tanker Barbaro, which had berthed at the Shell Oil Refinery in Geelong. As the second largest port in Victoria, it was usually thronging with cargo being unloaded and ferried while snaking cables and hoses transfused Victoria with the oil, driving the state’s rapidly developing economy. Cranes and myriad overhead pipelines cut the horizon, and like most industrial installations, utilitarianism ruled over aesthetics. The smell of oil and the empty fish-and-chip wrappers flapping against the wire fences smacked of grit and desolation. It was little wonder that the North Shore barely rated a paragraph in the city’s tourist brochures.


As the day was a public holiday, the docks were empty, and the ships’ decks deserted as the crews were sleeping off the effects of the previous night’s revelry. To avoid arousing suspicion, the man carried only a small backpack. If anyone happened to question him, he would simply say that he was going to Geelong for the day to have a look around. There was nothing furtive about his exit from the docks. If he feared challenge, it was not evident in his bold stance and long stride of soldierly mien. In fact, few would feel inclined to confront the man as his thick-set broad shoulders presented an intimidating presence that made him look taller than his six feet and a great deal more menacing. Dark-eyed, his mop of well-groomed hair curled above his strongly Eastern European features, whose only blemish was a small scar on his bottom lip.


Fortunately for him, no one interrupted his escape. Unchallenged, he felt confident about his plan. He would not return to the Barbaro. Instead, he would board a train to the capital city of Melbourne, 60 km up the line, where he sought sanctuary and the promise of a new life. Dependent on no one, the young man lived by the mantra that ‘The only real help in this world is self-help,’ and it was obedience to this mantra that compelled him to desert the Barbaro that day.


His personal identification was minimal, as his travel documents, issued by the Home Office in London, were inexplicably impounded in 1956. With no birth certificate or passport, he suspected that the rigorous immigration channels would prevent him from gaining entry. With desertion at least, he could secure a foot on the soil. By 4 January, Holgar Hval, master of the Barbaro, informed the Office of Customs that the sailor had deserted. Consequently, the Shell Refinery, as the responsible agent for the vessel, immediately issued a warrant for the apprehension of one Tibor Benedek.1


As it transpired, there was little need for fear or frenzied arrest, for on 17 January 1957, Tibor Benedek voluntarily presented himself at the Australian Immigration Department office in Melbourne. Taking the risk, he laid his threadbare documentation on the table and offered some brief biographical details and patchy ship’s records to support his claim to identity. Preliminary interviews documented his date of birth as 28 December 1927, Budapest, Hungary. His father, Tibor Benedek, and mother, Maria Bjernacky, were born in 1895 and 1901, respectively. He had travelled to the United Kingdom from Europe in 1947 and commenced trade training in engineering and painting in Wales before enlisting in the Royal Artillery Ordnance Corps in 1949. Between 1950 and 1957, he was employed by a Swedish company on various freighters and tankers. Enlisting as an ordinary seaman, he quickly rose through the hierarchy to reach the rank of engineering officer.


Surprisingly, these limited biographical details aroused little official concern, which was remarkable given the instability of post-war global politics. Hungary’s isolation behind the Iron Curtain and the ‘Blood in the Pool’ outrage of the 1956 Melbourne Olympics had received widespread media coverage. The Hungarian and Russian water polo teams had faced off in a vicious contest that had little to do with the game or the Olympic spirit. Instead, sport was subsumed by an impassioned battle between Communist and National ideology. As a consequence, a number of Hungarians defected at the completion of the Games and were granted sanctuary. In light of these events, it is quite possible that Benedek’s application was viewed sympathetically by the immigration officials. In a world yearning for peace, perhaps the time was ripe for compassion.


Avoiding immediate deportation, Benedek applied for and received a certificate of exemption under Section 4 of the Immigration Act, which validated his stay for six months.2 The document decreed that he sign an official consent to undertake an appointment as a crew member on any vessel departing within the following six months, if he remained unemployed. Additionally, he was required to report weekly to the Immigration Office. But the Immigration Department did exercise some due diligence. Four copies of Benedek’s biographical details were sent to the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) whose task was to investigate whether Benedek posed a security risk to Australia. After a brief interlude, ASIO cleared him and instructed the Immigration Department to arrange for Benedek to report to Victoria Police on the charge of ‘ship desertion.’ The charge required his attendance at the Court of Petty Sessions, where he was convicted and fined £20.00 with costs of £3/8/0.3


Shortly thereafter, Benedek found employment in a painting company, ‘Freedman and Sons’ and relocated to 49 Abbotsford Street, West Melbourne. Apart from its proximity to the North Melbourne Football Club, the area had little to recommend it. It was a rather ‘down at heel’ industrial suburb which catered for itinerant seamen in shabby boarding houses held together with fibro and flimsy timber. It is not surprising that Benedek quickly sought to return to sea and he secured employment on vessels sailing between Melbourne and Tasmania. In between sailings, he relocated to more salubrious accommodation at 4 Mary Street, St Kilda, which was close to the wharves that serviced coastal trade vessels. Perhaps because of its proximity to the sea, Benedek seemed content to settle there.


Once the playground of the Melbourne elite, the boom-time suburb sported grand mansions, exotic sea baths, manicured public gardens, and the fairground of the popular Luna Park. However, 1950s St Kilda had not only changed her identity but was showing her age. Many of the grand mansions had by this stage been converted into flats, housing the drug addicted, the drunk and the semi-destitute. The once elegant boulevard of Fitzroy Street was no longer a place for ladies with parasols to promenade but was more often than not occupied by broken men slouched outside the pubs in a wash of piss and beer. Around the corner in Grey Street, girls on the game serviced the eternal requirements of their clients. Fleets of cars trawled endlessly along the gutter, checking the price and worth of hasty commerce in the back seat.


Yet in spite of its low life, St Kilda retained elements of the charm of its halcyon days. Aspiring artists, musicians and other bohemians, attracted by cheap rents, also added to the suburb’s decadence. The Sunday parade along Acland Street was also the destination for Europeans, including many Jews, in search of the continental cakes and delicacies once savoured in pre-war Vienna. The faces and accents of Acland Street’s customers must have aroused Benedek’s memories of Budapest. Prominent on the wrists of many passers-by were the still fresh tattoos of Nazi death camp survivors. Benedek soon had ample time to absorb these sights as a broken leg on board Lepena in 1958 put paid to his seafaring days. Although painful and temporarily debilitating, the injury introduced him to a remarkably benevolent fund called ‘Workers Compensation,’ which provided his usual salary during his convalescence. No doubt Benedek pocketed additional compensation for the disability that would bar him from resuming his occupation, and once his leg had healed, his initiative ensured the ease of locating opportunity elsewhere.


During the 1950s and 1960s, work was easy to find in the burgeoning Australian economy. Between 1960 and 1963, military and firearms experience enabled Benedek to secure employment as a night watchman with MSS Security. The position equipped him with a car, a uniform, and a standard Luger pistol. All of these accoutrements enhanced his autonomy and innate sense of self-importance, and in November 1961, he was licensed as an inquiry agent. By 1960, he was living at 72 Park Street, after which he moved to 61 Pakington Street, where he remained until the end of 1963. To all intents and purposes, the resourceful Benedek had embraced every challenge without drawing attention to himself.


We do not know when or why Tibor Benedek chose to adopt the more anglicised name of ‘Edward.’ Casting aside his birth name perhaps enabled him to blend more easily into Australian culture. He now called himself Ted and, thus emboldened, applied for citizenship.4 However, this decision to become naturalised set the immigration authorities into a flurry of activity and his claims to having lived in the UK for nine years before arriving in Australia suddenly became an issue of importance. Did working on ships constitute residency? The preliminary conclusion was affirmative only for crewing UK ships. This was a strange delineation which can only be viewed as a vestige of Australia’s semi-colonial past with Great Britain. That the SS Dione, SS William, SS Superior and SS Barbaro were Swedish and Norwegian posed an obvious problem.


Grasping at straws, Ted argued that when based in the UK, he resided at Plimsoll House, a seaman’s refuge in Gambier Terrace, Liverpool. In early March 1960, he visited the Immigration Department offices to document his residency claims. This was followed by a medical examination and several interviews about his background. Neither appeared to pose a problem, and in fact, one interview sheet was annotated with the comment that ‘He appears a reliable applicant.’5 Despite this, an internal memorandum dated 28 April 1960 suggests that the Immigration Department case officer was still uneasy about Ted’s claims.6 This same officer noted Ted’s lifestyle and support of the North Melbourne Football Club. Such an insignificant detail suggests a close interest in where Ted was and what he was doing.


Ted’s initial complacency began to waver when, in May 1960, the Immigration Department requested evidence of the national registration of the four ships on which he was alleged to have served. Then, working on details provided by Ted, the Immigration Department laboriously calculated the number of days he had resided in the UK, but investigation into the ships revealed them to be Norwegian and Swedish. This was not acceptable, and Mr. Evans, the secretary of the Immigration Department, determined that Ted was not eligible for citizenship.7 Surprisingly, the department persevered, and on 27 May 1960, Ted was sent a letter requesting him to make an appointment with the department to discuss his application for naturalisation.8


The letter dated 18 May 1960 read:


Dear Sir,


I refer to your letter of 18 May 1960 and our previous discussion regarding your proposed naturalization. I have now obtained a ruling from our Central Administration in Canberra regarding your residence in the UK and I would like to discuss it with you.


The department was doing all within its power to accommodate Ted, but the request for an interview appears to have spooked him. On 9 September 1960, some four months later, a note on the Immigration Department’s file recorded that ‘there has been no response as of 9/9/60. Return to file until he contacts us.’9 Unbeknownst to the department, a change of circumstance had forced Ted to accept employment with BHP. This position kept him on the move and required him to travel between Tasmania, Whyalla, South Australia, and Western Australia. He arrived in Perth during December 1963 and by New Year’s Day, had secured lodgings at 1110 Hay Street, an address central to the retail and business district.




CHAPTER TWO


On 5 September 1963, a young Finnish migrant sponsored by the Government Assisted Passage Program arrived in Fremantle on the passenger liner Northern Star. Under the program, migrants had to contribute only £10.00 of their fare. The young woman was 28-year-old Ritva Kaarina Astrom from Korso, Finland. Her family were comfortable porcine farmers. After graduating from a Lutheran Girls’ Grammar School in Finland, she secured employment in a bank for four years before moving to England in 1959. There, she hoped to improve her English by working as an au pair, but poor pay and her financial independence soon brought that venture to a halt. She claimed to have studied dietetics at the London School of Economics, to obtain a commerce degree prior to her departure for Australia.


Ritva’s stated destination, for what was listed as permanent migration, was Sydney, where her forwarding address was to be the Shaw Savill Line. Yet her delayed disembarkation in Western Australia until 11 September, six days after the ship docked, suggests that a significant event had caused a higher authority to force a change in plans, not only for Ritva but also for the Shaw Savill Line itself. This is indicated on her application for Registration by an Alien Entering Australia Form 1. The intended port of disembarkation, listed as Sydney, is crossed out and replaced with Fremantle. She had been officially detained.


Medical records indicate that Ritva’s delayed disembarkation was due to a nervous breakdown that demanded transfer to the Royal Perth Hospital. It is not known if she had any pre-existing medical problems, and hospital documentation in Australia confirming only that there was no history of psychiatric problems in the family. Upon admission, Ritva was suffering from an acute catatonic reaction. She presented as suicidal and delusional and claimed that people were trying to shoot her. Her condition demanded immediate treatment, and heavy doses of 100 mg Stelazine and Melleril were administered. These drugs were typical of the older first-generation antipsychotics used to treat schizophrenia. In this instance, they proved effective, enabling Ritva to regain her equilibrium. Given the likelihood of relapse, her discharge posed a problem. Thankfully, a responsible authority recognised the vulnerability of this young woman and secured placement for her. Consequently, the address indicated on the registration form was changed from UNKNOWN to c/o YWCA, Gledwyn, 16 St Georges Terrace, Perth.


Gledwyn, one of a number of Young Women’s Christian Association hostels, aimed to provide safe supervision and long-term access to the city for young single women. As moral and physical custodians, they were a quaint anachronism of paternalistic care for supposedly vulnerable young women. In the 1960s, Perth was a very small and insular city dotted around the majestic Swan River. The city buildings were small and nestled at the foot of the magnificent King’s Park semi-wilderness. As the world’s most isolated capital city with a small population, global knowledge of it was minimal. Certainly, Ritva’s unplanned disembarkation would have ensured an enormous void in her local knowledge. Given Ritva’s episode and admission to the hospital, it appears that someone on Northern Star, or another immigration official, might have seen fit to recommend a secure location that was central to the Perth central business district and government offices.


Once on site, Ritva’s only responsibility was to report to the Perth branch of the Commonwealth Migration Office at 862 Hay Street with a photograph and her address. While ensconced at Gledwyn and presumably much recovered, she sought employment through a labour exchange where she gained a position in a crippled children’s hospital. In her daily commute it is highly likely that Ritva, a slim, fresh faced young woman with brown eyes and a silky bob cut, might have turned the eye of one Edward Benedek as he ventured out from his lodgings at 1110 Hay Street. Both buildings were on the same side of the street. Whatever the circumstances, this proved a fateful meeting for both, one that would change their lives irrevocably.


Nothing is known about Ted’s previous social life or his courtship of Ritva. For him, she appeared to offer a chance to end his semi-itinerant lifestyle and settle into a loving family relationship. For Ritva, perhaps he appeared a self-assured, responsible man of secure prospects who would provide a new name and new identity in this land on the other side of the world. The couple, with their diverse hopes and dreams, were married on 8 May 1964 at the local Registry Office in Perth.2 This occurred just months after they had met. It is not unreasonable to deduce that loneliness and infatuation overwhelmed a mutual understanding of each other’s emotional landscape. Reflecting on his nomadic lifestyle, Ted later recalled ‘that he pinned a lot of hope on marriage because he saw that it was an opportunity for him to settle down and have children.’3 Ted understood that he would have to change his whole lifestyle if he were to marry, but at first, he proved himself prepared to adapt.


It is not difficult to comprehend why Ted and Ritva’s marriage bruised rather than buffed the relationship. They were like two children playing house. For both parties, this blush of romance lacked the subtle tenderness and selflessness of genuine intimacy. Neither had any experience in understanding the sensitivity and selflessness of a loving relationship. Consequently, Ted and Ritva’s understanding of love and an intimate relationship was not just flawed but absent. Both were self-centred and self-serving emotional cripples. Disastrous choices were a natural outcome; Ted had unwittingly married a paranoid schizophrenic with profound psychiatric problems, while Ritva had married a diabolical egotist.




CHAPTER THREE


Clearly, the Benedeks’ honeymoon period could not last. The hasty marriage had been built on sand, and before the burst of spring, Ted was forced to face an unimaginable and unforeseen situation regarding his wife’s emotional vulnerability. She was mentally unstable and suffered another breakdown. The police were called, and she was taken to the Royal Perth Hospital. This was her second referral, and she was again admitted to a psychiatric ward. She claimed to have gone ‘blind,’ but after six days of her 12-day confinement, her eyesight recovered. This period of hospitalisation left Ritva extremely weak, and in the following weeks, paranoia engulfed her as she was convinced that ‘someone was trying to shoot her.’1


After a gap of three years and less than three weeks into the marriage, Ted recommenced his process of naturalisation while Ritva was still in hospital. This required a visit to the Immigration Department’s Perth office to collect the necessary paperwork. On 26 May 1964, the office requested a Police Check from the Victoria Police. Apart from a traffic fine, there was little to report. Consequently, on 6 June 1964, Ted notified the Immigration Department of his marriage to Ritva and subsequently forged her signature on the required document 566422.2


By resorting to trickery in forging Ritva’s signature to solve the problem, Ted was walking into quicksand. He had something to hide. This bureaucratic deception was essential if he was to obtain citizenship. By virtue of marriage, Ritva would automatically qualify, but if it were discovered that his wife had a severe psychiatric disability, Ted’s own application might also be in jeopardy. With his name registered as a ship’s deserter and his wife diagnosed with a mental infirmity, old fears still niggled. Ted sought no assistance with this conundrum, but true to type, determined to find the solution himself.


On 8 June 1964, Ted applied one more time for naturalisation.3 He had resided in Perth since January of that year and had been married to Ritva for just one month. With character checks carried out by the Immigration Department’s Perth office, Ted’s 1957 criminal record as a ship’s deserter appeared to be of little consequence when compared with his steady employment record. On 8 August 1964, Ted signed the oath of renunciation of allegiance to all other sovereign states and declared his allegiance to Queen Elizabeth II. Additionally, as Ted’s wife, Ritva was entitled to enjoy the citizenship status of her legal husband. The paperwork suggests that the Hungarian government was never informed of Ted’s renunciation. It is clear why Ted resurrected his claim to citizenship just a month after marrying Ritva. When she was discharged from hospital, he decided that the couple would relocate from Perth to Melbourne, in the hope of not only a change of scenery but a new beginning.


Back in Melbourne, Ted gravitated towards his familiar haunts and secured accommodation for the couple in a one-bedroom flat at 4/4 Burnett Street, St Kilda. The new apartment offered an auspicious beginning as Ritva was already pregnant with their first child. Initially, Ted continued his employment with BHP, but this meant he was often interstate. Alone and pregnant, Ritva struggled without support, and the hot summer of 1964/65 exacerbated her misery. As her hormones raged, so did her moods. She hated Australia and loathed the climate. No doubt Ted hoped that Ritva’s moods and criticism of him would abate after the birth. Instead, she harangued him for being dictatorial. Possibly, he was a bully who lacked the intuitive empathy that Ritva’s fragile psyche needed. With nature taking its course, Charles Maxwell Benedek was born at the Royal Women’s Hospital in Carlton on 5 April 1965.4 It is not known if Ted was present at the birth, but he most likely delighted at the arrival of a son.


The demands of a newborn, with the constant feeding and broken nights, soon fractured Ritva’s joy and any shred of confidence she might have possessed. Exhausted, she shuffled around the confines of the flat like a spectre in a daze. To his credit, Ted must have realised that he could no longer work away from home. Alternative employment had to be found, and he secured work as a painter for the Department of Supply in Port Melbourne. This necessitated relocation to a flat in Middle Park, and Ted started to make acquaintances in the neighbourhood. Regular fuel stops at Schanders Service Station on the corner of Williamstown Road and Salmon Street, Port Melbourne, saw him develop a friendship with the service attendant, Kingsley Cole. Known by his middle name, Lance, Cole became good friends with Ted, and they would often meet for a beer after work. The friendship not only provided Ted with relief from his domestic tensions, but on occasions when money was short, an easy loan.


On 27 September 1966, Ritva suffered a breakdown and began throwing water over the balcony of the flat at children and passers-by. The neighbours called the South Melbourne police, and upon arriving, they were confronted by a violent woman threatening to commit suicide. Ritva was subdued and taken to Russell Street Police Headquarters. There, she was examined by police physician, Dr J Birrell and diagnosed as acutely psychotic and suffering paranoid schizophrenia, manifested as ‘aggressive hostility and suspicion towards her husband.’ Dr Birrell recorded that Ritva was ‘experiencing delusions that people disliked her and were looking at her in a peculiar fashion.’ According to the doctor, she claimed to hear voices and had imagined that she saw her ‘cousin in a car the previous day’ and that her cousin had told her ‘she had married a drunk.’5 Dr Birrell described Ritva’s emotions as flat and dull and recorded that she ‘smiled vaguely and it was difficult to follow her train of thought.’6 Of major concern was that she remained suicidal. This caused ‘her husband great concern’ and on Dr Birrell’s recommendation, Ted had no alternative but to have Ritva committed to the Royal Park Psychiatric Hospital.




CHAPTER FOUR


This admission occurred on 28 September 1966. Royal Park Hospital consisted of a large red-brick Federation building with turrets, tall chimneys, and fretted verandahs, set amid extensive grounds of grass and native trees. Photographs of it depict an elegant, quiet domain, but since opening in 1903, it had rarely been quiet. Patients with mental disturbances could receive treatment there for periods of six months, and if no improvement was evident, they would be transferred to Kew or Yarra Bend asylums. Irrespective of its external grandeur, visitors arrived with dread and more often left in despair.


Upon arrival, Ritva provided a brief family history.1 She stated that her father was a pig breeder who was previously married and had produced three children. Her father’s first wife died of pneumonia, after which he remarried. When asked about her mother, Ritva replied, ‘I guess she is my mother, I just got a letter from her, but I believe she is dead, and the letter is written by someone else.’ (Her mother was alive and would outlive her by seven years). According to Ritva, her father’s second marriage produced three children, and he had three boys and three girls. Of his first marriage, the oldest boy had died of alcoholism in his 30’s, and the whereabouts of the second son was not known. His third child, a daughter, had a family of her own and was living in Finland. Ritva, the fourth child and the first of his second marriage, had a younger sister who worked as a secretary and a younger brother who remained in school.


Regarding her childhood, Ritva recalled, ‘I suppose my childhood was happy,’ and stated that she had continued her schooling until the age of 21 and worked as a bank officer for four years in Finland. She then went to England for three and a half years to work as an au pair girl, but was underpaid and had private funds, so she ‘sacked herself.’ Upon leaving England, she came to Australia and shortly after arriving, suffered her first nervous breakdown, which she did not describe as such. She declared that she ‘wished that she had the money to pay someone to kill others’ and could ‘write a book about people she would like to have killed.’ She believed that they were insane and would be better off dead.


Ritva could not date when the present incident started, only that she ‘wanted an abortion when she found out she was pregnant again.’ She believed that ‘people had been getting at her’ and told the assessing psychiatrist that she had ‘heard a group of people discussing her on the landing below and decided to get at them more than they got at her and consequently poured water on them, thus getting even.’ Unfortunately for Ritva, the police were called and ‘decided her nerves were bad again.’2 She further claimed never to have loved her husband and was distressed to be four months pregnant with their second child. She planned to leave her husband and return to Finland and felt that her son could remain with his father, and she would send the next child (a girl) back when she was born. In her disturbed state, Ritva begged for a termination, but as she was past the first trimester, the request could not be countenanced on medical or legal grounds.


For Ted, whose life had been governed by order and self-control, Ritva’s illness was inexplicable and totally incomprehensible. As a resourceful and independent man, Ted had limited empathy with physical sickness, but mental illness was totally beyond his ken. In his mind, it was a sign of moral infirmity that one should overcome with fight and will. As Ritva’s husband, her treating doctors were keen to hear his perspective, but all he could add was that Ritva had received two letters in Finnish that had upset her greatly.


The promised translation was never followed up, the contents of which may have proved beneficial to her psychiatrists. The untranslated letters remained unread in Ritva’s hospital file until accessed under Freedom of Information in 2023. The following letter from her younger sister, Marjatta, dated ‘Helsinki 16 September 1966,’ suggests that Ritva had made tentative overtures about returning home, and Marjatta conveys her delight at the prospect:


Hello Monkey,


I can’t write a lot now, mom just called and told me about your card. It was good to hear from you again, even if these kind of messages hide unpleasantness in your case. But what do we care about the past, let’s talk about the future now. I called a travel agent and it’s so easy that when we pay for the ticket here, they wire it to Melbourne.


Depending on yourself and the management of your affairs, you can choose a suitable day, or roughly inform us when it is convenient for you to leave, and this is when the tickets will be sent. I don’t know how much luggage you have, but it probably wouldn’t be easy to come by boat with Charles. Of course, you could send your luggage by ship if you have more than you can take on a flight. (I did not remember to inquire whether it might have been more than 20 kg and whether Charles is allowed to have luggage with him) but you know best how you want to come.


The price is not that much more for a flight, the ship ticket is more expensive and dad said no matter which, Charles’ ticket only costs 10% of the price of your ticket. Yes, let us know when you are coming. If there is something to sort out, sort it out now, and don’t leave anything hanging. They are difficult to organize afterwards. What country are you now a citizen of ?? and Charles?


WELCOME HOME3


While Marjatta alluded to past problems, her focus was on getting Ritva home as quickly as possible. She emphasised that all effort would be directed to that end and that no expense would be spared. Her letter conveyed not only excitement but also joy after a long absence. Ritva’s brief letter is undated and was never posted. She clearly hoped to be confined with her daughter in Finland, and her belongings were of no consequence. All that mattered was that she could return immediately:


Hey folks,


Thank you for your letter. I went to the travel agency today and found out that I can leave as early as October 30 if the Bank of Finland wires $500 to this office. Invoice attached. (there was no invoice suggesting that Ted had removed it knowing she was planning to leave him) I am four months pregnant with the next kid and I want to give birth to this girl in Finland. Charles stays here. Dad won’t let him go. There’s not much time before this ship leaves, but after all it didn’t take many days to pay the trip here either. I don’t take any luggage other than a bag of clothes


Grateful regards


Ritva.4


The following letter from Ritva’s mother was dated 22 September 1966. It was dated less than a week before Ritva’s admission to Royal Park and reflects the family’s pain at their daughter’s absence. The formality of the language suggests some distance between mother and daughter and hints at their anxiety that Ritva is so far away. Her mother appears cautious, perhaps fearing she might alienate Ritva with intrusive questions:


Dear Ritva!


Our warmest regards. You are warmly welcomed home. My prayer has been heard and now I hope that we can celebrate the Christmas holidays with the whole family. Quickly let us know how you’ll be arriving, flying or by ship. We are happy to come with the Volvo to meet you. Will Taru (Charles) be included? In the hope of seeing each other again. We can get a travel agent to pay your tickets when you tell us with what and when you will be leaving there, from the ends of the earth.


Hoping to see you soon


Mom.5


On 4 October 1966, Ritva’s paranoia was broached again, and she stated that ‘someone must have organised this neighbour trouble against her.’6 She believed someone must have paid them to persecute her. She also claimed, ‘some of them wear similar wigs and by one going into one door and the other coming out from another door, they try to confuse her.’ Ritva also believed that ‘cars pass by with people with black masks in them and as they go by they quickly take off their masks to show their faces and then put the black masks on again.’ Regarding her feelings of persecution, Ritva stated that ‘the trouble started in England, where she had been for a few years to learn the language.’7


Furthermore, Ritva stated that ‘people started to suggest that she was a prostitute or a lesbian who interfered with babies and that once, when she was working as a nurse’s auxiliary in the babies’ hospital, a doctor had told her “Don’t put your finger in there,” when she was changing a spastic girl’s nappy.’ Ritva was convinced that someone at the Finnish Embassy had alleged she was a ‘dirty Russian child’ and claimed that ‘someone was impersonating her’ and that she had been ‘picked up by Profumo to go to a party where they did certain things.’8


Ritva advised that when she came to Perth, she got a job in a crippled children’s hospital and ‘noticed by little things that people did and by little signs that they had started persecuting her again.’ She claimed something was ‘keeping her awake by some influence’ and that she felt ‘little shocks as if electricity was going through her body and also a bubbling sensation.’9 When she went to the police station to complain about the persecution, the police took her to the Royal Perth Hospital, where she remained for 12 days. Ritva further contended that Ted was being influenced and that ‘he sometimes gets into a holy rage and then beats and kicks’ her. She alleged Ted did not like her being pregnant and told the admitting doctor that she saw her mother walking about the flats and that her mother had said that ‘her husband was a dirty Hungarian drunk.’10


Further consultation occurred three days later, but little change was observed in Ritva’s condition. According to the file, she was ‘pleasant and polite but still psychotic.’ She recalled being ‘busy hanging nappies on the line when she heard her mother who was sitting near the window at a flat opposite, say that her husband was a “dirty drunk.”’ According to Ritva, she continued hanging the nappies and then went back inside because, ‘if people don’t want to take the trouble to say “hello” to you when they are around, why should I?’ Ritva was certain that her mother and sister were in Melbourne and claimed she had received a letter from her sister recently, but it was typed, and the signature was ‘faked.’11


On 10 October 1966, Ritva commenced trial leave and was discharged on a maintenance dose of 100 mg of Milleril to be taken thrice daily. She was seen as an ‘outpatient’ one month later and appeared to be doing well. During her admission, Ted had relocated with Charlie to 20 Wave Street, Elwood and Ritva’s care was transferred to Dr Pyatt of the New Street Medical Centre, Brighton. In anticipation of her confinement, Dr Pyatt corresponded with Ritva’s doctor at Royal Park, Dr Khazan, seeking authority to prescribe Ritva’s Milleril at the Royal Women’s Hospital. The hospital had been provided with details of Ritva’s condition.


Susan Kaarina Benedek was born at the Royal Women’s Hospital in Carlton on 16 February 1967.12 It is not clear who took Ritva to the hospital as she registered the birth herself and listed her address as 20 Wave Street, Elwood. Ted was also registered at this address, and it was to this address that Ritva and baby Susan relocated when discharged. Correspondence from Royal Park Hospital to Ted advised that Ritva would be on trial leave from 3 May 196713 and that she was no longer under the auspices of the Mental Health Act. Ironically, while Ritva had come to Australia to escape family, Ted had come to Australia to create one. Now Ritva was burdened with a family she did not want, and Ted was denied the family for which he longed.




CHAPTER FIVE


If Ted harboured hopes that two children might create the nucleus of a happy family, he was also delusional. Ted’s expectations and the pressure that two infants would impose on Ritva were beyond his comprehension. Following Susan’s birth, she was readmitted to Royal Park on three more occasions. Her consultant psychiatrist, Dr Donald James Oldmeadow, reported that while hospitalised, Ritva suffered from a series of acute schizophrenic breakdowns. Dr D J Oldmeadow MB. BS. Dip Psych Med. was the Chief Medical Officer of the Mental Health Authority of Victoria. He was a deeply religious man of diverse professional skills and enormous empathy. He had served in the Field Ambulance in WW II and as an obstetrician in Fiji for 14 years before returning to Melbourne. Here, he became the Chief Medical Officer at Royal Park Psychiatric Hospital and was a presence at other asylums around the city.1 His return to Melbourne coincided with enormous developments in psychiatric care. Gradually being phased out were the grim, locked asylums to which anyone who did not fit the community expectation of ‘normal’ were incarcerated, very often for life. Under these regimes, locks and straitjackets kept the violently insane under control, while poor food and inadequately trained staff guaranteed sub-optimal care.
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