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NOTE

The author’s proceeds from the publication of this book will be donated to Australian charities that assist and support victims of crime, the families of deceased victims, and the relatives of those who have gone missing.





I dedicate this book to those Crown prosecutors who appeared with me as Junior Counsel in many of the trials that I conducted as Senior Crown Prosecutor. Their contribution to the preparation of matters and the trial process was invaluable and helped me avoid many of the pitfalls that await those who represent the community in criminal prosecutions. Many of them have gone on to have distinguished careers as Judges, Senior Counsel and leaders of the legal profession.






PREFACE

We have all seen their faces staring at us from notices posted in public streets or when shared on social media by worried family members. Occasionally they appear in private advertisements placed in the public notices section of suburban newspapers. Popular television programs are made about them – both documentaries and dramas. They are the missing ones – those who have seemingly disappeared without trace from their previous lives, leaving desperately anxious relatives who, even years later, still cling to the hope that one day their lost ones will miraculously emerge alive from the abyss of the unknown. People who have been through this experience say that it is the lack of knowledge about what has happened that is the worst aspect of their suffering. The loss of a loved one, without the definitive finding of a body, creates a living purgatory for those left behind, in which they cannot properly grieve and mostly cannot seek justice. The weight of the loss is compounded by the hope that the one who has disappeared will one day return, and is sometimes tinged with anger at the missing one as the only person they can blame for their endless suffering. Imagining what may have happened to those who have disappeared is often far worse than the knowledge of their real fate.

Those in the know – mainly police or private detectives who investigate the disappearance of missing persons – will tell you that there are a number of distinct categories of people who vanish forever without trace. There are the young hitchhikers who have been picked up on the roads, never to be seen again, who presumably have been sexually assaulted or robbed – or both – and then murdered. There are the drug dealers who have fallen foul of others in the milieu of their trade – suppliers, competitors or customers. There are those who have escaped from troubled and embittered lives in order to establish new ones where they can start afresh, and who found it too confronting to say goodbye to those left behind. There are those in the throes of extreme mental anguish – often due to mental illness – who make the decision to put an end to their suffering, but wish to spare their loved ones the trauma of seeing their lifeless bodies. And there are those who engage in perilous solo recreational activities, like rock fishermen or wilderness adventurers, who have presumably been swallowed up by the elements while engaging in their favoured pastime. It is rare that a long-term missing person cannot be placed into one of these categories.

Apart from these, numerous people choose for a variety of reasons to make themselves scarce for a period of time, but resume their normal lives after a few days, weeks, months, or even years. There are also some who disappear, whose bodies are eventually located, and who have died in tragic or suspicious circumstances. These are not the missing ones that I am writing about in this book. This is about those who disappear, never to come back, and whose bodies are never found: they are the missing, presumed dead.

Happy, healthy, mature-age, middle-class women rarely go missing for more than a few days, and they are hardly ever among the ranks of those who are never found. Dorothy Davis and Kerry Whelan were not hitchhikers, or associates of drug dealers, or unhappy with their lives, or suffering from mental health issues. In fact, they fell well outside any of the conventional categories of people at risk of permanently disappearing.

Dorothy Davis was a 74-year-old widow who lived in the quiet, upmarket seaside suburb of Lurline Bay in south-eastern Sydney. She was financially comfortable and led a peaceful, predictable life centred around her children, grandchildren and many friends. She suffered from a few of the usual physical ailments of people of her age, including arthritis. Kerry Whelan was an active and healthy 39-year old with an affluent, family-based lifestyle. She lived with her husband, Bernie Whelan, the CEO of the Australian arm of Crown Equipment, a large multinational company that made forklifts, and their three children on an expansive rural property at Kurrajong on the north-western outskirts of Sydney, where they ran horses and enjoyed country life.

Dorothy Davis and Kerry Whelan came from different parts of Sydney, mixed in quite different circles and led completely different lives. They never met each other, and if they had, would have had little in common. In fact, Dorothy Davis and Kerry Whelan had only one thing in common – they both knew Bruce Allan Burrell.



I was motivated to write this book to convey to the ordinary reader how extremely complex a police murder investigation and a subsequent criminal trial can be. Many people are surprised at the length of contemporary criminal trials, however this book may help to explain why this is so, particularly when the Crown case is a complex, circumstantial one. A circumstantial case differs from a direct evidence case, such as one in which there is eyewitness testimony or an admission of guilt by an accused person. Some people make the mistake of assuming that a circumstantial case is inherently weaker than a direct evidence case. Nothing could be further from the truth. In a circumstantial case, the Crown relies on a number of factual circumstances that in combination paint a comprehensive picture implicating the accused. No one single piece of evidence is necessarily critical. Rather, it is the accumulation of all the evidence that provides the strength of a circumstantial case.

Many people also mistakenly think that it is impossible to have a murder trial and conviction without a body. The two cases described in this book, in which there were no bodies located, demonstrate the fallacy of that view. It may be harder to prove death without a body, but there are other methods of proof, especially in the case of an adult who led a varied and vigorous life and who disappeared unexpectedly without trace.

I have described in considerable detail the exquisitely elaborate and intricate issues that arose in these legal proceedings so that my readers may have some understanding of the continuous, highly-charged decisions that Crown prosecutors are required to make throughout a complex criminal trial. Those who have never attended a trial can really have no idea of the heavy responsibility that rests upon the shoulders of the prosecutor.

Over the course of my career as a criminal lawyer, in which I have appeared on both the prosecution and defence sides, I have been intrigued by the minds of those offenders whose extreme narcissism made them blind to the risks they faced of detection and punishment, and how their focus on the desired goal rendered them impervious to the pain and suffering of their victims and victims’ families. In this account of the life and crimes of Bruce Burrell, I have tried to expose the motivations and thinking behind his criminal conduct. Obviously, as a prosecutor I had no opportunity to converse with him myself, so my attempts to explain his thought processes are based on my knowledge of his crimes and more than 40 years’ experience as a criminal law barrister on both sides of the Bar table.

In order to construct an account of Bruce Burrell’s crimes I have sometimes had to speculate about those parts of the story that are missing, by extrapolating from the known facts to construct what must or might have happened in relation to the unknown ones. My description of the anguish and pain suffered by Bruce Burrell’s victims’ families is based on my direct contact with them before, during and after the trials, and also on my experience of dealing with victims’ families generally over many years. As a prosecutor in murder cases, one frequently comes into close contact with victims’ families. While it is essential to remain objective and impartial, so as to maintain one’s professionalism, it is inevitable that one is impacted by the tragedy that has befallen the relatives of the deceased. It is the task of the prosecutor to explain to the families the legal processes as they unfold and to shield them from some of the most distressing parts of the evidence, if that is what they wish. My research for and writing of Kidnapped: The crime that shocked the nation, in which I describe the 1960 kidnapping and murder of eight-year-old Graeme Thorne in Sydney, also strongly developed my appreciation of the terrible pain suffered by those whose loved ones have been kidnapped and murdered.

Quotations from the transcript of Burrell’s trials are accurate accounts of what was said in court, with only minor corrections, alterations or additions [in square brackets] to ensure clarity of meaning. Where there is some ambiguity in the court transcript, often because of references to documents that were in the possession of jurors, I have added some words of explanation. Where I have referred to my opening and closing addresses in the Whelan trial, I have chosen to quote from the 2006 one. My addresses in the 2005 trial were very similar. I acknowledge that the extracts from the transcript of Regina v Bruce Burrell in the Supreme Court of New South Wales are reprinted with permission and are copyright © of the State of New South Wales (Department of Communities and Justice).

I do not pretend that this book represents an unbiased version of these two cases. As the prosecutor in both of them, even though many years have passed, I do not claim to possess that degree of objectivity. The purpose of this book is to present and explain the investigations and trials from the vantage points of the police and the prosecutor, and to describe the many twists and turns that occurred during both.

Most people have never attended the full duration of a lengthy criminal trial, and media reports are generally only a brief outline of the main features of a case. These two investigations and the trials that followed are an ideal vehicle to inform the reader why police inquiries can sometimes take years and why complex trials can require months of court time. The analysis of these significant, high-profile cases may also assist future investigations and trials.

This book is based on publicly available sources – principally the trial transcripts – and my own thoughts and impressions. Anyone who had the time and patience to sit through the trials would have had access to the data.

I acknowledge the ongoing pain and suffering of the families of the deceased victims of Bruce Burrell. While the justice system identified and punished the perpetrator of these crimes, that can never compensate for the loss of their loved ones.

Mark Tedeschi AM QC

January 2022






1 LIFE OF BRUCE
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Bruce Burrell was born in 1953 into a conservative Australian family in the Goulburn district of rural New South Wales. His father worked as a wool classer which, in the days when that product was in great worldwide demand, was a highly regarded and well-paid occupation. As an adolescent, Bruce left school and got his first job with a bank, however within a few months he was caught stealing cheques. His father came to the rescue and paid for any shortfall, and in return the bank agreed to dismiss Bruce without involving the police, so that he suffered no long term consequences of his actions. He then trained as a salesman and copywriter in the advertising industry. By this time, Bruce’s personality had developed some alarming trends. He could be very charming and personable, particularly if he wanted something from you. Because of this ability to impress and connect with people, Bruce was easily able to obtain employment, however it would soon become apparent to his managers that he was almost totally lacking in any initiative, commitment or work ethic.

In 1984, at the age of 31, Bruce met his wife, Dallas, at an advertising company in Sydney where they were both working. Dallas was a highly enterprising, resourceful and successful advertising and copywriting manager. It is hard to know what she saw in Bruce, but the simple fact was that she had been single for many years and relished the opportunity to share her life with a partner. Bruce seemed charming and affable, and initially he doted on her. They were married in 1985.

Prior to their marriage, Bruce and Dallas joined a company called The Advertising Works: Bruce as an advertising salesman and Dallas as an advertising executive. One of the accounts for which Bruce had responsibility was the Australian division of Crown Equipment, a large multinational company based in the USA, engaged in the manufacture and sale of forklift vehicles. It was in this capacity that Bruce came into contact with Bernard (‘Bernie’) Whelan, who was the managing director and CEO of Crown Equipment in Australia. These two men were in many ways complete opposites. Bernie Whelan was a middle-aged, highly successful corporate executive, a solid family man, and financially prosperous. When they met, Bruce Burrell was a 31-year-old failed advertising salesman who found it hard to maintain long-term relationships and was constantly short of money to fund his day-to-day living expenses. Despite their differences, Bruce Burrell and Bernie Whelan became friends. The main reason for their connection was that they shared interests in farming and shooting, and from time to time they went away together on shooting trips to the country.

Bernie Whelan’s first wife, with whom he’d had two sons, had suffered severe mental illness and eventually, years after a divorce from Bernie, had taken her own life. After a long time on his own, Bernie married Kerry Ryan, who was 20 years his junior. Together, they had three children – Sarah, Matthew and James – and by all accounts were devoted to each other and their children. Bernie’s two sons from his first marriage had drifted away from their father and only had occasional, superficial contact with him. As the CEO of Crown Equipment, Bernie had a huge income and maintained a very affluent and varied lifestyle. Bernie, Kerry and their three children lived on an expansive rural property called Willow Park in the magnificent, lush, undulating country of the Kurrajong Hills in the foothills of the Blue Mountains to the west of Sydney. It was sufficiently close to Sydney that Bernie could drive each day to Crown’s headquarters in Smithfield, not far from Sydney’s second largest CBD at Parramatta, and yet far enough away that they were able to enjoy the benefits of life in a rural setting.

When Bruce and Dallas were married in 1985, Bernie and Kerry Whelan were among those who attended their wedding. Soon after, Bruce and Dallas moved into a unit in Marine Parade, Lurline Bay – an attractive and semi-affluent seaside suburb in the eastern part of Sydney.

In 1987, in a decision that he was soon to regret, Bernie Whelan offered Bruce Burrell a job as advertising manager at Crown Equipment. Bruce immediately accepted the offer and left his position at The Advertising Works. As an employee at Crown and a friend of the CEO, Bruce was invited to the Whelans’ home on several occasions, including a tennis day for Crown employees. It was in 1988, while Bruce had the security of his employment at Crown, that he and Dallas purchased a 192-hectare rural hideaway called Hillydale in partnership with Dallas’s parents, Les and Shirley. Hillydale was in the Bungonia district, a remote, quiet and heavily forested area on the edge of the Southern Highlands and about half an hour’s drive from the nearest large town of Goulburn, where Bruce had been raised as a child. Accessible only by a long dirt road, Hillydale was covered in extensive areas of thick, natural bushland and bordered on two sides by the Bungonia State Recreation Area. The property and park were peppered with numerous deep mine shafts that had been dug decades earlier for shale mining. Hillydale was nominally a sheep farm, but the soil quality was so poor that its usefulness for agriculture was marginal. Coming from the area, Bruce was very attached to Hillydale, and he would spend time there whenever he could. Every spare dollar that he earned went into buying equipment and stock in a futile attempt to make Hillydale financially viable as a farming venture.

Within a short time, it became apparent that Bruce Burrell’s performance as advertising manager at Crown Equipment was woefully inadequate. He was viewed as a lazy and ineffectual employee who would take no direction from his superiors and made no effort to get along with his workmates. In 1990, when there was a recession-induced downturn in Crown’s business and some 30 jobs were shed, Burrell was one of those who were retrenched, and it was Bernie Whelan who had the task of telling Bruce that he was forced to let him go. At the time, Bruce seemed to take the news well, but deep down he had a profound sense of having been stabbed in the back by his so-called friend. He had no appreciation of the fact that he had let himself and his employer down.

After his dismissal from Crown Equipment, Bruce Burrell’s life spiralled out of control. He effectively had no long-term full-time job, and his financial situation quickly deteriorated to the point that he was forced to rely on the generosity of others – principally his wife, Dallas, and his elderly father, Allan. He had no qualms accepting money from them. He drifted from position to position as a casual advertising salesman, with long periods of no work, while Dallas continued to be a valued and well-paid employee. During this time, he became subject to severe mood swings that plagued his relationship with Dallas. He was frequently volatile, abusive and controlling towards her, and particularly resented her questioning him about what he was doing at any particular time.

It was at this stage that Bruce began manifesting a disturbing belief that the world owed him a living and that he was entitled to take from others what he himself lacked. He felt perfectly entitled to live off the generosity and naivety of others. He began befriending lonely, middle-aged or elderly women and attempting to convince them to lend him money. He could be very charming and flirtatious with them, but when he needed to, he could also be extremely intimidating with sudden flashes of intense anger. This came in handy when women who had lent him money began asking for it to be returned. Bruce also had an unfortunate habit that if he liked a certain item that was for sale or that belonged to someone else, he would devise some sneaky way of getting hold of objects that he coveted. This was particularly so with cars. In 1992, Bruce decided that he needed a four-wheel drive for use at Hillydale. He decided that a Suzuki Vitara fitted the bill perfectly, so on 30 September 1992 he visited Daytona Car Rentals in Ashfield, took one for a test drive, and never returned it.

Bruce viewed car dealerships as fair game, believing that their arrangements for test drives were so slack that they deserved to be ripped off by someone like him, who was smarter and more cunning. One day in October 1993, Burrell decided that he needed another, larger four-wheel drive for Hillydale. He went to a car dealership at Broadway and took a dark green, two-tone, two-door Mitsubishi Pajero GLS worth $43,000 for a test drive with the salesman seated next to him. He drove it to the Queen Victoria Building in the city and asked the salesman to go upstairs to ask one of Burrell’s friends to come and have a look at the car while he double-parked. The gullible salesman went into the building but was unable to find the friend, and by the time he re-emerged neither Burrell nor the Pajero was anywhere to be found. Burrell gleefully took the Pajero to Hillydale, amazed at how easily he had been able to dupe the salesman. Once again, he felt that this exercise demonstrated how superior he was compared to the ordinary man, who would never have had the guile or guts to carry out such a bold yet simple plan. He changed the car’s appearance slightly, replaced the registration plates and kept it for his own use. When Dallas enquired about the new vehicle, Bruce told her that he had bought it from a friend in the car trade at a very good price. Dallas was often mystified that Bruce had money when he hadn’t had a full-time job since 1990, but she meekly accepted this explanation rather than having an argument with him.

In November 1995, Bruce arrived home with a smart new Jaguar Sovereign – a $140,000 model. He had again driven off with it after taking it for a test drive, this time from New Rowley Motors at Artarmon. With an air of self-satisfaction and arrogance, he gave Dallas the explanation that he had been given a good deal from someone he knew at a car auction house. Again, Dallas had no idea how he could afford to buy any car when he was sponging off her for his daily living expenses, but she knew better than to question him.

Bruce would also steal objects from his friends and associates. In 1992, he rang Bernie Whelan and asked him whether he was interested in selling his Ruger .44 magnum carbine to a neighbour of Burrell’s. Bernie was quite interested in selling the weapon, so he gave it to Bruce to show the neighbour. A few days later, Bruce rang Bernie and told him the bad news that the firearm had been stolen from his car when it was parked at Redfern. Of course, this was a lie and Bruce had merely kept the rifle for himself. Several months later, when a drought was making it difficult for Bernie to look after his cattle, Burrell offered to agist them on Hillydale. Grateful for the offer of help, Bernie took twelve pedigree Poll Hereford steers, a few calves and a bull to Hillydale. Some weeks later, he was informed by Burrell that the cattle had all escaped into the neighbouring national park, and that despite extensive searching by Burrell, they could not be found.

After these two bad experiences with Bruce Burrell, Bernie became deeply suspicious of his former friend, but he was not the sort of man to make accusations without hard evidence, so he decided to put his losses behind him and sever all contact with Bruce.

Bernie Whelan was not the only friend of Bruce Burrell to lose a firearm in this way. In June 1996, Bruce and Dallas’s friend Adam Pantle, who was the president of the Harbour City Pistol Club in Sydney, came to Hillydale for several days to join Bruce on a shooting trip. He brought with him his Browning Buck Mark .22 calibre target pistol. After a late-night shooting spree on Bruce’s quadbike, they returned to the homestead, leaving the pistol in the vehicle. Pantle later went to retrieve it from the bike but could not find it. Burrell insisted that it must have fallen out of the vehicle on their return trip to the house. They searched the area they had travelled over, but without success. Pantle suspected that Bruce had taken it, but he had no proof. Pantle wanted to report the loss of his pistol to the police, but Burrell insisted that he tell the police that it had been stolen from the boot of his car.



Bruce Burrell believed that his financial woes were entirely due to the malevolent actions of others – particularly Bernie Whelan. The humiliation he’d felt when Bernie had told him that he had to ‘let him go’ still smarted, and he knew that one day Bernie would have to pay for his disloyalty. Of course, bad luck had also plagued Bruce, but bad luck, he felt, was something that could be reversed with decisive action. Burrell believed – no, he knew – that he was a person of superior ability, with a wealth of knowledge and insight that other people lacked. While it troubled him that his qualities were not appreciated by others, he also thought it gave him an advantage over them, because he could so easily manipulate them. Only later, after he had achieved his aims, would they realise just how brilliant he had been, and then he would get the recognition and respect he deserved. Only after he had relieved them of their ill-gotten gains would they appreciate how easily he had been able to outsmart them and take advantage of them. This delayed recognition was the price he had to pay for having special qualities that others were unaware of. He was prepared to break the law and felt no moral qualms or sympathy for his victims. Quite the contrary – he believed that it was grossly unfair that they possessed wealth and security that he didn’t, so he was entitled to relieve them of their disproportionate share of good fortune. His determination to set things right was so firmly held that he would brook no resistance. Dallas’s complaints that he was a lazy good-for-nothing who drained money from her was like water off a duck’s back.

Bruce Burrell considered that because of Bernie Whelan’s overwhelming wealth, he could justifiably be fleeced of a few assets, like his gun or a few of his cattle, to help alleviate Burrell’s financial difficulties. He got a thrill from the conversations with Bernie in which he had so easily convinced the older and wealthier man to hand over his property. He believed that because Bernie would hardly notice the losses, it was all a bit of a harmless game. In any case, Bernie ‘owed him’ because of the retrenchment from Crown, so he was only taking what was rightly his. Burrell viewed the episodes with the Ruger and the steers as a kind of challenge or test, which of course he had passed with flying colours. It proved that although Bernie had the upper hand in the work environment, Burrell was the smarter one. Bernie had just been too dumb to realise what was happening.



By 1994, Bruce and Dallas’s relationship had severely deteriorated and they were spending less and less time together. Bruce was spending increasingly more time at Hillydale on his own while Dallas was almost always at work or at their home in Lurline Bay. Bruce seemed to have an insatiable appetite for spending money – especially on Hillydale – which meant that he was perpetually on the edge of financial disaster. He seemed quite unperturbed about his excessive spending, as though he knew that it would not matter in the end. Bruce would flare up whenever Dallas asked him questions about what he was doing when he was away. He was deeply resentful of her success at work and the fact that he had to continually ask her for money.

In early 1994, Dallas was diagnosed with a particularly virulent form of cancer and she underwent an extended period of chemotherapy, although she managed somehow to keep working through the period of the treatment. In 1995, having successfully completed chemotherapy and feeling a renewed level of energy, Dallas opened her own advertising business, Burrell Advertising and Design, which prospered. Although Bruce was officially a director of the firm, he had in fact nothing to do with its operations. As Dallas powered ahead, Bruce languished in a haze of inactivity, financial desperation and social isolation at Hillydale. He became even more resentful of Dallas’s success and his moods became even more deeply morose. Although they were technically still living together at the unit in Lurline Bay, Bruce spent much of his time on his own at Hillydale.



It was at this time that Burrell’s greed and sense of entitlement extended beyond any previous bounds. He was so resentful of his precarious financial situation and so envious of those with an abundance of wealth whom he knew were less enterprising and bold than himself, that he began to feel he had a right to take whatever he could. He felt no guilt or sense of wrongdoing about this. He felt like Robin Hood – redistributing the excess assets of the rich to the deserving poor, namely himself. Like a renegade outlaw, he began to feel that if his ‘targets’ resisted the transfer of their wealth, the use of force, even lethal force, was perfectly acceptable.






2 QUICK FIXES


Two years previously, in early 1993, Bruce Burrell had decided that he and Dallas should upgrade their Lurline Bay unit to a house or townhouse in the same neighbourhood with a view of the sea and a yard where they could keep their dog. Initially Burrell put an ad in the paper seeking expressions of interest for swapping houses with people who wanted to downsize, but nothing suitable emerged. Then Burrell spied the ideal house in Banks Street, just around the corner from where they lived and a block from the ocean. It was a detached cottage owned by an elderly couple, 72-year old Charlie Spiers and his wife, Helen. Burrell approached them to see if they were interested in selling. Helen Spiers was quite keen, because their home was becoming a liability as they aged, but Charlie, who had been immobilised by a series of strokes and could only slowly shuffle around his house and the immediate neighbourhood with the aid of a stick, was adamant that he would see out his days in the house he had lived in for most of his life. He found it difficult to speak and had a special machine to assist him in communicating. Due to the physical limitations that had afflicted him since his last stroke, he had been depressed for some considerable time.

On the morning of Tuesday 20 April 1993, Helen Spiers went to her local church for a game of bingo, as she had done on numerous occasions before, leaving Charlie at home on his own. When Helen got home about two hours later, Charlie was nowhere to be seen. A small table in the lounge room was upturned and the machine that helped him speak was on the floor. Charlie’s slippers, which he always wore, were strewn across the room. Nothing had been taken from the house. Helen frantically searched for him and eventually contacted the police. After making preliminary enquiries, the police initially thought that Charlie might have committed suicide from the nearby rock platforms overlooking the sea. A friend who had known Charlie for 14 years told police that prior to his disappearance Charlie had said to him: ‘When I’m ready to die, they’ll never find me’. However, the police were mystified how, in his frail condition, Charlie could have ventured onto the rocks without being seen and flung himself so far across the terraced rock platforms into the waves below that he was washed out to sea. Helen was adamant that Charlie would never have left the area near to their home without her and that although he was frail and depressed, he would never have attempted to kill himself.

Charlie Spiers was never seen again, and his body was never found. Police ultimately concluded that he must have been the victim of foul play, but in the absence of even a skerrick of evidence about his fate, the investigation stalled.

Bruce Burrell made no further approaches to Helen Spiers about her house after her husband’s death, as he had seen another one that was even better.

In late 1993, Burrell decided that he liked the home of another of his near neighbours, Juliet Grimm, at 34 Marine Parade. It was a townhouse with a far better view of the ocean than his own apartment, and it had an enclosed yard which was appropriate for his dog. Despite his precarious financial situation after having been out of full-time work for three years, Burrell approached Mrs Grimm with an offer. At that time, she was not willing to sell, however, seven months later, after she had moved to the United Kingdom where she had obtained a job with the BBC, on 8 June 1994 Bruce again approached her via fax with an offer to buy the property. This time Juliet Grimm was prepared to sell. A price of $600,000 was agreed upon.

Burrell devised a plan to get a ‘loan’ of $300,000 from a friend, which would enable him to pretend to a bank that the $300,000 was his own capital, and he would thus be able to get the rest of the purchase price as a bank loan. In those days, land values were consistently increasing, and Bruce was sure that this property was a great buy and that its value would go up over a few years, enabling him to pay back both loans. His main concern was that he knew that Dallas would be vehemently against his plan to finance the purchase – if she found out.
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On the very same day that Bruce Burrell wrote to Juliet Grimm about her house at Lurline Bay, he telephoned Jeanette Harvey, a wealthy 76-year-old widow who was a family friend of Dallas’s, and who lived alone in Townsville, Queensland. In the phone call, he suggested to her a ‘get rich quick’ scheme involving an investment in diamonds from South Africa via New York. He suggested an amount of $250,000 and insisted that he would handle the money and return the profit to her in 30 days. He asked her not to mention it to anyone, especially Dallas. Jeanette Harvey said she would think about it, but she soon rang Burrell back to tell him that she was not in a position to invest at that time. The fact of the matter was that she rejected his request because she was a smart and insightful woman who had recognised that Burrell was a conman.



Dorothy (‘Dottie’) Davis was a 74-year-old widow who for many decades had been a close friend of Dallas’s family, and she loved Dallas very dearly. Dorothy lived in Undine Street, Lurline Bay, just a few hundred metres away from Bruce and Dallas. In fact, from the verandah of Dorothy’s home, if one looked towards the sea, one could see the roof of the Burrells’ home.

Without letting Dallas know, Bruce quietly approached Dorothy and asked her for a bridging loan of $500,000 to buy Juliet Grimm’s townhouse. He told Dorothy that the owner of the house was overseas, which was true, but he also told her that the owner was demanding more than the normal deposit, which was a lie. He explained to Dorothy that he needed bridging finance to purchase the property because he and Dallas were having difficulty selling their unit at 44 Marine Parade. He offered to pay interest at a rate above what she would get from the bank. He swore her to secrecy, telling her that it would be a wonderful surprise for Dallas, who had recently been so sick, and Dorothy promised to keep his project confidential. Dallas, in fact, would have been horrified at the idea of her husband asking a family friend for a loan, particularly an elderly one like Dorothy. Dallas firmly believed that you could either afford to buy something or you took out a bank loan, but you never borrowed from family or friends.

Dorothy Davis was an active, popular widow whose husband, Jack, had died some years earlier after running a successfully curtain and blind manufacturing and installation business. Dorothy owned and resided in her house at 9 Undine Street. She also owned a substantial share portfolio and was an active and generous contributor to a number of charities. She was socially engaged, regularly attending local clubs, and was a member of the ‘Dining Dollies’, a group of older women who would hold monthly dinners. Dorothy was also a member of another social group called the Lantern Club. She was described by her family and friends as sensible, astute and generous, and was not considered to be eccentric.

Although Dorothy was financially comfortable, she lived a modest life. Some of her money had gone to help her two children – son, Lessel, and daughter, Maree – to establish themselves and support their families. She liked helping friends in need, but she was not in the slightest bit gullible or stupid. Dorothy’s instincts told her that this loan to Bruce Burrell would end in tears. She found Bruce’s approach embarrassing and unusual, but she was so fond of Dallas and so relieved that her much younger friend had recovered from a life-threatening illness that she found it hard to turn down Bruce’s request. Dorothy feared that if she alienated Bruce, it might impact on her relationship with Dallas, and she was quite determined not to do anything that could prejudice that lifelong friendship. At the same time, $500,000 was not the sort of money that she could readily put her hands on. The decision to give Bruce a loan was entirely hers, as her children had no supervision of her financial affairs, but she wisely decided to consult her daughter, Maree, about Bruce’s request. Maree’s response was to tell her mother that it was her money to do with as she pleased, and that if she felt like helping Dallas, then she should do so. Dorothy still felt uneasy about the approach from Bruce and found it difficult to decide how to respond to his unusual request.



After years of scrounging jobs, money and favours from people, Bruce Burrell was a master at assessing their weaknesses and what would move them to do his bidding. He believed that his superior insights into people’s characters and motivations enabled him to manipulate them to his advantage without them even being aware of what was happening. He thought that most people were ‘sheep’ that meekly went with the herd, unaware of the potential for individual, decisive action. He was not like other people because he had superior awareness and perceptive powers to seize opportunities and take the initiative. These qualities gave him the right, even the duty, to take advantage of situations that advanced his own interests, and if that was to the disadvantage of others, so be it. He was aware of his capacity to convince others and knew that if he ever got into a tight spot he could readily extricate himself by using his physical bulk and verbal aggression to frighten his victim into submission. Whatever difficult challenge arose, he was confident that he could rise to the occasion and overcome it – so great were his powers of perception and persuasion. He never ceased to be amazed by people’s readiness to believe the most bizarre stories when related in a convincing manner by someone like him.

Bruce Burrell was insightful enough to realise that Dorothy Davis was scared that if she offended him she risked losing Dallas’s affections, and he played on those fears in an attempt to manipulate her into lending him the money he needed to buy Juliet Grimm’s house. Using Dallas’s recent illness as a potent weapon, he kept impressing on Dorothy that she would be responsible for whether or not Dallas had a wonderful new home so soon after recovering from cancer, and that this would enhance Dallas’s chances of avoiding a relapse. He insisted that Dorothy had nothing to lose financially because he was offering to pay her a higher rate of interest than she could earn at the bank. Conveniently, he suggested that he would her pay the interest when he repaid the loan. He repeatedly stressed that this was merely a temporary bridging loan, that would be repaid in full, plus interest, within a few months.

Dorothy put off Bruce’s request for a while by telling him that she did not have access to an amount like $500,000. Bruce did not believe her, and tried cajoling her into telling him how much she could afford to lend him. Other lesser sums were discussed, and Dorothy found this much harder to resist because they were amounts that she could easily lay her hands on, and Bruce knew this. She believed that if she said otherwise it would be a transparent lie that Bruce would easily see through.



Over several weeks, Bruce Burrell increasingly put pressure on Dorothy Davis to lend him a substantial amount of money. Finally, on 8 July 1994, Dorothy felt she could no longer put him off without risking her friendship with Dallas, which she was not willing to do. In exasperation from all his badgering, not really wanting to lend him the money and yet not being prepared to turn him down, Dorothy handed him a cheque for $500,000 drawn on one of her bank accounts that she knew had nowhere near enough to cover such a large amount. When, the next day, Burrell presented the cheque to Dorothy’s bank for payment, an astute bank Manager rang her at home to enquire about the cheque and was told by Dorothy that she was ‘lending it to a friend short-term’. The cheque was stopped – with Dorothy’s tacit agreement – for lack of funds. Four days later, after further discussions, Dorothy gave Bruce another cheque drawn on a different account for $100,000, which this time was covered. On 12 July 1994, Bruce banked it into his account at the St George Bank at Maroubra, telling the bank teller that it was to be ‘used to purchase a house from a lady who was returning to England’ – a description which loosely fitted Juliet Grimm. Eight days later, on 20 July, Bruce withdrew $90,000 of the money in cash, again telling the teller that it was to be used as a deposit on a house. He later withdrew the remaining $10,000 in a number of small cash transactions. Dorothy had advanced the $100,000 without the slightest documentation of the loan. Her expectation was that it would be repaid within months. Bruce’s plan was quite different.

Sometime later, Dorothy Davis told a close friend that she had lent money to Bruce Burrell so that Bruce and Dallas could buy a house.



Bruce was eventually forced to tell Dallas about his plan for the purchase of 34 Marine Parade from Juliet Grimm, because no bank would lend him money when he had no job and no regular income. Bruce came to the realisation that he needed Dallas’s participation for the whole deal to work. She reluctantly agreed to it, mainly because opposition would have resulted in a further deterioration of their relationship. The contract to purchase 34 Marine Parade was signed – in Dallas’s name – on 19 August 1994. Several months later, Bruce and Dallas completed the purchase and moved into their new home. The price was entirely derived from a bank loan from Westpac for $654,000 in Dallas’s name. There was no sign of the $100,000 that Dorothy Davis had given Bruce for the purchase of the property. He had kept the cash and used it over a few months to pay his living expenses and to defray the cost of some minor improvements at Hillydale.



Bruce’s ideas about the return of the $100,000 were quite different from Dorothy’s. He thought that she was wealthy enough not to miss it. He also considered that at her age there was a fair chance that she could die before he needed to pay it back, in which case, because there was no written record of the loan, he would be relieved from the obligation of repaying it. He was concerned that if she had told her children about the loan, or if she had kept some record of it somewhere, he might face a demand for repayment from her children after her death. To meet this possibility, Burrell concocted a false story to account for the $100,000 passing from Dorothy to him and the withdrawal of $90,000. His explanation was that Dorothy had asked him to help her access the $100,000 by passing it through his account and then withdrawing it in cash and giving it back to her, so that she would then be able to use the cash without her children’s knowledge. If required, he would say that she had gratefully given him $10,000 for his trouble in assisting her to do this. If Dorothy was no longer alive, there would be no way that her family could contradict this story. His overall aim was to delay repayment of the loan until Dorothy was no longer around to reclaim her money or to refute his account of what had been done with it. She had agreed to payment of interest at the end of the loan, so there was no requirement to pay her anything in the meantime.

In late 1994, fearful that Dallas might find out about the loan of $100,000, either directly from Dorothy or via a member of her family, Bruce protected himself by telling Dallas his invented story – that Dorothy had asked for his help to take a large amount of cash out of her account so that it would not be detected by her children. He told Dallas that after putting the $100,000 into his account Dorothy had insisted that he keep $10,000 for his trouble. Dallas was totally mystified why Dorothy would want $100,000 in cash and she was disgusted that Bruce had accepted the $10,000 from a friend for essentially doing nothing. Bruce made her promise that she would never mention it to Dorothy, claiming that the elderly woman would suffer a great deal of embarrassment if she knew that Dallas was aware of this unorthodox transaction that Dorothy wanted to hide from her children. Dallas was not sure if she accepted Bruce’s account, but she was not going to risk embarrassing Dorothy by discussing it with her, or enter into additional conflict with Bruce by challenging him further.



Dorothy Davis had no need to launder money without her children’s knowledge. Dorothy Davis was an astute, sophisticated, intelligent woman who had managed her own financial affairs for many years without recourse to anyone else. For something like 30 years she had been the treasurer of a social club, and the other club members considered her to be something of a financial wizard. She was not a helpless, doddery old lady dependent upon her children for financial guidance or support. She had a substantial share portfolio and a number of other investments, so that she had access to large sums of money if she wished. While she could have withdrawn $100,000, spending that amount of money in one go was just not her style. The idea that she would pay someone $10,000 to cash one of her own cheques was quite ludicrous. Burrell’s explanation was also inconsistent with what he had told his own bank teller on two occasions and what Dorothy had told her bank when the first cheque had been presented. It was also contrary to what Dorothy had told her daughter, Maree – that she was considering Bruce’s request for a loan.



By mid-May 1995, ten months after advancing the loan to Bruce Burrell, Dorothy Davis was impatient to get her money back. What had been intended as a short-term bridging loan had now been outstanding for nearly a year. Although the exact period of the loan had not been specified at the time the money had been advanced, Dorothy had in mind something like six months or at most a year. So when nearly ten months had elapsed without the slightest repayment and very little contact from Bruce, she discreetly began contacting him, demanding to know when he intended paying her back. By then she had gained more insight into what sort of person he was, and she had also learned how abusive he had become to Dallas. By this time Dorothy felt more secure that her friendship with Dallas would not suffer if she insisted on Bruce repaying the money. At one point, growing tired of making demands of him, Dorothy threatened to tell Dallas about the outstanding advance. Bruce begged her not to, and Dorothy reluctantly agreed to maintain her silence, but only if he repaid the money within a few weeks.

Having no job and no regular income, Bruce Burrell had no way of repaying Dorothy’s loan, or even the interest that was owing. Over the intervening ten months he had dissipated the $100,000 in general living expenses and buying a few cattle for Hillydale, and he had no capacity to refinance from any other source. He was surprised that Dorothy was pressing him for repayment so firmly, as he considered that she was sufficiently wealthy to barely notice an amount like that. He thought that she was being excessively uncompromising in her insistence that he pay the money back. He knew she had been generous in giving financial assistance to her children and friends, so why was she being so unreasonable with him? He suspected that Dallas might have said some insulting things about him to Dorothy and that this was the real reason for her obstinacy about the loan. That thought made him very angry and determined to outsmart both women.



It was at this stage that Dorothy Davis made a gross miscalculation by underestimating Bruce Burrell and his willingness to take extreme measures to protect himself and his self-image as a wily financial operator and shrewd manipulator of people. Above all else, Bruce was prepared to go to any lengths to prevent Dallas from finding out that he had borrowed such a large amount of money from a close family friend. After Dorothy’s deadline had passed with no repayment – not even an instalment of interest – she rang Bruce and threatened him with legal action if the money and interest was not paid within a short time. Bruce responded by politely asking her if he could come around to her home to resolve the situation and she readily agreed, thinking that he was likely to bring with him at least some of the money that was owed. However, Bruce had no intention – or capacity – to pay her any money at all. Dorothy had no sense of the ominous threat that was now hanging over her and no conception of the extent to which Bruce Burrell would go to ‘discharge’ his debt.

When Bruce arrived at Dorothy’s home, he adopted his default position whenever he had his back to the wall: he became extremely aggressive and threatening, because this technique had worked for him so many times before. He knew that he could use his physical bulk and his deep, sonorous voice in an intimidating manner, and he projected these forcefully onto Dorothy, protesting that she was being unreasonable in her demands for the repayment of the loan. He even manipulatively suggested that Dorothy was putting great strain on his relationship with Dallas and that this was affecting Dallas’s health. He unsubtly hinted that any additional stress could cause Dallas’s illness to recur. Dorothy had never seen this side of Bruce before, and she was initially fearful. She thought to herself that she now understood why Dallas had been complaining about her husband’s moods and considered that her friend would be far better off without him. However, Dorothy was made of stern stuff, and after Bruce had been huffing and puffing for some time, she regained her composure and calmly asked him to leave her house. As he was going, she firmly told him that he had another week before she would contact her solicitor and give instructions to take legal action to recover the money. Little did Dorothy know that with this threat she was sealing her own fate.

Some months later, Bruce Burrell admitted to a former business associate, Peter Grace, that Dorothy Davis had lent him money and that she had threatened him with legal action if he did not repay it. He also told Grace that he, Bruce, ‘had to go and speak with her’, which was said in a manner to suggest that he had confronted her in an intimidating manner.



Bruce Burrell was in a dire predicament. He had no way of repaying the money to Dorothy Davis and he knew that Dallas and her family would be horrified to find out that he had ‘fleeced’ an elderly family friend of $100,000 – and that the money had been dissipated in supporting operations at Hillydale. His plan had always been that the debt would be extinguished by Dorothy’s death. He decided that he had no choice but to hasten that event in order to wipe the slate clean and prevent a serious challenge to his standard of living and self-esteem. He justified to himself that it was her own fault, because she had given him no way out of this predicament. Her inflexibility and lack of generosity to a family friend had driven him to adopt desperate measures which he felt perfectly entitled to pursue in defending himself against her unreasonable behaviour. It was him or her – and he was not going to sit around and allow her to destroy his life and livelihood.


[image: Image]
Burrell’s townhouse (left) in Marine Parade, Lurline Bay








3 DOROTHY DAVIS DISAPPEARS



[image: Image]
View of Burrell’s home from Dorothy Davis’s verandah at Lurline Bay



On the morning of Tuesday 30 May 1995, a few days after the angry confrontation with Bruce Burrell, Dorothy Davis attended her GP and around the middle of the day returned to her home in Undine Street.

That day, builder Ken Hulse was replacing an awning and handrail on the upstairs balcony of Dorothy’s house – a job he had been working on for several days. Just before 1:30 pm, Dorothy came outside and told Ken that she was going to walk to the home of a close female friend who lived in the area, and she gestured towards the ocean. This was the direction – a mere block away – of the Burrells’ home at 34 Marine Parade. She told Hulse that her friend had had cancer and had undergone chemotherapy which resulted in her losing her hair, but that she was now recovered. Dorothy Davis’s only friend in that area that fitted that description was Dallas Burrell who, as part of her successful cancer treatment, had received chemotherapy, losing her hair as a result.

Although Dorothy suffered from arthritis and her car was in the garage, she chose to walk from her place to her friend’s. The Burrells’ house was a mere 300 metres away and well within her capacity to get to on foot. There were two ways to go around the block, but the one that she most likely took was via paved streets with formed footpaths, rather than the other way, which would have involved negotiating the uneven ground of a nature reserve on the seaward side of Marine Parade. At about 1.30 pm Ken Hulse saw Dorothy walking out of her house towards the street. She left her home unlocked, with some meat defrosting on the draining board of the kitchen sink. She was in a good frame of mind and had social engagements in place over the following days. She clearly intended returning later that day. Dorothy had no idea that she was venturing into any danger.
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