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SAME KILLER, DIFFERENT COUNTRIES






On the afternoon of 11 September 1985, in Melbourne, a young woman had a terrifying encounter with a man who would go on to murder two women, in almost identical crimes.


The woman, 30, was in the toilets at the Midtown Plaza (now known as Midtown) in Melbourne’s central business district at the corner of Swanston and Bourke streets. It’s an art deco building with a modest offering of retail shops, dining and six levels of office space and is located on one of the busiest corners of the city.


It was around 2 p.m., and the woman was washing her hands when she felt something hit her on the back. On turning, she saw a man standing there with a crossbow. Reaching around to her back, the woman could feel an arrow protruding out of her body.


It is not known whether the arrow fell out of her back, or the assailant pulled it out, but he then pushed her into a toilet cubicle and held a knife to her throat. ‘Do as I tell you and you won’t get hurt,’ the man told the woman.


He demanded she take off her pants. Trying to stay calm in this life-threatening situation, the woman attempted to take control and asked the man to repeat what he’d said to her. It was a strategy to slow things down and buy her time. The woman told her attacker she was expecting a friend to arrive at any moment and that he’d be caught if he didn’t let her go. The young man then hurriedly got his crossbow and left the toilets.


A few months later, the woman saw the image of her attacker on television and in newspapers. It was his eyes she recognised first ... his frightening eyes. His name was Kurt Michael Dumas, and he was in the media because he’d been charged with murdering a young woman with a crossbow.








***




Kurt Dumas and Lyndell Martin were friends. The pair, aged 20 and 19 respectively, had known each other around three years. They had met when they were both patients at the Parkville Adolescent Unit in Melbourne in 1982 and had kept in sporadic contact. Ms Martin lived with schizophrenia, and Dumas had psychiatric conditions that had already seen him hospitalised several times.


On 18 November 1985, Dumas popped around to Lyndell’s flat in Carlton and arrangements were made for her to come to his place in inner-city Fitzroy that night for dinner. It had been several months since they had seen each other.


What exactly went on in the flat that evening is not known, but Lyndell Martin never made it home. She would be found dead, by Dumas’s mother Gail, in the bathroom/laundry of his Clauscen Street flat four days later. The Sun reported that a 14-centimetre steel-tipped arrow was embedded in Lyndell’s abdomen.


The day after he’d killed Lyndell, Dumas fled to his parents’ house in Chadstone (a south-eastern suburb) that’s best known for being home to a mega-shopping centre. He took two .22 rifles, and the next day boarded a train to Ouyen, more than 400 kilometres from Melbourne, near the town of Mildura. Why Dumas chose this town is unknown.


He was arrested in Ouyen on 20 November and charged for being in possession of the firearms. Sergeant Paul Gunning, the arresting officer, followed his ‘copper instinct’ and spoke to Dumas just outside the town. Dumas told Sergeant Gunning he was in the area for hunting, hence the rifles. While Dumas pretended to look for his shooter’s licence (he didn’t have one), the policeman saw an array of other things in the bag, including a knife, which Dumas said he used for skinning rabbits. Dumas gave the sergeant a false name and address.


On 21 November, he returned to Melbourne, to his flat, where Lyndell was still on the bed. Dumas moved her body to the bathroom/laundry and covered it with towels, which is how she would be found the next day.


While his mother was discovering the horror of Lyndell’s body in his flat, Dumas, using a false name, flew to Launceston, Tasmania. He was staying in a youth hostel when he was arrested. Police found a disturbing travel kit in his possession: ‘a crossbow, ten arrows, some bullets, a pair of female panties, a lock of Lyndell’s hair, a pair of handcuffs, some masking tape and a stainless-steel kitchen knife’.


Dumas was interviewed by both the Launceston Criminal Investigation Branch (CIB) and Melbourne detectives from the Homicide Squad who had travelled to Tasmania.


During the August 1986 Coroners Court inquest into Lyndell’s death, the court heard that after his arrest, Dumas admitted that he had killed Lyndell. Dumas told detectives, ‘I didn’t mean to kill her; I just went off my head. It was Monday night at my flat and she just went crazy. She wouldn’t shut up. I knew I had to fix her, so that’s when I went and got it – the crossbow. It is the quickest and most accurate thing I have.’


Coroner Hal Hallenstein found that Lyndell died of blood loss resulting from the chest wound ‘unlawfully and maliciously’ inflicted by Dumas.


The details of Lyndell’s last moments are among some of the most disturbing in Australian crime. The Sydney Morning Herald reported on 5 August 1986 that ‘police alleged Dumas bound Lyndell with masking tape and crepe bandages before killing her’. Detective Senior Constable Rodney Wilson told the Coroners Court that Dumas had also admitted, ‘I had sex with her after I shot her. She was still alive; she was resisting me.’ Senior Constable Wilson said at the inquest that when he asked Dumas why he’d done that, Dumas told him, ‘Well, it couldn’t be any worse for me, could it?’.


The coroner’s report concluded the stab wounds on Lyndell’s body were inflicted after she died, possibly several days later. Police alleged Dumas told them he had returned from Ouyen to the flat a few days later and stabbed Lyndell in the stomach to test the sharpness of his knife. According to R v Dumas [1986], this detail was excluded from the trial.


Dumas’s disturbed life was revealed at the coroner’s inquest. His mother Gail gave evidence and detailed the hopeless facts of her son’s condition and behaviours. From court records and newspaper archives, the picture emerged of Dumas as a dangerous young man.


Dumas was born in Michigan, United States, on 12 December 1965. Mrs Dumas told the Coroners Court that her son had suffered severe head injuries after falling from a table at the age of three months. She said that since that accident, Dumas had undergone several brain operations in the United States; one even required him to have a plastic plate inserted in his head to slow a leakage of fluid in his brain.


The operations changed her son. Mrs Dumas said he was violent, unpredictable and had been asked to leave three schools because of this behaviour. He also spent some years as an inpatient in psychiatric hospitals, including the one where he met Lyndell.


The Dumas family immigrated to Australia in 1972. Kurt Dumas returned to the United States for short time in 1978 but returned to Australia in 1979.


Dumas had younger brothers and had unpredictable violent outbursts towards them. He was also involved in petty crime and addictive behaviours, including compulsive eating. Court documents detail that in 1979, Dumas, then aged around 14, forced two young girls, aged 2½ and five years old, to undress, and then he also took his clothes off. He was sent to a child and family clinic for assessment.


The Dumas family was in crisis, and according to court documents ‘Mrs Dumas made a premeditated attempt to kill Kurt to “save the world from him” ’. Mrs Dumas was admitted to hospital for psychiatric care, and her son was sent to a state government centre for boys, called Baltara, then located in Parkville in inner-city Melbourne.


Shortly after this incident, the Dumas family decided to send Kurt back to the United States to live with his grandparents in Michigan. But his behaviour did not change, and somehow (it was not detailed how) it was discovered that the teenage Dumas had plans to kill his grandmother and aunt.


He was sent to Fairlawn Center in Michigan, a child psychiatric asylum (now closed), for assessment and treatment.


He returned to Australia in early 1981 and was again in trouble. Serious trouble. Suspended from school for physically hurting a classmate, Dumas ended up at the adolescent psychiatric centre in Parkville, and doctors believed he had psychosis. Soon after, Dumas was admitted to Larundel Hospital in Melbourne’s north as an involuntary patient under the Mental Health Act. This admission was because Dumas had, according to court documents, attempted to ‘extort money, sexually molest and kill a family of your acquaintance’.


Doctors who assessed him said his prognosis was ‘extremely poor’.








***




After the coroner’s inquest, Dumas was ordered to stand trial for the murder of Lyndell Martin in the Supreme Court. He entered a plea of not guilty. No application for bail was made, and he remained in custody where he had been since the murder.


The trial started in December 1986 and lasted nine days. The judge was Justice George Hampel, who sentenced notorious criminals, including Hoddle Street mass killer Julian Knight (sentenced in 1988), retiring in 2000 from the Supreme Court.


Dumas pleaded not guilty, and his story changed somewhat from what he’d told police after his arrest in Tasmania.


Mrs Dumas gave evidence in court she had seen her son on the morning of 19 November – the day after he killed Lyndell, and he told her he’d lost his job. The mother and son planned to catch up later that same day, but Dumas never showed up. Concerned when she hadn’t seen him for a few more days, Mrs Dumas went to her son’s Clauscen Street flat and found Lyndell’s body on the floor of the bathroom/laundry, covered in towels.


When Dumas was being questioned in court the day after his mother, the jury heard Dumas had moved Lyndell’s body so that he could sleep on his bed. This was not disputed by the accused.


In sworn evidence, Dumas said on the evening of 18 November, he and Lyndell ‘started kissing and cuddling on the couch and eventually had sexual intercourse’. The pair then had dinner, and Dumas said Lyndell started ‘yelling and screaming’. Dumas said he wound masking tape around Lyndell’s mouth, which she ripped off and continued to scream. The Age reported Dumas said he told her to ‘shut up or leave’. Dumas admitted to using the crossbow and that he ‘blew my lid and fired it’, but he said he’d put together the weapon to ‘scare her into being quiet’.


Under cross-examination by Crown prosecutor Bruce Walmsley on 11 December, Dumas told the court he did not intend to harm Lyndell ‘at all’ and said the young woman was a ‘good friend’. ‘I was in a state of shock, not knowing what was going on, what was happening,’ he said in court, as reported in The Age.


Dumas was ‘quite stunned’ at what happened. ‘I was scared. I panicked. I packed some things and ran off, literally,’ Dumas said.


Mr Walmsley asked Dumas whether it had been distressing for him, and Dumas responded, ‘Well, I couldn’t eat for days.’


Dumas denied raping Lyndell after he’d shot her with the crossbow. It was also alleged by police has Dumas had handcuffed her to the bed to stop her resisting him. ‘When someone’s dead or dying, that’s sick, that’s sick,’ he responded.


Letters written by Dumas to a work colleague also revealed the depths of his disordered mind. The sentencing remarks stated, ‘These letters provided graphic evidence that there was something very wrong with the applicant’s mentality.’


John Bato, who had worked with Dumas at a smallgoods factory, gave evidence at the trial about a letter sent to him by the alleged crossbow killer. Mr Bato said that in the letter, Dumas wrote that his nickname in prison was ‘William Tell. But tell all I believe it was an accident, which it was’.


Mr Bato also confirmed the contents, read out in court, which included, ‘I’m sorry what’s happened. I didn’t plan it, the chance was there and I took it .... So John, I’m capable of killing someone and I’m not even feeling guilty. I’m not a mad killer’.


Dr Barnes, a forensic psychiatrist who studied Dumas’s medical and social history, wrote in his report, referred to by Justice Hampel in his sentencing remarks:


I am quite convinced we are dealing with a person with significant psychiatric disorder and that a clear-cut diagnosis has not been possible, but there are certain neurological features relevant to his presentation which cannot be overlooked ... his whole history is punctuated with episodes of quite bizarre behaviour and in particular of his having a chaotic and disturbed fantasy life manifest by the writing of various notes, letters, plans et cetera ....


(R V Dumas 1986)


Another eminent specialist, Dr Bartholomew, described Dumas in his report as ‘markedly paranoid and close to psychotic’.


On 19 December 1986, Dumas was sentenced to life imprisonment, but Justice Hampel fixed a minimum term of 18 years before the young killer could be considered for parole.


Justice Hampel said, ‘The evidence and all the surrounding circumstances, in my view, plainly demonstrate that there is a real likelihood that a crime of the kind committed on Lyndell Martin may be again committed by you.’


These words would end up tragically prophetic.


As for the assault of the woman in Melbourne’s Midtown Plaza, Dumas was questioned about it after his arrest in Launceston, but the details of the crime were kept from the jury during his murder trial. The case went to court in 1989. Dumas instructed his counsel to say he had nothing to do with it.


The woman bravely gave evidence about her terrifying encounter with Dumas, telling the County Court of Victoria on 6 February that she recognised Dumas as her attacker when he appeared on television and newspapers after his arrest for killing Lyndell Martin.


After the woman detailed her encounter with Dumas, the prosecutor asked her if she had felt any pain from the arrow that had embedded in her back.


‘I think I did, but I was more aware of other dangers than the immediate pain,’ she answered.


The Crown prosecutor Tim Doherty said Dumas told police he intended to rob the woman and gave a detailed account of the attack to detectives. However, when he was charged over the Midtown Plaza attack (after he was sentenced for the murder of Lyndell Martin), he told his legal team to say he was not responsible.


On 7 February 1989, Dumas was convicted of unlawfully and maliciously inflicting grievous bodily harm and was sentenced to a minimum of three years to be served concurrently with his time for Lyndell’s murder.


Chief Judge Glenn Waldron said, ‘It must be said that this young woman firstly was fortunate in not suffering a more severe or lasting injury as a result of what he did, and secondly, I am sure, survived as she did only because of her presence of mind in what was a very perilous situation for her.’


In 2017, a retired Victoria Police officer Stephen Bennett contacted me after he’d heard me doing an interview on radio station 3AW. In an email dated 28 February 2017, Mr Bennett wrote he was the first police officer to respond to the assault in the Midtown Plaza by Dumas ‘all those years ago and remembers it well’.


‘I always hoped that the young lady managed to get over or at least manage what happened, to some degree,’ he said.


‘At that time, I was passing through the Melbourne District Traffic and Patrol Division, as a probationary constable ... the girl was incredibly lucky to have lived, although we did not realise then how lucky she was. I left the force in 2002, after 19 years, and I certainly remember this one. I think about it often.’


Dumas served his time at various prisons in Victoria.


On the Australian crime website ‘Aussie Criminals’, one commenter ‘jrcart’ wrote on 17 January 2015: ‘I remember Dumas from both pentridge [sic] and Barwon prisons. I’m surprised he was in mainstream, but most stayed well away from him anyway. Everyone called him Robin Hood ....’


Dumas’s 1986 life sentence (with the 18-year minimum) was the first imposed in Victoria after legislation was introduced that meant a life sentence was not mandatory for murder. The Crime Amendment Act (1986) gave the power to fix a minimum term when imposing a life sentence. The thinking behind the changes to the act was that (among other things) at the time, all murders were treated identically under the act whether they were, for example, organised crime hits or family violence. The change gave the courts the power to set a minimum parole term.


Dumas’s sentence was lengthy, but he was released after his minimum term, which would have been around 2003.








***




Dumas ended up back in the United States, living in the state of Michigan, his place of birth. From early January 2004, he rented the basement of a house that belonged to a woman named Denise Ann Howes, who was thirty-four. The house was in the township of Redford, in Wayne County. Denise still lived in the house with her ex-husband Mark Howes, but she was in a relationship with a man named Todd Neumann. There were problems with Dumas staying at the house and Denise had told some neighbours she planned to evict him.


Dumas would shockingly offend again, murdering Denise Howes on 7 December 2004.


In his statement to Redford Township Police Department on 8 December 2004, Mark Howes said he last spoke to his ex-wife at around 8 a.m. or 9 a.m. on 7 December, and she had told him Dumas’s tickets to go to Hawaii had been cancelled, and he had then returned to the house. Mark was out of town in Ohio, a neighbouring state to Michigan.


It is mentioned in police statements that Dumas told Officers he was going to visit his daughter in Hawaii (there’s no other mention of Dumas having a child, so whether the girl was born in the time when Dumas returned to the United States in the late 1970s, or when he returned after his sentence for Lyndell’s murder is unknown) but his stepfather had cancelled the ticket. (This implied that Gail Dumas had also returned to live in the Unites States at some stage.) The flight was to leave at 5.30 a.m.


Mark said in his statement that he’d tried several times to contact Denise later that day on 7 December, primarily to ask if she could take his vehicle to get the brakes fixed, to no avail. He even called her workplace, only to be told she hadn’t shown up.


Later that night, Todd Neumann phoned the Redford Township Police Department to report his concern about Denise’s welfare because he had not heard from her all day. He also told police he started driving around the neighbourhood, checking for signs of Denise because when her drove past her house, her vehicle wasn’t there. When he was driving around the neighbourhood he spotted her car – a 2000 Jeep Cherokee – but she was not the driver ... Kurt Dumas was. Todd followed the vehicle and ended up blocking it in a dead-end street. According to his statement, that’s when he called police, and Sergeant Eric Pahl and Officer Nicholas Lentine were first on the scene.


Investigating the ‘suspicious situation’, Sergeant Pahl saw the driver of the Jeep try to cut through a park that bordered the dead-end street, but the vehicle got caught in a ditch.


‘I activated my lights and the Jeep tried to back out of the ditch,’ Sergeant Pahl wrote in his 7 December 2004 incident report. ‘I approached ... and saw a [white male] subject sitting in the drivers [sic] seat “revving” the engine in an effort to get out of the ditch .... I called for him to stop and he continued “revving” the engine. I went around and opened the drivers [sic] door and got the subject out of the vehicle.’


When Sergeant Pahl patted him down and asked his name, Dumas gave no response. Dumas did not have a driver’s licence but he had his social security card and passport, and that’s how the sergeant discovered his name.


Dumas was placed under arrest, and Sergeant Pahl put him in the back of the police car while he tried to find out more about the wellbeing of Denise. A search of the car uncovered a knife and a short-barrelled rifle found in a duffel bag. The rifle was loaded.


Two officers were sent to Denise’s address to check on her – Timothy Paull and Lawrence Turner. They arrived at 11.10 p.m. to find the house in complete darkness. They had the keys to the house, which had been found in the Jeep, but they knocked first and rang the doorbell several times. Denise’s dog was at the door barking at the officers, and they waited a few minutes until Todd arrived so he could calm the animal.


The policemen turned the lights on and called out, ‘Denise! Denise!’


No answer.


Todd told the officers when they were approaching the main bedroom.


‘As I opened the bedroom door, I saw a female lying face up on the bed,’ Officer Paull wrote in his report.


He recalled in his statement, ‘I saw that there was a piece of duct tape over her mouth. There was a green towel over her midsection....’


There were no signs of life when Officer Paull checked Denise, and he immediately radioed to his colleague Sergeant Pahl to make sure Dumas was secure in the police car.


Officer Lawrence Turner interviewed neighbours. Some of them said they had been told by Denise that she was planning to evict Dumas from the house in December because she thought he was stealing from her. Some of the neighbours also told Officer Lawrence that Dumas did not drive, and that Denise would never have let him drive her vehicle. Dumas, who did not have a current driver’s licence, told police he’d had permission to use the Jeep. Two neighbours described Dumas as ‘very nosey’ to Officer Lawrence.


Dumas was taken to the Redford Township Police Department to be charged and processed.


When the officer on the desk, Keith Cooper, checked Dumas and found a spent shell casing in the right front change pocket of his pants, Dumas reportedly said to Officer Cooper, ‘Yeah, you will need that.’


Officer Cooper stated in his incident report (8 December 2004) that while fingerprinting Dumas, he said, unprovoked, ‘They shouldn’t have picked a fight with me, and I went back to check on her.’ Dumas told Officer Cooper that he was in a bad mood because of his cancelled flight to Hawaii.


Dumas, handcuffed to the wall, then asked Officer Cooper, ‘How’s jail?’


Cooper responded, ‘Why is that?’


Dumas answered, ‘You know, you know I’m guilty.’


It was another strange exchange between Dumas and police. The Redford Police didn’t know of Dumas’s violent past and how he’d committed an almost identical crime nearly 20 years ago.


They would soon find out.


The officer in charge of the case was Adam Pasciak, then a sergeant. Sergeant Pasciak gave Dumas his Miranda Warning on 8 December at around 2 a.m., and he agreed to a police interview.


Dumas told Sergeant Pasciak that after he’d returned to the house on the morning of 7 December from the airport, Denise arrived around an hour later and started to question him about his job status and how he was going to pay his bills. Dumas said Denise was ‘pushing his buttons’. It was at this point that he decided to go down to the basement and get his gun.


Sergeant Pasciak wrote in his report (8 December 2004):


Dumas stated that he stayed downstairs for a few minutes before deciding to come upstairs with the gun, which had a full magazine but no round in the chamber. At this time he brandished the gun (a sawed off .22 rifle) at Howes, telling her not to ‘fuck with’ him, and racked a round into the chamber. He stated that she looked afraid and made as if to reach for the phone. Dumas stated he panicked and pointed the gun at Howes [sic] head and pulled the trigger. Per Dumas, Howes fell to the floor but appeared to still be alive. He stated he carried her across to the master bedroom and attempted to put her on the bed, dropping her and causing her head to strike a dresser. He stated he put her on the bed, observing that she was still breathing but unconscious ....


Dumas told Sergeant Pasciak he sat on the couch for several hours. At one point, Dumas picked up the ringing phone. It was Todd Neumann, who wanted to speak with Denise. Dumas told him she was asleep, but like Lyndell Martin almost 20 years prior, Dumas had murdered and sexually assaulted Denise and was now plotting his escape from the house.


He gathered USD$178 in change from around the house, cashed it at a nearby bank and then bought supplies to help him survive in the woods. He had taken Denise’s car, and he told police it was later that night, around 10 p.m., that he decided to go back to the house and check on her, and that’s when he was spotted by Todd.


Like he told authorities after he’d killed Lyndell Martin, Dumas said that he hadn’t planned to kill Denise. However, when searching the house and examining the home computer, detectives found something that demonstrated that Dumas had thought about harming Denise.


Sergeant Pasciak showed Dumas a printout from Denise’s computer of a text message Dumas had written, dated 3 December 2004, stating she was ‘condemned to death’. Dumas told the investigating officer he did write it, but he had no intention of actually hurting Denise, except in an extreme case where he needed money.


He also said he’d served jail time in Australia for killing a woman in ‘similar circumstances’ and that he had a problem with his temper.


Sergeant Pasciak sent a facsimile to Interpol to try to find out more about the murder Dumas said he’d committed in Australia. The fax, dated 13 December, read:


I am investigating a homicide ... in Redford involving Kurt Michael Dumas W/M 12-12-65 (our case number is 28356-04). The victim was a female he was living with, whom he shot and had sex with. He informed me that he had been arrested in Melbourne, Australia, November 18, 1985, for a similar offense and I am trying to get confirmation of this. He has been formally charged here in Redford and his next court appearance is 12-21-04 – Any help in obtaining information about the Australian incident before the hearing would be greatly appreciated. Thank you, Sgt Adam Pasciak..


Dumas was charged under Michigan state law with murder/non-negligent homicide.


According to an article from the Redford Observer newspaper dated 12 December (shared via findagrave.com), Dumas was arraigned on one count each of first-degree murder, felony murder, first-degree criminal sexual conduct and using a gun during a felony.


Dumas’s legal team negotiated a plea bargain with the state that meant there was no trial. He pleaded guilty to second-degree homicide and felony firearms. He was sentenced on 8 April 2005 to a minimum of 43 years (maximum 80 years) for the homicide charge and two years for firearms offence. His earliest possible release date: 2049.


Denise’s sister Rebecca Redd told me by message on Findagrave. com that Dumas had died of cancer on 14 September 2017. Dumas was serving his sentence at Oaks Correctional Facility in Michigan. Rebecca also told me that Todd Neumann died by suicide on 20 February 2016.


In a message to the author via Findagrave.com on 27 October 2019, Rebecca Redd said:


Dumas died 9-14-2017 in a hospital of cancer. I sent for a copy of his death certificate to find out. Todd Neumann committed suicide Feb 20, 2016. A end to our families worries, that Dumas will never walk on this earth again, makes us feel a whole lot better. As far as Todd Neumann, well lets (sic) just say he (Neumann) was never convicted as taking part in Denise’s death, after his arrest they didn’t have enough evidence to hold him. So as far as our family is concerned, they both got what they deserved. It may seem harsh, but that’s the reality of this horrific tragedy our family will forever suffer. We miss Denise, we will never be able to fill a void, Dumas and Neumann took that from us.


May they both rot in hell for eternity.


When I asked about why the family felt that Todd was involved in Denise’s murder, Rebecca replied via Findagrave.com on 28 October 2019:


Neumann was arrested, as was Dumas, the evening of Denise’s death. I among with my mother, aunt went to the police station the next morning. Detectives talked to us, we ask (sic) why Neumann was arrested. The detectives said they would be letting him go, without further evidence they could not hold him. They told us “others were involved, just not enough proof to convict. After everything was said and done I knew and my family knew in our hearts Neumann had something to do with Denise's demise. He starting acting out, he became suicidal, and eventually did take his own life. Looking back, the day of Denise's funeral services, Todd had scratches all over his neck and face, deep gouges like he was in a fight. Denise would of fought and fought hard. Denise and Todd had a history of physical altercations between them on a regular basis. He was possessive, controlling. Mentally he was not very stable. There (sic) relationship was horrible to say the least.




THE ULTIMATE BETRAYAL




Imagine if in your final moments you knew the person you have loved most in the world was the one who was ending your life? The thought is devastating.


On 9 January 2000, during a routine check of Heathcote National Park in Sydney’s south-west, a park ranger noticed a section of a mesh wire fence was missing. When he went to investigate why the fence on the fire service road was damaged, he saw a car – a Mitsubishi Magna sedan – down an embankment. There were two dead people inside – a man in the driver’s seat and a woman in the passenger seat. The man was ‘slumped in the footwell’ and the woman was ‘in the front passenger seat secured by her seatbelt’. (R v David William Weightman [2005] NSWSC 1354.)


The bodies were identified as being Sydney couple William ‘Bill’ and Pamela Weightman from Glen Alpine, a suburb considered to be affluent, family friendly, green and spacious. Bill, 51, and Pamela, 50, were childhood sweethearts and owned a childcare centre together. They worked hard to provide a comfortable life for themselves and their only child, David, who was just shy of 21 when they died. They had adopted David in 1979 in England when he was a baby. The young family immigrated from Birtley, Tyne and Wear to Sydney when David was three.


Pamela’s sister, Margaret Urwin, and her husband, Alan, identified the couple. They had to attend the morgue in Glebe at 10 p.m. on the night Bill and Pamela’s bodies were found. No one could locate David to tell him the shocking news that his parents were dead.


The Urwins found their nephew at 3 a.m. on Monday, 10 January. David was at a friend’s house. When the distraught Margaret told her nephew about his parents’ deaths, she was taken aback by his lack of emotion. His friend seemed more upset than David was at the news.


And in another strange response, Weightman put his parents’ house on the market on the same day after he was told of their deaths. According to the Urwins, he did not even ask for any details about what happened to his parents.


The Urwins, on the other hand, were in shock, and nothing was yet clear about why Bill and Pamela had been in a car accident. However, even in their dismay, the couple could not understand the fact that their loved ones’ bodies looked like they’d been assaulted.


Alan told ABC’s 7.30 Report aired on 6 October 2007, ‘When we identified them at Glebe Morgue, I said it just looks like they’ve been in a fight because of the bruising on their faces ... and Pam’s hair was all matted ... as though she’d been pulled through a hedge backwards, you know.’


The cause of the Weightmans’ deaths was believed to be due to a car accident, and there was to be no inquest. The post-mortem examination found Pamela died from a blunt force head injury and the aspiration of gastric contents – in other words, she breathed the contents of her stomach into her lungs. Bill died from a probable combination of ‘positional asphyxia’ (when the position of a person’s body restricts their ability to breath).


Police took a statement from Weightman on 11 January 2000. He said that when he went to his family home on 8 January, his parents were not there but he and his friend stayed at the Glen Alpine house that night. He didn’t know where his parents were but he told police he was not overly concerned.


The matter seemed to rest after that, at least in the minds of authorities and David Weightman. He got on with life and took little time in spending, and enjoying, the sizeable amount of money – around A$800 000 – he got from the sale of his parents’ estate.


The Urwins appeared to be only ones with doubts about what was believed to have happened. There were elements of the death site that did not seem right, even to the untrained eye. There were no skid marks on the road, and the car seemed to have rolled down the embankment. And why had Bill and Pamela been driving in the national park in the first place?


Alan and Margaret Urwin never felt like Bill and Pamela’s deaths were accidental. ‘I’m just a humble boilermaker, with no training of any detective work, but it looked wrong to me,’ Alan later commented in a 16 October 2007 article by Kate McClymont for The Sydney Morning Herald.


Another thing Margaret noticed was that her sister’s wedding ring was still at the house, and Pamela would never go out without it on. Also, the bed was unmade, and Pamela was one to always have the bed made before she went anywhere.


The Urwins expressed their deep concerns to coroner Dr Allan Cala, who allegedly assured them the injuries on the couple were consistent with the motor vehicle accident. Margaret told the 7.30 Report, ‘We took [Dr Cala’s] word as gospel, so we did change our whole life to support David. And we brought him into our family situation and tried as best we could to get on with our lives.’


Immediately after the deaths, the Urwins took David into the home they shared with their three sons.


Life went on for David Weightman but not for the Urwins, who had deep suspicions that their nephew was involved in his parents’ deaths. He had been a heavy user of cannabis and alcohol, and on the last Christmas his parents had been alive (1999), it had been clear to the Urwins that Bill and Pamela were frustrated with their son, who’d only shown up for Christmas day for a short time, having been out partying all night.


The Urwins weren’t the only ones who suspected that Weightman may have had something to do with his parents’ deaths. In an October 2007 article in The Sydney Morning Herald ‘Couple’s long road to vindication’, Alan said he had a police clerical worker photocopy Dr Cala’s report for him: ‘She came back and said, “I think this couple was murdered, and I think you should go to the police .... I’m telling you he murdered them and he’ll be coming after you and your family.” ’.


Weightman spent eight months travelling the United States by motorbike before returning to live with the Urwins at the end of 2001. However, by the end of 2002, he’d moved out – it was too painful for the Urwins to have him under their roof.


‘At Christmas, 2002, we were obligated to invite him over for Christmas,’ Margaret told the Evening Chronicle in an interview on 29 September 2004. (The couple did several interviews over the years with their local newspaper the Evening Chronicle, which kept a keen interest on the case.) ‘It was the worst I’ve ever had in my life, wishing him Merry Christmas, knowing the feelings and the doubts that were going on in my mind,’ she said. In early 2003, Margaret even suffered a mild stroke she believed was brought on from the stress and trauma.


In mid-2001, under advisement to have another look at the case, Dr Cala brought up the original post-mortem file on his computer. This second look revealed a mistake. When Dr Cala had determined Pamela died of head injuries from the car crash, he had actually been looking at the autopsy results from another patient’s brain – and so, he’d typed the incorrect report number into the computer.


In 2007, Dr Cala was eventually censured and fined A$5500 by the New South Wales Medical Board for his mistake that led to the incorrect autopsy report. In 2003, Dr Cala had moved to South Australia to be the chief forensic pathologist. His New South Wales Medical Board reprimand did not affect his position in South Australia.


A police taskforce, named Tenos, was set up in mid-2001 to investigate the case, prompted by persistent calls from the Urwins. When the case was reinvestigated, an amended report was made on the deaths. The couple had been cremated, so there was no chance of re-examining their bodies, but the new report exposed the fact that the injuries to the couple simply could have not come from a car crash.


Bill Weightman had bruises on his face, but they didn’t match up with the car steering wheel, suggesting the bruises were caused before the car ‘accident’. He also had other bruises across his chest, arms and legs. The report drew particular attention to ‘three spherical-shaped bruises to the left upper arm’, which ‘indicated he had been firmly gripped or pinioned by another person’. Pamela also had bruising on her face, both her arms and one of her legs. Like her husband, the bruising on her arms indicated she had been ‘gripped or pinioned by another’. (R v David William Weightman [2005] NSWSC 1354.) There were also traces of a sedative found in their blood systems.


The report clearly vindicated the Urwins’ belief that the couple was killed.


A reconstruction of the motor vehicle accident was performed in early 2003 at the alleged crash site.


During the years after his parents’ deaths, Weightman had partied, spent his inheritance money, bought his own home and even got married and had a child.


On 1 February 2004, the Urwins confronted their nephew, again, at a family social gathering.


‘All I want to hear from your mouth is what you did to my sister and her husband,’ Margaret said.


Weightman confessed. ‘Terry killed them,’ he replied.


The ‘Terry’ that Weightman referred to was a man named Terry Donai. The pair had not been friends for long. They had a mutual love of motorbikes. Donai had some acquaintance with Bill and Pamela after he was hired to do trade work on the couple’s driveway.


Margaret ushered her nephew to a quieter spot away from earshot of the guests. ‘I killed them. I’m an arsehole,’ Weightman allegedly told her.


The next day, police came to interview Weightman and videotape his confessions. He was taken to the Glen Alpine house and Pipeline Road where his parents were found in their car.


Here, the whole plot unfolded.


Weightman had planned the murder of his parents with Donai, and it was for no other reason than greed. Weightman had bragged to Donai about the money he stood to inherit in the event of his parents’ deaths, claiming that in the two days prior to Bill and Pamela’s murders, Donai proposed he kill them and offered to help. Weightman told Donai he did not want to be there, so he was not haunted by bad dreams, and he didn’t want his parents to suffer.


The plan was that Donai would smother Bill and Pamela while they were unconscious or at least in a very deep sleep due to sedatives, and then the friends would stage a car accident. For his part, Donai would be paid A$17 000 – the cost of a particular type of motorcycle he wanted.


David told police he had no reason other than financial gain for killing his parents. There was no animosity. He’d had everything he could ever have wanted from his parents when it came to love, security and education.


The night of the planned murders, Weightman made cups of tea for his mum and dad and laced them with tranquilisers that he alleged Donai gave to him.


Expecting the couple to be out cold, Donai went to smother Bill and Pamela, but this proved harder than expected. There hadn’t been enough sedative put in their tea, and they were not unconscious.


Weightman waited outside while his friend murdered Pamela, who was in her bed. Smoking a cigarette, Weightman heard his mum scream. Donai came outside a little later. He was sweaty and looked like he’d exerted a lot of energy to kill Pamela.


‘[Terry] was stinking like death and he was like, “Gee, that took a lot out of me; I’ll need a hand with your dad”,’ Weightman told the court at Donai’s trial.


Weightman explained his rationale to the jury about what happened that night. ‘Well, I thought my dad really, really loved my mum and he wouldn’t want to keep going without my mum there and I thought ... it would be really weird if I pull the plug now. It doesn’t work like that. It wasn’t that I hated them, it was more I didn’t want them to feel any pain,’ he said.


After the murders, Weightman and Donai moved Bill and Pamela to the Magna sedan and drove to the national park where the car was pushed down the embankment at low speed into trees. Pamela had been dressed in a nightie when she was murdered. Weightman and Donai changed her into day clothes before her body was moved to the car. The matted hair her sister and brother-in-law had thought odd was from the struggle she’d put up for her life.


These details were reported only after David Weightman was sentenced in December 2005 for the murders of his parents. He pleaded guilty to the crimes and received 28 years’ jail, with a non-parole period of 22 years. His sentence was reduced somewhat because he pleaded guilty. There was also the subject of his mental health and state of mind when the murders took place. He was diagnosed with a schizophrenia-like disorder, and his heavy cannabis use was thought to have made him more vulnerable to the influence of the older Donai.


Justice Peter Hidden said of David Weightman, ‘If there was anyone from whom they should have feared no harm, it was he ....’ (R v David William Weightman [2005] NSWSC 1354.)


The details of the murders (and the mistake made with the initial autopsy report) were subject to a suppression order. After David Weightman confessed, the police and the prosecution needed to build their case against his friend Donai, and he became a Crown witness against his former mate.


In fact, the secret operation to get Donai to admit his role in the murders was done with undercover detectives aiming to recruit him to a gang of successful criminals whose misdeeds included contract killings. This was a crucial part of the investigation because several years had passed after the murders, and the only word and recollections that could be used were Weightman’s.


The details revealed in court of what happened the night of the murders came from Weightman giving evidence at Donai’s 2007 murder trial. He had been arrested in 2006 and charged with the murders. Donai denied the allegations made against him.


More harrowing details of the crimes then emerged.


Weightman said he sat on his father’s legs while his mate smothered him. Bill, who had been dozing on the couch, fought for his life. ‘We went in and there was a shocked look on my dad’s face ... he put up a big struggle,’ The Daily Telegraph reported Weightman said.


It’s not hard to imagine the shock and distress Bill must have felt in his last moments and the deep sense of betrayal. His son told the court his father had managed to utter the words ‘you bastards’ as he desperately fought for his life.


Weightman also admitted in front of the jury that he’d faked his mental illness – one of the factors that got him a reduced sentence under ‘diminished responsibility’. ‘It’s not really hard to make stuff up,’ Weightman said. He confessed he lied to psychiatrists about hearing voices and seeing things, including ‘little gremlins’.


In her 2008 sentencing of Donai, Justice Elizabeth Fullerton said:


Given the toxicological report following [the] autopsy, she [Mrs Weightman] was unlikely to have been even mildly sedated when the offender fatally assaulted her. Whilst it is not clear whether William Weightman heard his wife’s scream, it would appear that he did not react to it. This may have been because of the sedative effect of the [Temazapan] detected at post-mortem which was, in his case, within the therapeutic range. (R v Terry Mark Donai [2008] NSWSC 502.)


Donai was sentenced to life imprisonment for the murders. However, in 2011 on appeal, the sentence was quashed and a new trial ordered. A secretly recorded conversation with an undercover police officer was deemed to have caused a miscarriage of justice. Some of secretly recorded conversations, which were part of the undercover sting to get Donai to confess, were played to the jury. The conversation in question had Donai talking about whether he’d kill someone for money. Journalist Kate McClymont reported from the trial and detailed these tapes in ‘Murder inquiry bungle: the secret’s out’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 24 May 2008.


‘Is there anything that you wouldn’t be prepared to do with us? Like, where would you draw the line?’ an undercover officer said in the recorded conversation.


‘I’d never kill a child,’ Donai said. ‘I wouldn’t find it hard to kill someone. As long as it wasn’t someone too close.’


In this particular conversation, Donai claimed he had ‘knocked’ a man who’d allegedly stolen ‘cash and grass’ from him. When the undercover officer asked Donai where he’d hidden the body, Donai said that the victim went in a vat of hot iron.


‘His admission of having committed other crimes, and his willingness to commit crimes was not relevant to his prosecution for the present offences,’ the appeal judges said. ‘The evidence was ... in any event wholly prejudicial to the appellant.’ (Donai v R [2011] NSWCCA 173.)


Donai, by then 45, was found guilty again at his 2012 retrial. ‘In the sanctity of their home, Mr and Mrs Weightman were killed in a brutal manner,’ Justice Peter Hidden said.


Justice Hidden told the court he did not accept the Crown’s proposition that it was Donai that came up with the plan to kill the Weightmans and convinced Weightman to do so.


‘The fact remains that he [Weightman] was prepared to stand by while the offender killed them and, in the event, to assist in the killing of his father. It is, of course, also of significance that the victims were his adoptive parents, who had cared and provided for him,’ Justice Hidden said. (R v Donai Terry Mark [2012] NSWSC 1102)


Justice Hidden also said he was at a loss to understand why Donai, who was of ‘general good character’ had committed such ‘dreadful crimes’.


It was acknowledged by Justice Hidden that Weightman had essentially lied about the symptoms and his mental health, so he’d get a reduced sentence.
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