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For Ned, Marie, Nikita and Segolene.


May your Melbourne be better.





AUTHOR’S NOTE



Given the conflicts that are described in these pages are still now bitterly contested even if it were desirable it would be impossible to present a version of events that would be pleasing to all. The narrative that follows is a patchwork quilt of the views of the various people and groups involved, and it jumps between perspectives in order to shed further light on the beliefs and actions of the players. Despite the jumping perspectives, the story is independent of the political dogma of any of the major combatants to the point that none of those featured here are likely to be thrilled with their ultimate portrayal.


Some of the partisans involved have written their own versions of this history. All are free to. This is my independent take on years of drama that started with a crime and ended a decade later in political disaster.


Where it is unclear, and where possible, the descriptions of events are sourced to those who provided them—particularly in the endnotes—so the reader can make their own judgment as to their reliability and any possible agendas at play.


The italicised quotes are almost all verbatim renderings of what the players actually said according either to the people themselves, or as relayed by others who were there.


When there are thoughts in italics they are also taken from actual accounts. Some quotes and exchanges have been trimmed for brevity but none in any substantial way, none as to change their meaning, and none have been plucked from thin air.


Just because the police investigated one person or another for a crime—and this book in part tells the story of those investigations and relays their findings—where they did not end with a criminal conviction by a court it should not be assumed that person is guilty of the crime. Acknowledgments follow.




Things are crook in Tallarook
But much the same in Castlemaine




PART I


THE HALLS


 


 


 


 


TAKE A FLOAT through your city. Even if you’re not from here, she’s still yours. Yours to come to know—to earn—one stride, kiss or skun knee at a time. So get to know her. Take a float through your city. Float down her tram tracks, her brown rivers, her concrete warrens worming underground. Start out from the city’s ventricles; slide down her many tentacles.


Ascend to the lofty heights of the city’s glass and steel towers, rooftop car parks and bars. Look down on the big river, out into the bay, out into Melbourne’s past. See the Wurundjeri people congregated in paddocks, snacking on tortoise eggs, kicking the footy and telling stories of how an old man carrying a boy carved the big brown river into the earth. Now see them hunt kangaroos in the paddocks, then stop to check their soggy feet as rising damp, over thousands of years, turns the dry fields into sea and bay.


Feel the same winds that blew then blow now onto your face. The cool, southern winds, having licked the sea on the way in, barrel up the guts of the central city, they oxygenate the crosshatch of streets like a giant lung. When the winds become overpowering, the locals shelter in the maze of east–west laneways and arcades, where cafes and bars have bloomed because it’s so often too hot, too cold, too wet, too windy. The icy gales bounce off skyscraper barricades until they find the next open boulevard going the same way, and then push on, untrammelled, to steal newspapers, trouble skirts, upturn umbrellas, and push the No. 72, rattling and dinging, up the rise all the way to the university.


They had once tried to fill these lovely banks with convicts—like they did to Sydney, to Tasmania—make her an outpost of human misery, a depot for crime, disease and the lash. And it had nearly happened. The lieutenant governor had sailed from England with two ships and 300 convicts, all bound for Melbourne, but he stopped short, pulled into Sorrento and promptly bottled it, refusing to sail further without extra backup, for fear of the blackfellas hiding in the bushes. Some of his prisoners escaped but even they didn’t fancy their new home and ran back, too late, to their departing prison ship. In the absence of a convict settlement, it was left to the odd felicitous farmer and explorer to discover the land on the bay and set up a life on the green banks of the river.


The English authorities had made plans to litter her roads with skeletons in chains, walking and dying in formation, to leave her with that ongoing meanness, that scar. But the Empire failed. Instead a city grew; one that was populated but not rambunctious, genteel but not a backwater. A metropolis that was bustling and rough but not always shoving and yelling, like Sydney, with her white noise of public rancour.
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THE KILLING


THE SAME ambivalent sun woke the killers and their quarry. The same birdsong and traffic noise filled all three sets of ears. It was a winter Wednesday morning like any other in Melbourne—but not for these three men whose fates would soon irreversibly collide. All three had cause to carry around the kind of simmering anxiety that attaches itself to dirty work not yet finished and not yet put out of mind. Shane Chartres-Abbott had his court date to keep. The other two had their contract to conclude: the killing of Mr Chartres-Abbott.


In the unexceptional northern suburb of Reservoir, the man who would be dead by 9 a.m. went about his last day the way the condemned do: unremarkably and unaware. Shane lived with his girlfriend of two years and his dogs. Shane’s girlfriend was a trainee nurse named Kathleen Price, and the couple were expecting a baby. To the neighbours in quiet Howard Street he was as he appeared: lean, young and friendly. A bit of a night owl, someone who kept strange hours, but otherwise short-haired, white, clean-shaven—Mr Normal Suburbia. Shane was twenty-eight but he sometimes felt much, much older. Shane had come from Queensland, but he sometimes felt like he had been in Melbourne for decades, for centuries even. Since before there was ever a city there.


A grey cloud hung over Shane as he made his morning ablutions and preparations. He was the defendant in a criminal trial, and while he feigned confidence that he would beat the charges, it was impossible to suppress all niggles of doubt. Shane’s dad, for one, was less than certain his son would escape conviction. During the trial Shane’s lawyer had asked the court that the jury not be given Shane’s address. It was just a precaution. Shane could not have known there were two killers out on the streets, intent on hunting him down like a dog. He could not have known there were some people in Melbourne who would help the killers find where he lived. He had no way of seeing through the weatherboards of his home to the executioners who lay in wait. He had no way of knowing that this crisp but sunny Wednesday, 4 June 2003, would be his last morning on earth. Shane’s concerns that morning were legal, not existential, but his priorities were out of kilter: he feared for his liberty when he should have been in fear for his life.


Kathleen and her seventy-year-old father were with him that morning to lend emotional support. Shane was to head to the County Court in the city centre for the fifth day of the trial, and they would accompany him. The three of them stepped out of the house at about 8.45 a.m. They walked down the path, past the tall paling fence faded grey from too many summers, past the Cyprus pine saplings of his garden—and then they noticed the two men. One was wearing a beanie and a scarf; the other had his jumper pulled up over half of his face. The two strangers rushed up the driveway. Shane uttered his last words. Oh my God. One of the men punched Kathleen’s dad. The other produced a hand gun and fired it twice at Shane. The first shot was aimed at his chest, the second went into his neck, at close range, below the chin. Shane toppled to the ground on his back, and became still. Where he had a second earlier stood flatfooted, his toes now pointed to the clouds. His body lay in the grass to the side of the path, his face to the heavens, the only movement the blood leaving the hole in his neck. Their job done, the two men fled, adrenaline pumping through their bodies. The killers ran down a lane beside Shane’s house, through a car park and vanished. Most of the five-and-a-half litres of blood in Shane’s body glugged out beneath his head onto the cold, compact earth. Steam rose as the blood lost its heat to the cool ground.


To the naked eye, the blood of Shane Chartres-Abbott poured out and pooled on his front lawn close to his lifeless body, not going much further than that. But in effect, the blood of the dead man did not stop there. It poured onto the Reservoir street and then slowly but persistently ran into the heart of the city. It would pour into police stations, as if looking for those responsible for liberating it from its host, and then into the halls of power. It would run along Spring Street and into parliament house. It would enter private rooms and wash against the ankles of powerful people, leave them slipping, losing their footing, trying to avoid getting caught in it. The blood would mark the hands and collars of public figures, their fingers left sticky with the irritating stuff. They would unwittingly pass it onto others who would leave its trace elsewhere until, eventually, the stains of Chartres-Abbott’s blood painted the whole town red, and left the powerful sliding in the stuff, trying to wipe it from their papers. All the while no one said a thing.
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THE MASTERSTROKE
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Christine Nixon


IT WAS a masterstroke. Nearly everyone agreed. Hard won. The usual resistance from the usual quarters. But in the end a masterstroke. A new dawn. A bold move by a mob that constantly strained to make a virtue of their caution. An audacious gambit by a premier whose wife tipped Mr Prudent at the ponies because, she claimed, the beast reminded her of her husband. A big, bold masterstroke: the nation’s first female chief of police. You can’t go wrong with something like that. Can’t err with an historic first of that calibre. It’s instant legacy-making stuff. Not to mention the internal dividends for a Labor premier juggling the factions. This sort of thing could keep the Left friendly to a grandson-of-a-Grouper premier, their toys in the cot, for months, if not years, of serious governing. It was autumn, and history was in the making. All parties fronting the press beamed. The occasion had demanded a worthy location, a place with a sense of history—instead they booked 1 Treasury Place.


Spring Street is Victoria’s political promenade, and parliament house stands in majesty for a good portion of its length. Dotting Spring Street’s surrounding cafes and bars are deal-making, plot-hatching and axe-grinding MPs, fixers, whips and wannabes—the servants and addicts of the house. The city’s gangsters have been known to hang out at the kerbside cafes and, for sport, entice unwitting and temporarily flattered politicians to sign autographs with exploding pens. Intersecting with Spring Street is Collins Street—Melbourne’s money street, a tree-lined boulevard of boutique fashion outlets, jewellers and banks. It’s a street the eastern end of which Melburnians wistfully and relentlessly compare to Paris. Looming large over the intersection of Spring and Collins sits Old Treasury Place, a sandstone marvel erected in the 1860s amid the reckless optimism of this gold-rush boomtown, and which, for a time, sat like a big proprietorial mama bird on top of the state’s riches—vaults full of gold bullion.


More recently, before they set the election date in stone, premiers would take the short walk to see the governor at Old Treasury. Tucked in behind the beautiful and historic Old Treasury Place is its bastard offspring, 1 Treasury Place—a century younger than Old Treasury and little more than a severe, internationalist-style cube. With five storeys of identical rectangle windows, 1 Treasury Place looks like a giant cheese grater lying on its side. Built on a paddock by a competition winner in the 1960s, the soulless cube became a working home to the Premier and Treasurer of Victoria, and the political nerve centre for the state government of the day. It was here in Treasury Place—1 not Old—in 2001 that the Premier of Victoria and the police minister fronted the fourth estate to announce their masterstroke: Christine Nixon would be Victoria’s nineteenth chief commissioner.


Premier Steve Bracks commenced his pitch to the fourth estate. Not a naturally gifted orator, Bracksy as he was widely known, was youthful, tanned and sported a solid helmet of immovable black hair. He was eighteen months in the top job and still well loved. More humble and self-doubting than your typical politician, Bracks could sometimes make public speaking look like fire walking. He would barrel in and start strong, then the doubts would creep in: Am I across this? Did I pronounce that correctly? He would suddenly realise where he was, what he was doing and the burning sensation would return to the soles of his feet. Panicked, and with eyes like saucers, he would scan the assembled crowd for the face of his battle-axe spin doctor, Sharon McCrohan, for some help off the hot coals. She would keep her eyes locked on his, nod sagely, or sometimes smile joylessly. She would get him through. There was much hoopla in the garden state over a speech Bracks gave at a golfing tournament sponsored by the Heineken beer company. The premier slurred his words, stumbled over them and referred to golfer Ernie Els as Eels. He insisted in the aftermath that it was an echoing microphone that threw him and distorted his words and he was not, contrary to overwhelming public opinion, pole-axed from a day spent consuming complimentary Dutch lager. There would be no stumbles with this speech though. The choice of Christine Nixon made sense. He would never attempt the word before an assembled audience, but it was inviolable. This one would be smoother than most.


She was a standout candidate for her vision, Bracks told the assembled press. Her leadership, and her views on modern policing, experience as a police officer and impeccable integrity.


The vultures in the ugly cube perused the recipient of the premier’s praise, their new chief of police, the out-of-towner, making their own shallow assessments: short-but-pouffy fair hair, dressed in a yellow roll-neck blouse, carrying a black handbag, wearing pearl earrings and a contented grin like a cream-fedtabby, short, fat, childless, matronly, forty-seven. Lingering at a distance was her long, thin, frail-looking husband. A white-haired former Qantas executive, he had two children from a previous marriage, and was twelve years older than her, pushing sixty. They had met at a mutual friend’s dinner party. Christine liked what she saw and after dessert smuggled him back to her Blue Mountains house for keeps. Now they were both in a completely new state, fresh off the plane, and having performed a series of ruses suited to a Cold War spy plot to get there. They had snuck into Victoria in sunglasses and booked into a hotel under a pseudonym. Now they were both fronting another city’s press. She was in civvies because it would be weeks before she was fitted for the chief commissioner’s uniform. The whole thing had been a whirlwind. Only three days earlier she had received the phone call telling her she had won the role of chief, and now here they all were asking their questions—about being a woman, about what footy team she would follow, about whether the rank and file would give her a fair go. She batted them away with ease and even got some laughs. But not everyone in the state was susceptible to her charm. The police union had wanted a Victorian for chief, an old-school copper. Not some touchy-feely interstate manager banging on about silos and synergies. But the union could moan all they wanted. They could lobby, white ant, damn with faint praise, and none of it would make a jot of difference because the premier was convinced she was the right woman for the job. A tough but clever operator. There would be no ranting, raving and cussing. She was softly spoken, utterly charming, but with a resolve of steel—a perfumed steamroller. And she was clean. She had no history in Victoria, and she had their number. She knew there was a certain culture in the Victorian force and that she was different. I wasn’t on the St Kilda late shift way back when, didn’t serve alongside as a young constable, when we all looked the other way that night. That was how she saw it. Clean as a whistle. I might not know Victoria’s most guarded secrets but nor does it know mine. She had been brought in from New South Wales, from a state that had grasped the nettle and had a relatively recent royal commission into police corruption, not that Premier Bracks or anyone in power wanted one of those in Victoria. Why get blamed for someone else’s skeletons just because they got exhumed on your watch? No, a royal commission would be kamikaze politics. Exorcisms, with all their shrieking and projectile vomit, should occur behind closed doors, not in the public square.


As they presented their girl to the vultures of the press, the premier beamed because she was his choice. The police minister Andre Haermeyer beamed, too, although she had not always been his. But he was a big boy, he knew the score, knew that he had to come to the party even if it meant coming late. So it was Haermeyer’s office that had dusted off the George Smiley tactics and booked Nixon and the hubby into their hotel under a fake name so they could be squirrelled into Melbourne for the surprise announcement. It was Haermeyer who had eaten dinner with them, not tasting a mouthful, scanning the door the whole time for any interloping vultures of the press. He knew when it was time to die in a ditch over something and when it was time to see the writing on the wall—to suck it up and to beam. To beam as if—in this touchy-feely import—all of his wildest dreams were coming true. To beam as if the ghost of the old chief’s career was not now haunting this happiest of days. To beam as if the spectre of the last chief, of Comrie—overly sensitive, high-maintenance Comrie—was not lingering, waiting for them all, for this whole first-term Labor government to just damn well fail. To beam as if this was a new page. To beam as if all the recent tumult and nastiness between Spring Street and the force was now swept away. To beam as if all that had now been made worth it.
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THE BIG VOTE
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Jeff Kennett


THERE’S no Ian in Victoria. There’s no one man named ‘Ian’, identifiable across the state simply by that single first-name moniker. Similarly, there’s no Rhonda, no Harry, no Bev, no Charlie. But there is an Eddie. Everyone in the garden state knows who you’re talking about when you say Eddie, just like nearly everyone in the free world knows Cher, Madonna or Snoop. So there is an Eddie in Victoria. There is also a Bert. And most of all there is, and was, a Jeff.


Before Steve Bracks became the Premier of Victoria, Jeff was the premier. Nine years before Bracksy was announcing the nation’s first female police chief to the vultures in the soulless cube, Jeff was snatching power from Labor and setting about installing his own police commissioner. Before losing power, Jeff’s predecessor Joan Kirner had named her candidate for police chief—a man widely respected and regarded as the natural choice. It was the worst thing she could have done for her appointee. Once Jeff Kennett took power he was having none of it. Jeff, a doctrinaire premier with a distinctive cowlick, scotched Kirner’s pick, seemingly because it was Kirner’s pick, and re-advertised the position, eventually choosing Neil Comrie.


The wrangling left the impression that Comrie was the premier’s puppet rather than an independent chief running his own force. Comrie was forced to deny he was a Tory stooge and decried: If they think they’ve got a ‘yes’ man they’ve made an awful mistake. And it was partly true. Comrie wasn’t always a yes-man. When police refused to break up picket lines on the wharves, Comrie and a police offsider copped a textbook Jeff bollocking as the cowlick-in-chief reminded them: I run this fucking state. But Comrie wasn’t exactly a no-man either, and his relations with Premier Jeff were otherwise quite amicable and peaceful. Too peaceful, many police thought. Some said Comrie had flat hands from sitting on them while Kennett slashed and burnt his way through police numbers, stations and funds. In the four years leading up to the turn of the new millennium, with the population growing, the number of police in Victoria went from 10 457 to 9500. With police command failing to rebuke the premier, the morale of the rank and file stiffed and the union filled the vacuum of voice box for the downtrodden copper. The union took up the cudgels, arguing force command had been duchessed by its political masters. Comrie took offence and quit the union. The union took offence at him taking offence, and more than 2000 cops passed a vote of no confidence in their chief commissioner. Watching this develop from the sidelines—and later successfully tapping into this mass blue funk—was then shadow police minister Andre Haermeyer.


German-born, boyish and moon-faced, Haermeyer—known around the traps as The Hairdryer—started, inch by inch, stealing the law and order issue away from its traditional owners, the Tories, and began painting Jeff as an anti-police Blue Meanie. On the lonely opposition benches, Labor members had to sustain themselves on inflicting these kinds of sporadic political flesh wounds as Jeff ranged the political landscape like a Goliath. Bolshy and uncompromising, he ruled like a Führer, slashing inconvenient checks and balances, selling assets, and rebuilding Melbourne in his own image. He rampaged through the 1990s, keeping Labor under foot and winning his second election—against Labor leader John Brumby—in a landslide. Like Goliath, Jeff inspired a fierce esprit-de-corps in his troops and was regarded as something of a demented Visigoth by those who opposed him. And ultimately—again like Goliath—Jeff’s demise would come as a blunt surprise when a completely unassuming and unexpected rival wandered in from Williamstown with little in his arsenal, put him on his knees and cut off his giant head.


While Jeff marauded in power, Labor used the wilderness of opposition to regroup. Haermeyer was part of a successful internal party putsch to dump losing leader Brumby in favour of all-round-nice-guy candidate Steve Bracks. ‘Nice Guy Bracksy’ got the leadership gig and then the very same year came up for his first state election—a contest that pitted Bracks, training wheels still on, against the Goliath of the garden state. Jeff, all at once wildly popular and bitterly hated for mostly the same reasons, had already smashed two elections and was limbering up like an old pro for what was expected to be his effortless hat-trick. No one in Victoria—not expert, pundit or punter—thought the nice-but-underwhelming Bracks and his spotty, inexperienced shadow Cabinet stood a snowflake’s chance in hell of beating Jeff. Not even Bracks expected that he might actually topple the government. When Victorians went to the polls on the eve of the millennium, they did so thinking that whatever they did with their ballots, tomorrow they would be waking up to Jeff just as they had every morning for the better part of a decade. Many lodged a vote for Bracks as a protest—knowing little about him but wanting to send a message to Jeff to pull his head in. Jeff had achieved sweeping reforms quickly, not with charm, but with the blunt force of his power and his will. In the process he offsided not just righteous enemies like the snooty broadsheet press but traditional allies like people who lived in the country and regional Victoria—or as Jeff unhelpfully referred to them, inhabitants of the toenails of the state. On the morning after the big vote some Liberal party members guiltily confessed to their spouse they had voted for Bracks only to learn their spouse had been harbouring the same guilty secret. The votes counted, it went down to the wire. In the following days, after patching together a deal with independents, the numbers went Bracks’ way. The near-invisible nice guy from Williamstown had smote the political colossus and won government on his first attempt just months after becoming opposition leader. Bracks had become the Accidental Premier.


FLUSH WITH POWER Bracks repaid Haermeyer’s support during the wilderness years by making him Minister for Police. They were halcyon days for Victorian Labor. Pregnant with promise and joie de vivre. A happy ALP snapshot in time, like Hawkie in his budgie smugglers poolside at the 1975 national conference, just writ slightly smaller to a state level. The scrappy upstarts had won the day. The hated arch-Tory had been torn down. But while champagne corks continued to pop there was a disturbance cooling the afterglow of victory. There was a blue-arsed fly in the ointment. Its name was Neil Comrie. The new government had inherited Jeff’s police chief. The party of labour was stuck with a chief commissioner who was locked in a hateful war of attrition with the Police Association—the representative body of the most unionised workforce in the nation. Comrie had also been the target of hurtful personal slights from members of the new government. In recent memory Bracks had attacked him as Jeff’s marshmallow, and Haermeyer regarded him as Jeff’s dupe for allowing himself—instead of an MP—to be pushed in front of the cameras on political issues. (Comrie at one point justified cuts to the rank and file as necessary to bankroll a bolstering of the force’s computer security in the face of the imminent millennium bug.) Some in the new government compared Comrie, perhaps unfairly, to Mick Miller, probably the best police chief Victoria has ever had—a comparison that naturally found Comrie wanting.


The distrust cut both ways. Comrie was not completely enamoured of the uppity new police minister that the Fates had forced upon him. In particular, he had not appreciated in recent times the way Haermeyer had fronted the news cameras every time one of his members accidentally shot someone. That, and the general nuisance Haermeyer made of himself while shadow police minister—exploding the plan to merge police stations, revealing secret internal reports, sticking his nose into police business for his own political advancement, and generally acting like he knew all about Victoria Police culture, about the police union, about what it meant to be an officer.


The new government and the old police chief insisted their relationship was sound. But really it was a house of cards. And in a short time it would topple into disarray. Many gusts would be blamed for the collapse, but a critical blow to the shaky construct involved an ambitious young cop named Noel Ashby.
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THE CONTENDER
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Noel Ashby


HIS FIRM handshake and strong eye contact are there to say I’m an authentic person. His instant recall of your name and the way he casually sprinkles it into conversation are there to tell you that he’s a people person and you’re important to him. His seemingly effortless statistical anecdotes, intensely prepared in private, are there to let you know he’s all over his game. These are the items in Noel Ashby’s toolbox. Each one is there for its particular task and they’ve all been collected on the long journey up the greasy pole. From the moment he came gasping, kicking and screaming into the world in the winter of 1956 Ashby was born to rule. And from the time he became a sixteen-year-old police cadet in the 1970s, following his older brother into the force, he had his lusty eyes locked on the top job in policing.


Newly minted by the police academy, a fresh-faced, teenaged constable Ashby walked the beat of St Kilda. The coastal strip where Paul Kelly’s palm trees have it hard was then in its dirty prime as the drug-and-hooker heart of Melbourne. A residential address for crims and wharfies long before the doctors and lawyers moved in. Luna Park’s monstrous, lit-up, leering mouth. The working girls of Grey Street who had once in gold-rush days, been welcome in the central city. The cake shops. The footpath drunks. The rent boys of Shakespeare Street. While others his age were getting their driver’s licences or ordering their first legal drink, the young Ashby would front at St Kilda domestics where angry men would eyeball the young kid with a badge playing at being a copper. The wife-bashers would snarl, What would you know? And at times the teen Ashby must have searched himself for an answer.


As the years passed, time would etch some lines on his face and give it some character, but throughout his career, and even as he passed his fiftieth year, Ashby looked much the same as that young copper on the beat. He had slightly poppy, hooded eyes and a thin mouth tending towards a grimace. Rangy, with foppish, auburn hair, there was something of a foxy, woodland creature about him. Cycling, cricket and footy would keep him lean, while his peers went to pasture on stakeout chips and after-work beers. And good genes would keep his noggin covered by a brown pelt while his contemporaries went silver or bald.


Ashby would make detective and spend time in the Rape Squad, the Prison Squad, and the intermittently notorious Armed Robbery Squad. As a sergeant in the late 1980s he worked in the Homicide Squad. One month it would be a taped-off crime scene in a Turkish coffeehouse in Flemington where a man lay filled with holes from a pump action shotgun. Another month it would be a bashed-to-death Cambodian hobo who had fled Pol Pot only to breathe his last on the bluestones of Banana Alley by the banks of the Yarra. Many ambitious police feel they’ve arrived once they’ve made the Hommies and never want to go anywhere else. But Ashby wasn’t like other officers. He made a career decision to ditch corpses for cars. Police and government interventions on the roads had multiplied over the decades—compulsory seatbelts, random breath tests, red-light cameras, bike helmets, mobile cameras and publicising the road toll. Road policing could only continue to grow in profile and Ashby wanted to be in the centre of the spotlight as it did.


Ashby bounced around the traffic and accident investigation squads. He would occasionally pop up to urge people to restrain their babies in capsules before such things became standard, and he generally became the king of the cut-through road carnage sound bite. The road toll was a jumbo jet full of people losing their lives each year. Would you be home for Christmas? he plaintively asked. Lives lost on Victorian roads since records were kept could fill that stadium over there. It was in this role that he became a known public entity. Little old ladies would hear the dulcet tones of that nice Noel Ashby on AM radio. On television he appeared knowledgeable. He didn’t even really look like a policeman. He could have been a dentist, a suburban solicitor, a taxidermist.


For Ashby they were nights and early mornings filled with crumpled metal and torn flesh. Hit and runs. Mass tragedies. Joyriders killed in police chases. In the quest to be an overnight sensation there was a decent amount of hard graft. But Ashby’s real passion for The Job was exercised after hours. While other coppers saw The Job as running down crims, keeping the peace or even racking up overtime for a decent fishing holiday, Ashby saw through all that. All that was just one part of The Job. Ashby knew what the whole job was really about. And what it was really about was politics. About connections, loyalties, favours and grudges, and about who was making which play at what moment. Nearly all the top cops got elevated after a period of serfdom to their own police and political masters. It wasn’t about what you knew but who. Victoria Police was an unregistered political entity that was incidentally involved in the delivery of some policing services to the public. It was basically like a big political party with guns. You still had to do the job, of course, but you needed your head read if you left it at just that and still expected to go anywhere fast.


Ashby rose through the ranks, and with every ensuing year his glittering prize came tantalisingly closer. It was fitting that he did his quickest accelerating in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The era of motivational business clichés—networking, doing lunch, working the room—it all suited slick Noel, an indefatigable networking robot. Ashby took his wife to the dinners, and the Ashbys met and connected with the great and the good, the hoity-toity, the movers and shakers. He made sure he met them, remembered their names and, if all went well, parlay a chance encounter at a function into a regular contact. He went paint-balling with up-and-coming pollie Stephen Conroy, lunched with him and then met ALP heavyweight Robert Ray. Real politicians were struck by how much Ashby would name drop. They saw it for what it was: Ashby telling them how close he was to people he thought would impress the recipient of the wisdom.


Melbourne’s population in the 1990s exceeded 3 million, but in many ways the old girl still remained just a big town spread around a muddy river and a windy bay. Everyone in Melbourne knows everyone else by just a couple of degrees of separation. And at the big end of town—at the power end—there are no degrees of separation, everyone just knows everyone else. One of those Noel Ashby met along the way, at a Transport Workers Union function in the 1990s, was an affable, moon-faced pollie named Andre Haermeyer. The future police minister was there because he was a Labor Party animal, Ashby because he was successfully fashioning himself as Mr Road Policing. Ashby came across as articulate and presentable, and impressively across his road safety brief. He radiated an understanding of the system and its politics. He was well connected and he wore his ambition on his sleeve. Ashby and Haermeyer were working the same police dinner circuit, and the two men soon fostered a cordial relationship over a series of official functions, like the annual Blue Ribbon dinner, a fundraiser in memory of officers killed in the line of duty. The acquaintance thickened as Haermeyer in opposition made great political hay out of Jeff’s police cuts and the big blue morale funk. Haermeyer’s antics—including media calls at cash-starved police stations—were annoying the Jeff regime so much that the premier’s hard-nosed National Party police minister insisted opposition staff could only visit police stations by getting prior approval from the government. Haermeyer’s office promptly issued a dispatch responding to the government’s plan: Tell the Minister’s office to fuck off. But Haermeyer agreed to a fall-back plan that he would get force approval before visits. Ashby was at the time staff officer to the assistant commissioner in charge of operations and so became point man to Haermeyer and his staff every time the opposition MP needed permission to go to a cop shop for his latest political stunt. It was a further connection between the opposition pollie and the cop—two men on the rise—that would later cause controversy.


By the spring of 1993 Ashby had risen to inspector in charge of the Accident Investigation Squad, when Victoria experienced its worst road crash. A busload of passengers headed to Corowa on a pokies tour collided with a semi-trailer on the Hume Highway near Wangaratta, killing nine and injuring thirty. Ashby was available to feed the vultures. It’s probably likely that seatbelts would not have assisted. He was soon promoted again and made superintendent, running a division of the state crime squads. He was there when Niddrie mum Jane Thurgood-Dove was executed in her driveway in a mystery now believed to involve mistaken identity.


Someone wanted her dead.


He gritted his teeth as a jury acquitted babysitter Greg Domaszewicz of the murder of Moe toddler Jaidyn Leskie.


Victoria Police accepts the jury’s verdict.


And as an unrecognised gangland war claimed the life of the Black Prince of Lygon Street Alphonse Gangitano, he put it in the terms he best understood: political ones.


They are factionalised like anything else. Their reasons change and their loyalties change.


By the late 1990s Ashby had clocked up five force commendations and a Queen’s Birthday honour was in the post. It is hard to ignore for very long a man so desperately and conspicuously doing cartwheels for promotion. And in late 1998 Chief Commissioner Comrie elevated Ashby to the role of assistant commissioner in charge of training. It was a junior AC role but it put ambitious Noel, at just forty-two, eight or nine years younger than the nearest AC, still with a head full of brown hair, in the command group—the elite officers at the peak of the force from which chief commissioners are almost always plucked. Comrie would hold Ashby up as the bright young thing he was blooding. For Ashby, manifest destiny was running exactly to schedule. The ambitious officer should have been utterly thrilled but he sensed the promotion may have simply been a hat-tip that Comrie had been forced to make because of Ashby’s momentum. He sensed that, ultimately, the big boss might not be his biggest booster. Ashby later confided as much in a mate. I got screwed by a lot of cunts, and Comrie—he didn’t like me.
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THE SPOILS


IN THE first days of surprise rule, the unexpected police minister of the accidental Bracks Government made his way to the cluster of buildings sitting between parliament and the edge of the Treasury Gardens, found his new office, took down the Australian paintings on loan from the National Gallery, put up his autographed photos of Ted Kennedy, Bill Clinton and Jesse Owens, sat back in his chair, surveyed his new surrounds, and was promptly served his first shit sandwich.


Andre Haermeyer arrived in the job to a report stating categorically that the state needed three new prisons and it needed them as a matter of urgency. Haermeyer accepted the need to house the booming prison populace and to get jailbirds out of crowded police cells. But he also wanted to fund programs that might cut crime too. In the words of Tony Blair tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime. Just locking up more and more of the citizenry, criminalising their conduct, then putting them in jail where they would become institutionalised, network with career crooks and lose basically all chance of rejoining polite society didn’t seem smart. Haermeyer wanted social programs as well—programs to help stop people reoffending. And so Haermeyer’s first weeks in power were spent in a bunfight trying to convince a tight-fisted Treasury determined to redeem Labor’s economic credentials that they should shell out not just for the new prisons but in addition a sweeping raft of programs to keep people out of them.


While all this was going on, the new police minister obsessing with his battle over prisoners, Chief Commissioner Neil Comrie waited, and wondered why his phone had not rung. Days passed and the man in charge of Victoria’s standing army of men and women in blue wondered why the new government had not contacted him. The first week passed and there had been no contact. Comrie brooded. Most of the second week passed and Haermeyer still had not called. Comrie brooded some more. Finally, about ten or twelve days in, a one-on-one meeting between minister and chief was arranged. Comrie made his way in to Spring Street and entered Haermeyer’s office. His disposition was solemn and he was in no mood to drag this out.


Minister, do you have confidence in me? Comrie asked.


Haermeyer was taken aback.


Neil, if I didn’t, you and I would have had a conversation by now.


It is a strange aspect of our system that when the government changes the old partisans get turfed but the eternal mandarins of the bureaucracy—the opposition in residence as they are sometimes called—usually remain behind and show their newly arrived political masters the ropes. The mandarins had not told the new police minister that there was normally a weekly meeting between the department and the chief commissioner and so Haermeyer had not made the call and all the while Comrie’s dander had risen.


The Bracks Government had intended to let Comrie continue on as chief. The relationship was rocky though. And there was a corrosive mistrust on both sides. When the press reported that Comrie felt snubbed by the new regime, the government quietly seethed, believing the leak to the press was Comrie’s own handiwork. But while incidents like that threatened to weaken an already frail alliance, the new kings of Spring Street were gradually forming the view that Comrie was not a cultural enemy, not Jeff’s man, but simply a high-maintenance character—some said precious—who required regular validation. He worked better and more cohesively if he was just given a little love. One goodwill gesture that made the chief happy, following the Spartan Kennett years, was the amount of money the Bracks Government was pouring into the force. In his first term Bracks added 800 extra police to the ranks. But in the early days the big blue morale funk was so bad cops were walking away from The Job at a greater rate than they could be recruited. The new resources buoyed Comrie. But no amount of new police funding could fill the gulf between the government and the chief commissioner on their most polarising issue—the police union.


The Bracks Government wanted to patch up relations between Spring Street and the Police Association. They appreciated the willingness of hardboiled union secretary Paul Mullett to constantly remind the public how bad things had been for police under Jeff and the Tories’. Some regarded the Police Association as a kind of big, hairy, rabid animal—an illegitimate, militant and subversive element in the force and in the state. Labor, though, tended to see it simply as a successful union that could be charmed and worked with like any other union. By taking on Jeff over police cuts, the association had also played a significant role in Labor’s victory. Comrie viewed the association and its leadership as the thugs who had tried to have him overthrown, simply because he would not prostrate himself to their demands. Haermeyer wanted to end the cold war between the chief and the union before stagnating industrial relations issues and the big blue funk rendered Victoria Police completely dysfunctional. With the election of the Bracks Government, the days of the chief being able to order the union Do as I say were over. Haermeyer dragged the chief commissioner and senior members of the association to a meeting in the hope of détente, a meeting of minds and a fresh start. They all filed in and sat around a large table. But Comrie clearly did not want to be there. What the new government did not seem to understand was that he was his own man. Always had been. He did not dislike the union just because Jeff disliked them—he disliked them on merit. The chief commissioner said nothing. He hung his head and did not once look at anyone from the union. It was apparent to everyone that Neil Comrie was not there to talk shop. He was present under sufferance. He resented the indignity of it. For him, the whole experience left a very sour taste indeed. Police do not forget. There would be no bygones. Recent grudges would not be buried. Nothing was forgiven. Haermeyer’s meeting, the attempt at making peace, was a wash out.


WHILE THE GOVERNMENT was content for Comrie to serve out his time as chief, they were concerned about who might come after him. Victoria Police is a fiercely parochial force. Its members regard themselves as superior in almost every way to their interstate and federal brothers and sisters—more professional, less corrupt, generally better at banging up crooks. They regard carpetbagger appointments, particularly from north of the Murray River, as a slap in the face to the brimming pool of local talent. And come chief-picking time, their union makes no bones about what they want: a Victorian. Any Victorian. But when the Bracks Government really focused on the succession question they struggled to see who from the local force was young, ready, willing, able and suitably positioned to take the reins as chief commissioner. Haermeyer would ask Comrie what his succession plan was and Comrie would point around the command table at men five or ten years older than himself, most of who would have been over sixty by the time Comrie finished his contract. Some in the government thought Comrie had done this deliberately, surrounded himself with the cast of Cocoon, to insulate himself from replacement. After all, Comrie himself had been installed when Jeff scuttled his Labor predecessor’s choice for chief. What was to stop the premier of the day wiping Comrie the same way if he became too inconvenient? Whatever the cause, Comrie’s command team comprised people who were little threat to him, either by age or capacity. Apart from the ambitious Assistant Commissioner Noel Ashby and a couple of promising youthful superintendents1—for who it would be too much of a jump to chief—Spring Street saw no one in Victoria with the hope of serving in the top job for ten years and with a decade-long vision for the force. If Comrie was replaced by most members of his command, they would be short-termers, night watchmen, stopgaps put in while efforts to find a long-term police chief continued. Haermeyer in particular wanted someone young enough, a Victorian, with sufficient experience, who rank-wise was within swinging distance of the chief’s position. The only person who fitted the brief was Assistant Commissioner Ashby. Noel Ashby had worked hard and served loyally under Comrie. But Comrie still wasn’t sure about his ambitious young charge.2 When a deputy commissioner position—the rung between AC and chief—became available, the new government saw a chance to put its stamp on the force and the stage was set for a showdown.


Haermeyer pushed Comrie hard to elevate his old acquaintance Noel Ashby into the vacancy to lay the foundations for generational change. But Comrie didn’t want Ashby, and he didn’t particularly fancy any backseat drivers trying to help him make the choice. Comrie had another AC in mind, Peter Pops Nancarrow, who he thought much better suited. Comrie wanted to pick his own man, as he had done several times under Jeff. And so he recommended to the Police Minister that Pops Nancarrow be made Deputy Commissioner. Haermeyer refused the recommendation and again agitated for young blood. He even tried playing his trump card—traditional Victoria Police fears of an interstate ring-in. Without the elevation of someone youthful but of rank, like Ashby, your successor, at the moment, would have to be picked from interstate.


Comrie thought Ashby’s time as an AC had been unremarkable, so making him deputy ahead of better, albeit older, ACs would look like a political appointment. For a fortnight the chief and minister butted heads. When it became clear that Comrie would not budge on Nancarrow, Haermeyer suggested he elevate Nancarrow to DC but also elevate Ashby, or someone young and competent like him, as a third deputy. Then one morning the police minister got up, read the paper, and saw in black and white a leak from the top about how he was trying to railroad Ashby through, that he and the chief were at a standoff, and that Comrie was not happy and was considering his options. The command group fell in behind Comrie, saying it should be the chief’s choice. Senior police said that if ambitious Ashby insisted on pushing the point it would be very hard for him to find anyone who wanted to work with him. Haermeyer was fuming at the leak. Ashby had gone from a pawn in their game to collateral damage. Haermeyer spoke to Comrie: You will get your way on this. But this leak has burnt up a good cop. For Ashby’s part, he had little option but to cool his jets and wait for a more opportune moment. He sought permission from his chief to visit the police minister and then ostentatiously withdrew his hat from the ring. The chief would get his pick—Pops Nancarrow alone would be promoted to deputy commissioner. Comrie went back to inform his command group of the victory but he did not feel like a homecoming hero. Alright we’ve had a win, Comrie said, but I shudder to think at what price.3 Comrie could not have known how accurate his sentiments would prove. For Ashby, the failure to make DC would be the first of three incidents of stifled ambition—opportunities for advancement cruelled by twists of fate—that would set him on a rocky path.


There had now been two leaks to the press that the government believed had come from Comrie. The latest one had particularly infuriated the police minister, and relations between force command and Spring Street were once more edging towards open hostility. Fortunately, just before the whole thing slipped into Mutually Assured Destruction, a bureaucrat’s brainwave intervened.


The Secretary of the Department of Justice had a typically Australian solution to help break the circuit: the chief commissioner and the police minister should go to lunch together and get completely pissed. The bureaucrat’s advice was followed to the letter, on more than one occasion, and a warming of relations followed. In the end, though, Comrie had had enough. Just a few months after the Ashby bunfight he took Haermeyer to a restaurant in leafy South Yarra and over their final lunch told him he was done. He was burnt out and wanted to do other things. Publicly, Comrie cited a desire to spend more time with the grandkids. He stepped down with two years still to run on his contract. For the next chief commissioner, the Bracks Government had an appetite for something completely different.


IT WOULD NOW require a jump from assistant commissioner to the top job, completely leap-frogging the deputy rank, but Haermeyer was standing by his man Noel Ashby as the best local candidate for the top slot freshly vacated by Comrie.


The early mail had Ashby as strong favourite in a big field. Later the talk would be that it was down to three, including Ashby and the New South Welsh applicant Christine Nixon. A Liberal MP put his name to a quote saying that Ashby was a dead cert. But the mail was nearly all wrong. That the Bracks Government would appoint the nation’s first female police chief was an extremely well-kept secret. It caught the vultures sleeping and made very late-breaking news. There were conspiracy theories as to how she got there, but Nixon simply blew all the other contenders out of the water very early on in the vetting process. The first panel that interviewed applicants was meant to give the government a shortlist of names from which a choice could be made. They gave a list of one: Christine Nixon. Asked to return with an actual list, the panel listed Nixon first and Ashby second but made the point that there was daylight in between. Nixon also blitzed the second-stage interview by a panel consisting of the premier, the police minister and the finance minister Lynne Kosky. She beat the others by a country mile. She had even kerbed some of her weaknesses—having seemingly boned up on operational policing to combat the view she was too academic. Bracks was convinced she was the one. And by now even Haermeyer—having formed the view that there were slim pickings locally—was a true believer.


Haermeyer still felt bad for having bungled the Ashby-for-DC affair. He felt that Ashby was an excellent policeman, one of the shining lights in the local force. But Haermeyer feared his own inexperience as a new minister, combined with Comrie’s bastardry, had put Ashby’s prospects on ice. Haermeyer had twice agitated without success to advance Ashby’s career but he must have figured third time’s a charm—once Nixon was appointed chief, Haermeyer told her about the whole failed lunge to make Ashby deputy commissioner. Ashby got burned up by that process. Haermeyer then added his closer. But he would actually make an excellent Assistant Commissioner of Traffic. The police minister may have been aiming for redemption but it had the opposite effect. The episode crystallised in Nixon’s mind just how close the two men were, and that Haermeyer had been pushing his mate Ashby for chief—against her—the whole time. She smiled and nodded as the moon-faced MP confided and advised. She then put AC Ashby’s traffic aspirations on the backest of backburners.


For Noel Ashby, thanks to Haermeyer’s interventions, everything had changed and not very much at all. Ashby had seen off Comrie—a chief commissioner who was unsupportive of his efforts for advancement—and could have been toasting his departure. But in Nixon he had inherited a new chief who considered him a rival and would remain suspicious of him.


And so, in the soulless cube, before their audience of vultures, stood the premier, his history-making chief, of whom he was absolutely enamoured, and the police minister she wasn’t sure she could trust. That was all on the eve of St Patrick’s Day 2001. It was a different world; less than six months later the towers would come down in New York and the planet changed entirely.


They weren’t to know that of course. The past was a burden but the future was a mystery. In March 2001 three of the most powerful people in Victoria stood on a shaky firmament, built from the government and the police force’s recent tumultuous history, built from the events and personalities that had brought them all to where they were—the ghosts of Comrie and Jeff, and the wounded but still walking Ashby. But if any of them thought then that the seas they had travelled on had been choppy, that the times they had lived had been interesting, that the power plays they had survived had been bloody, well, they hadn’t seen anything yet.
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