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To my mum, who would never have read this book






ONE DEMOCRACY MANIFEST


On the day I was drawn into the largely untold story of two serial killers, a professional murderer and an internet meme, I took an unexpected phone call from a man who was a breaker—a housebreaker, a jailbreaker, a heartbreaker. He spoke like gentle thunder, a Roman orator reading a proclamation to the Forum, or a hammy Hamlet booming at a human skull. He told me his name was Jack Karlson. I had never heard of him.

In the criminal milieu, the phrase ‘I’ve never heard of him’ can mean that its subject is nobody and nothing, or he is not a good crook, or he cannot fight. It often signifies simply that the man is lying—that he is not who he says he is, and he has not done the things that he claims to have done.

But I simply did not know Jack Karlson. It was not a judgement, it was a statement of fact. Although there was something disquietingly familiar about his name.

Later that same morning in March 2021, I received a message from a onetime maximum-security prisoner whom I knew as a former close friend of the late hitman, Christopher Dale Flannery. He told me that Karlson was the most interesting crim I would ever meet.

Slightly puzzled, I called Karlson back. He announced that I would have to talk to him about his escapes from custody for a book he had heard I was writing. Unfortunately, I had already finished the book but he invited me up to his home in Queensland anyway. He told me that he lived ‘halfway between Gatton and Esk’. I had never heard of either place.

He made no mention of murders, or his connections to the Melbourne criminal once identified as ‘Australia’s Charles Manson’ or the assassin popularly known as ‘Mr Rent-a-Kill’.

I was instructed to google a YouTube video entitled ‘Democracy Manifest’ which, at the time, boasted more than 2.3 million views and its own Wikipedia entry.

I had never heard of it.

‘Democracy Manifest’ is a brief but memorable news clip of an indignant bear of a man—apparently Jack Karlson—in a striped, short-sleeved shirt being manhandled into a Ford Falcon by three uniformed police officers and two detectives. They are outside the China Sea restaurant in Brisbane’s Fortitude Valley.

‘You’re under arrest,’ says the detective.

‘I’m under what?’ demands Karlson, as if he has never heard anything so ridiculous.

The police officers grab him by the arm and push him from behind, as the arboreal Karlson roots himself to the pavement and addresses an unseen audience of TV news people.

‘Gentlemen,’ proclaims Karlson, magnificently, ‘this is democracy manifest!’

He will not be cowed by the men trying to force him in through the car door. ‘Have a look at that headlock here!’ he says to the TV camera. ‘See that chap over there, he…’

The police look down and away, struggling to appear professional as they proceed with the arrest, and act as if the suspect did not have all the bulk, grandeur and braggadocio of King Henry VIII and no intention of going quietly.

Suddenly, Karlson explodes.

‘Get your hand off my penis!’ he bellows. He points to the detective behind him. ‘This is the bloke who got me on the penis before!’ he says. ‘Why did you do this to me? For what reason? What is the charge? Eating a meal? A succulent Chinese meal?’

Then, to an officer who can barely keep a grip on him: ‘Ooh, that’s a nice headlock, sir. Ah yes! I see that you know your judo well.’

He turns his attention to another officer. ‘And you, sir,’ he asks, ‘are you waiting to receive my limp penis?’

An officer grabs Karlson’s legs.

‘How dare…?’

The others lift him up and feed him feet first into the car.

‘Get your hands off me!’ demands Karlson.

Finally, he falls as limp as his penis and allows himself to be apprehended—but not without a parting ‘Ta ta and farewell!’ to the camera.

You have to watch the video for yourself to fully appreciate the theatrics. A generation of Australian millennials know the script by heart. Karlson is masterful, indomitable, bombastic, aggrieved and funny. You can hear a TV news reporter sniggering in the background, and you get the sense that the police wish desperately they had not invited the media to witness this particular arrest.

For a long time, it remained a mystery to me why they did.



The news clip, I discovered, came from a Seven News reporter, Chris Reason.

When I rang Reason to ask him about Jack Karlson, he had no idea what I meant.

He had never heard of Karlson either.

Then I mentioned ‘Democracy Manifest’ and he laughed and he told me that he had been working as a rookie TV reporter in Queensland in 1991 when he received information that the Fraud Squad were going to arrest a suspect. Those were the days, he said, ‘when police used to tip you off prior to raids, and didn’t go and shoot it themselves and hand you the video. The great old days when you had contacts and you wined them and dined them, and you lived in their pockets and they lived in yours and there was a great symbiotic relationship between crime reporters and police.’

Reason was still learning but he loved the job, and the feeling it gave him of being an insider, a confidant of detectives, the bluff and ungentle men who exercised power on the streets of Brisbane. ‘They thought he was far bigger in the crime world than he actually turned out to be. They said, “We’re going to be hitting him in this restaurant. Get down here now. We’re going to make an arrest.”’

Channel Seven’s office was just around the corner from the China Sea restaurant. ‘We raced up, and there was this larger-than-life, physically really strong guy coming out—there were three or four cops on top of him and he was holding them at bay. They just couldn’t get him into the back of this old police Falcon.’

Karlson was rolling his ploughman’s shoulders and puffing out his cheeks like the face of the divine wind on a medieval map. ‘He not only refused to go quietly, he wanted to go very noisily. He just had this stream-of-consciousness of brilliant one-liners, and a very serious story was suddenly very comical.’

Reason raced his tape back to the news editor. ‘He fell about laughing. Everybody came into the edit booth to have a look. The next day, someone rang up and said they’d stuffed it up—it wasn’t the guy they thought it was, this guy was just a petty criminal.’

It was a case of mistaken identity, apparently.

I was to learn that it was always a case of mistaken identity with Jack Karlson.

Apparently.

‘For years afterwards,’ said Reason, ‘people would randomly shout out in the newsroom, “Get your hand off my penis!” or “Let’s go out for a succulent Chinese meal!” It became part of the lexicon, part of the culture.’

The footage of Karlson’s arrest was first posted online in January 2009. ‘The tape that went up on YouTube hasn’t got my voice on,’ said Reason. ‘It’s the original raw tape.’ He thought it must have come from someone in the industry.

But nobody recognised Karlson. At first, the star of the video was believed to be Pal (‘Paul’) Charles Dozsa, an international chess master who became a serial fraudster, infamous for taking tables at expensive restaurants, washing down fine food with good wine, then refusing to pay the bill or attempting to settle his debt with a stolen credit card. Sometimes he would promise to return the next day with the money, but never did.

Dozsa, an émigré from Hungary, arrived in Australia in 1965. He was a creative, if not brilliant chess player who won the New South Wales chess championship in 1977. He credited his chess skill to an implant placed into his body by what he called ‘Hungarian Military Research’, during his time as an Eastern Bloc secret agent. By March 1990, Dozsa was facing his seventy-ninth charge of refusing to pay for a restaurant meal. Then fifty years old, he had enjoyed soup, oysters, fillet steak and salad, wine, dessert, cognac and Campari at the gourmet Manor House Restaurant in Balmain, then declined to honour the $119 bill.

He called the police on himself, alleging he had held up the restaurant staff. The Manor House was stormed by armed officers from the Tactical Response Group, who found a sotted and sated Eastern European gentleman sitting at his table digesting his lunch. He said, ‘My name is Paul Dozsa… I pay for no meals, take me away.’ Dozsa subsequently informed a court that he hoped to get his name in the Guinness Book of Records for criminal lunching.

In Fortitude Valley on the day of Karlson’s arrest, an investigator from American Express followed a man who looked a bit like Dozsa into the China Sea restaurant and then called the police.

‘It’s all to do with stolen credit cards,’ a police officer later told TV cameras.



It was the language that drew me in. I knew a lot of criminals, but none of them used words like Jack Karlson. ‘Democracy’? Certainly. The guilty often protest imagined injustice. But who would choose ‘manifest’? It was an adjective so formal as to be almost archaic—and deployed by Karlson postpositively, after an abstract noun, like the title of a treatise. He said ‘penis’, not ‘cock’, or any one of half a dozen common vulgarities. He brandished his vocabulary—and even his syntax—to intimidate his assailants, to appear more educated, erudite and urbane than the ruffians manhandling him into their car. It seemed to me that Karlson understood English like a writer, not a fraudster. Although some might argue there is not much difference between the two vocations.

Following the internet popularity of ‘Democracy Manifest’, Karlson embraced some unlikely marketing opportunities. He lent his face to an ‘official wine’, named Get Your Hands off My Pinot (11.5 per cent alcohol), and a couple of T-shirt designs. In 2020, the ‘Democracy Manifest’ clip received a boost when Sunshine Coast punk band The Chats released the single ‘Dine N Dash’, with a video featuring an older but still robust-looking Karlson reliving his finest public moment as he protested the punks’ ejection from a steakhouse and found himself once more with a police officer’s hand on his penis. In another unpredictable outcome, composer Michael Tan’s orchestral work based on the original incident was performed by a chamber orchestra at Sydney Opera House.

Aside from ‘Democracy Manifest’ and its bastard children, the only traces of Karlson in the public domain at the time I first spoke with him seemed to relate to a bizarre escape from custody in January 1968. Then aged twenty-five, ‘Jack Peter Karlson’—described as a labourer facing twelve charges, including car theft and break and entry—apparently impersonated another prisoner’s arresting officer and escorted him out of the Central Court of Petty Sessions in Sydney. A press report suggested Karlson had been on the run from jail in Victoria when he was arrested in New South Wales.

A month after my first phone call with Karlson, I was on holiday in Queensland with my family and I paid him a visit. He lived, as he’d said, midway between Gatton and Esk, not far from Lake Wivenhoe. This was Pauline Hanson country, where self-taught cryptologists struggled to jam together the pieces of the puzzles of their lives, never realising that they had the picture upside down. It was the kind of land people choose when they don’t want others to know their business. That said, it was bright and open, the opposite of prison.

I came off a country road to follow a straight dirt track through long grass and overgrowth shaded by gum trees, past the carcasses of cars (one of them spidered with a small swastika), a bus, a shipping container with a showerhead mounted on the side, and, bafflingly, an unplumbed spa bath that looked like it had fallen out of a plane.

I was met by Karlson with an energetic dog trailing him in pursuit. The big fella was a little stooped, more rounded in the shoulders and thinner and greyer than the bellowing Tudor knight in the video, and he was a few discoloured teeth short of a full set. But he retained that extraordinary voice, and the presence of an unjustly exiled nobleman, or a town crier who had once been a pretender to the throne.

He showed me through the shell of a building where he had lived until it had been chewed up by fire. It seemed to have become an artist’s studio—or, at least, an exhibition space for uncompleted paintings—and some of the pictures were images of Karlson’s arrest, while many featured voluptuous female nudes. I asked him why he never used naked male models. He told me he was not gay.

Karlson painted in a familiar, illustrative, realist style. The faces of his subjects might have been the work of a court artist, capturing defendants in the dock.

We sat at a table outside the studio with Karlson’s laptop. He was wary and suspicious of the computer. His fingers seemed to shrink from the keys. He explained that he had been off the drink for three weeks; he was over the worst of the horrors but still plagued by the dance of the DTs. ‘It’s nearly gone, nearly gone,’ he said. ‘I was like this,’ he made his hands tremble, ‘two or three weeks ago.’

He had recently survived bowel cancer, and he credited his recovery to heavy drinking. ‘When they were giving me chemotherapy, they put a portacath into me for a few hours,’ he said. ‘They said, “Don’t ever drink when you’re on this.” As soon as I finished in the hospital, I’d go round the corner to a pub and I’d get into it.’ His average consumption was about five bottles of red a day, and a couple of Scotches.

He told me that his eldest daughter, Barbara, had been in the late stages of breast cancer when he was in the early months of his own illness. Barbara had died. She used to live with him in the house, he said, before it burned, and Barbara’s daughter had made her home in the old bus I’d passed on the way in.

Karlson played me the ‘Democracy Manifest’ video on his laptop. It made him chuckle, still. I asked him what he had been doing in the restaurant when the police came to arrest him.

‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘They thought I was someone else.’

Was he really just eating a Chinese meal? I asked.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I was sitting in the restaurant. I’d been there about a dozen times. It was my favourite restaurant.’

He would not admit to using a stolen credit card. Nevertheless, he explained that he had played up for the TV cameras in the hope that the police would think that he was mentally ill, because he would then be sent to a hospital rather than a jail. It would have been easier to escape from a hospital, he said.

And if anyone knew that, it would be Jack Karlson.






TWO THE CRIMINAL RECORD


I didn’t really know what I was doing on Jack Karlson’s property, waiting for him to tell me about his escapes from custody. I had already finished my book Prison Break, which was set to be published the following year. I was unsure what to write next, but I had ruled out another book on jailbreaks, or a murder story. I had met killers and they disgusted me. I did not care what they thought, I did not want their voices in my head.

But then, I still did not understand that this was a murder story.

A buttery sun spread behind Queensland clouds, midway between Gatton and Esk, as Karlson turned the pages of his scrapbook, flicking quickly past a newspaper cutting about a conman with many names, and another with a headline that mentioned Hitler. That did not trouble me much. I was more interested in what he might reveal than what he hoped to hide. I already recognised that Karlson was a satyr from secret woodlands, where nobody was quite who they claimed to be.

While we were talking, Karlson’s second daughter, Heidi, called him from Sydney. He told her he was sitting with a writer, so I took the phone to say hello. Heidi sounded distant and warm, guileless and puzzled. I could not guess how old she might be.

Karlson seemed to find it easy to talk but difficult to answer unanticipated questions. His memory was not what it used to be, he said, and the gaps in it were as wide and nebulous as the clouds. He believed that his mind had been vandalised by chemotherapy. Names, in particular, eluded him, or he evaded them. He did not readily offer dates. The stories he told most easily were accounts of audacious escapes and unexpected arrests. He had worked them into a repertoire and was happy to perform them. For the finer details, he referred me to his cuttings, his transcripts, and the video clip.

Later, I asked Chris Reason what had happened directly after Karlson’s China Sea arrest. ‘With a story like that,’ said Reason, ‘you always want to get as much value as you can out of the original tape, so we did this follow-up story with the police, and a mea culpa saying they’d arrested the wrong guy.’

Reason promised to try to find the follow-up story for me. He requested the tape from Seven in Brisbane, where the news editor noticed that it had been thirty years since the first broadcast and decided to film a ‘where is he now?’ segment. The Seven Network found Karlson where I had left him, midway between Gatton and Esk, and put together a package of the first and second news stories, along with a brief new interview between Reason in the studio and Karlson on his property. It was as if time had collapsed and past and present existed side by side, as the young Reason provided commentary on the footage of the young Karlson, and the older Reason asked the older Karlson what the younger Karlson had been doing while the younger Reason had been filming him.

Magnificently, the Seven crew apparently persuaded Karlson to cook them a succulent Chinese meal—although I would be amazed if hadn’t come from the takeaway in Gatton.

The police mea culpa remembered by Reason was neither an apology nor an explanation, but a grab of a detective conceding that the man who’d been arrested at the China Sea might not be an international criminal. ‘I understand he has played small parts in numerous amateur theatre groups,’ said the detective, through a narrow gap in his all but sealed lips. ‘He seems to be just a prolific false pretender. He eats and drinks very, very well and is apparently a little bit partial to good Chinese meals.’ The only mention of the word ‘sorry’ came when the detective said, ‘We are extremely sorry that he obtained bail.’ Karlson was not charged with any offence relating to the China Sea restaurant, but the younger Chris Reason noted that he was ‘wanted for questioning in New South Wales over several forgery matters’.

I knew Karlson’s story before I knew it—because there is only one story among working-class thieves. One parent leaves the family, the other struggles to raise their son, who is made a ward of the state and sent to boys’ homes where he is abused by gleeful sadists and sour-faced fools who think they can beat sense into him. He is betrayed by the adults who are supposed to care for him. And he grows up trusting nothing and nobody and feeling unbound by rules, because he knows for sure everything that anyone says is just a filthy stinking lie.

The worst crimes in the lives of young offenders in the 1950s and 1960s were not committed by them, but against them. Everybody knows that now and plenty of people knew it then. Plenty of religious people too.

Jack Karlson was born Cecil George Edwards in Queensland in 1942. I once asked him the names of his parents and he said, ‘My father’s name was Alphonsus Hitler and my mother’s name was Eva Braun.’

He did not want to talk about them. ‘I hardly knew them,’ he said.

Like so much else, this turned out to be not entirely true.

Karlson had one strong memory of his father. ‘When I was three or four, he drove me down to New South Wales. His brother was there, married, and they had a son, my cousin. He would’ve been ten or eleven. My cousin put a lump of railway line on top of this shed roof with a rope on it tied to the door. And he said, “Open that door and go in there!” So I opened it and this lump of iron hit me on the head. That’s why my head’s misshapen.’

Karlson woke up in hospital and told the doctors that his cousin had set the trap for him. ‘And after that, my father told me, “You never give anyone up.”’ And since then, he said, he never had.

Karlson’s father disappeared. ‘My mother’s never told me where he went,’ said Karlson. ‘I think he might’ve went to jail or he pissed off, and she ended up having to live under someone’s house, paying rent for two rooms, dirt floor with a bit of lino. So what could she do with us? I was about seven, eight. My brother, Alan, was about five. And we went to Blackheath boys’ home.’

Blackheath Home in Oxley was run by the Presbyterian Church. Karlson’s mother was a religious woman and imagined that godly people must be good people. Karlson told me about the godly people who had hurt him with an air of detached calm, disturbed only by his quaking fingers.

At Blackheath, he said, he used to wet the bed and the superintendent used to flog him. ‘That didn’t stop me. So they put me underneath the dormitory floor in a hammock. That didn’t stop me pissing myself either, so they sent me to school in a dress. We had to march to a state school,’ said Karlson. ‘Free people were there too.’

Free people.

‘I got the local teacher’s pet, flogged him and took his clothes off him and walked out the gate. So they barred me from the school.’

In October 1952 a visitor to Blackheath reported to the State Children Department that ‘bed-wetters were being hit with a strap as punishment—one blow for the first incident, two for the second, and so on, until the number of blows reached nine, at which point the process recommenced’ and that ‘boys who wet the bed were being humiliated by being made to wear nappies or night-dresses’. The visitor also notified the Secretary of the Presbyterian Church Committee on Homes and Hostels.

In 1953, two former employees of Blackheath went first to a newspaper and then to Queensland premier Vincent Gair with allegations about the home. Among them: a young boy’s lips had been sealed with sticking plaster for talking too much and he lost skin when the plaster was torn off; a little boy was pushed into a bath, fully dressed, and held facedown; a leather strap, split up the middle, was used as an instrument of punishment; boys had been kicked and hit across the face with newspaper rolled into a truncheon; and two boys had been forced to sleep underneath the home on wire mattresses, one covered with a bag and the other with tarpaulin.

A further two ex-members of staff were prepared to support the claims. According to a newspaper report, when Gair was notified of the abuse, he ‘instigated official inquiries before he left town on an Easter vacation’.

The Reverend P.W. Pearson, convener of the committee that had received the earlier visitor’s report, explained that the newspaper story had been just a misunderstanding. ‘We interrogated the children,’ he said, tellingly, ‘and one child stated that sticking plaster had been stuck across his mouth, but he made a joke of it, and no injury had been suffered. However, he did go to sleep with it on, for a short while.’

While Pearson did not deny that some boys slept ‘downstairs’, he insisted that their bedding was adequate, even though they had no sheets. However, the reverend sniffed perfidy on behalf of the complainants, two migrant English couples. ‘It seems significant that these various employees, having seen all these things to which they have objected, have only reported them after dismissal,’ he observed. ‘The reports have every appearance of a personal vendetta.’

But the man of God must have known the truth.

At Blackheath, Karlson and his younger brother were molested by a female staff member who fiddled with their genitals in the bath. ‘I started playing up,’ said Karlson, ‘and my mother came and got me, and I lived in these two rooms under the house and I used to get out breaking into factories. Sometimes I’d get money and stuff and I’d say, “Look what I found, Mum!”’

In February 1956 he was convicted of nine charges of stealing and two charges of wilful destruction of property. Less than a fortnight later, he was ordered to pay restitution on two more charges of destruction of property. In November, he was convicted of destruction of property and stealing a car and was sent to Westbrook Farm Home for Boys, near Toowoomba.

Westbrook was a blighted playground for merciless perverts and Karlson was an inmate during the worst period in its sorry history, when Superintendent Roy Golledge ran amuck in his gimcrack kingdom, bashing and whipping naked children. Not all the boys at the home had committed a criminal offence; some had been deemed ‘uncontrollable’ by courts. This often meant only that their parents or guardians were unable to take care of them, because they might be drinkers, drifters, or criminals themselves.

During Karlson’s time at Westbrook, the bigger, older boys were appointed as sergeants to help control the smaller children. ‘And when we were on parade,’ said Karlson, ‘these fellow prisoners made sergeants would whack us. They’d even rape some of the younger boys. So I escaped. I just shot off down the cornfields with these sergeants after me.’

Karlson and his friends fled west at sunset. They believed they would not be caught as they could not be seen, because they were running into the sun. ‘They captured me,’ said Karlson. ‘took me back. I didn’t want to stay there. It was terrible.’ He said two sergeants bashed him and tried to rape him, but he fought them off. Then he was arraigned for Golledge’s pleasure. ‘I had to have a public flogging,’ said Karlson. ‘They’d take you to the hall, you’d take your gear off, and the rest of the hall would have to watch. You got this leather strap—whack, whack, across the back and the arse—and if you went, Aaargh, you had to say, Sir! So I go, Aaargh, sir! copping this bloody leather belt.’

Karlson was released from Westbrook at the age of sixteen, full of fury. He went to live with his father and mother, who were back together, in a housing commission home in Inala, south-west of Brisbane. His father had suffered an accident at work and been left with brain damage.

Karlson hung around with adult criminals. ‘I was getting into trouble all the time,’ he said. He became a bodgie, and acquired an alarmingly voluminous bouffant. For a time, bodgies were blamed by cranks, crackpots, yellow journalists and conservative parliamentarians for everything that was wrong with their generation, from promiscuity and violence to drug taking and vandalism. The barely real bodgie menace in Queensland was eventually wiped out by a four-man ‘bodgie squad’ of enthusiastically vicious detectives. According to Karlson, they partially blinded his lifelong mate, Reggie Green. ‘The bodgie squad used to grab us, and to make you talk, they’d hit you with some eyedrops that sting your eyes. But they overdid it on Reg and sent him three-quarters blind. He had to wear these huge glasses, with big, thick Coke-bottle type lenses, just to get around.’

Perhaps this happened, or something like it, or perhaps Green claimed that this was what happened. Whatever the truth of the story, the bodgie squad, which had an equivalent in Victoria, was at least as violent and lawless as the bodgies, and Green’s poor eyesight hampered him for the rest of his life.

In May 1959, Karlson was convicted of stealing another car and released on probation. Later that year, he was admonished and discharged on two more stealing charges and then, in a nod to the future, he was up in court for ‘possession of writing material resembling an Australian £5 note’. Karlson and a gang of mates embarked on a string of unspectacular shop-breakings in southern Queensland. The others robbed a bottle merchant while Karlson kept watch. The owner was grabbed and punched but Karlson was outside at the time. On September 28, they smashed the louvre windows at the back of the New Snack Bar in Coolangatta and stole 2880 cigarettes, seventeen 2-ounce packets of tobacco, nine boxes of matches, four packets of cigarette papers, and sundries that included a tin of baked beans, four tins of sardines, six eggs and some bacon. They also took a radio, an electric shaver and a chequebook.

The gang cooked breakfast in the snack bar, leaving the kitchen strewn with hamburgers, eggshells and peanut shells, and pieces of half-cooked bacon on the stove. Next, they broke into Whetter’s Kiosk at Caboolture then fled across the border to New South Wales, where they adopted pseudonyms. Karlson (who had been going by the name of Chick Edwards) now called himself Mason. But their names could not hide their faces. ‘The Queensland coppers just came across the border, grabbed us in Tweed Heads and took us back,’ said Karlson.

Karlson was remanded to Brisbane jail, better known as Boggo Road, where the gaping gatehouse commanded a rise over South Brisbane, and the redbrick walls—cheerfully tuckpointed like a monstrous lolly shop—were infused with the pain of the prison’s past as a place of execution. Boggo Road was a shithole. It smelled of shit and the prisoners were treated like shit, shat on by the warders as they had been shat on by the courts. There was no plumbing in the cells of the decayed and overcrowded Edwardian remand wing, just shit tubs to be shared between shitmen then emptied at the dunny parade each morning.

Karlson was locked up three to a cell (‘three-out’), and he and his two young cellmates turned gut-sick from eating a prison swill they called the ‘blue goo’ or the ‘grey death’—cracked, roasted corn in ashen milk with the fat solids removed. Doubled over with diarrhoea, the boys filled their bucket with shit and vomit and stank out their cell.

Karlson climbed onto a stool and pressed his face to the barred window over the cell door and shouted for a fresh tub.

‘Get down from there!’ commanded a warder. ‘It’s one tub to one cell!’

Karlson declared him a ‘filthy dog’, and the warder called for his senior, who again told Karlson he was not allowed a clean bucket, so Karlson threw the shit into his face.

‘Can you imagine what they done to me?’ he asked. ‘Wow,’ he said, as if remembering something he had seen happen to someone else.

After he was beaten, Karlson was taken to solitary confinement in the Black Peter—a dungeon at the foot of a flight of stone steps sealed by a trapdoor. His cell was a narrow space between two thick walls flanked by steel doors. There was no interior light. It was as dark as fear.

Karlson slept on a mat and shat into a small bowl. Each day, he was given only half a loaf of bread and a pannikin of water, so he soon could not shit at all. He was a seventeen-year-old boy, alone and helpless, turning in on himself, buried alive, screaming.

He was eventually allowed out to face his charges in court, but the prisoner who climbed up the stairs and through the jaws of the trapdoor was a changed person.

He pleaded not guilty. ‘I defended myself,’ he said. ‘I kept making a swine of myself, cross-examining coppers, and saying to the judge, “Yeah, go on, you’re gonna sentence me to jail. You’ve never been there! You don’t know where you’re sending me!”’

He was sentenced to five years’ hard labour.

I wondered how Karlson had possessed the courage to run his own case.

‘I probably didn’t have any money for a solicitor,’ he said.

He must have been a clever kid.

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I was always getting caught, wasn’t I?’






THREE THREE ESCAPES


Jack Karlson had called me initially to talk about his escapes. He had slipped out of custody in three states, he said, and never hurt anyone. His methods were brave, smart and original, and he felt that his adventures ought to be better known. More pressingly, he hoped there might be a quid in it for him. Despite his manifold talents, Karlson was a poor man who had been living on compensation paid for the abuse he had suffered in boys homes—which by then had been exhausted.

The Karlson behind the jailbreaks was unmistakably the same indomitable, theatrical, quick-witted bucking bull arrested at the China Sea restaurant while enjoying a succulent Chinese meal. But his identity was as fluid as any other actor’s. He might begin the year as himself, then play a different role for a season. ‘I’ve only done one lag under the name of Edwards,’ he told me. ‘After that, I got rid of that name and became Jack Karlson. And I did a lot of time under that name too.’

On his release from Boggo Road, Karlson followed what he once described in court as ‘a semi-straight path’, dictated by ‘not so much the moral check but the fear of going back to jail’. He met a woman named Monica and they had a daughter, Barbara, in Melbourne in 1965. But Karlson’s ‘semi-straight’ path was still crooked enough to bring him to the notice of Victoria Police and he was convicted of petty larceny in August, then bailed on more serious charges of housebreaking and possession of explosives.

‘So we fled up north,’ said Karlson, ‘and I started a pest-control business in Mackay, but I used to break into shops and factories at the same time. When I’d go and inspect for white ants, I’d think, Ooh, there’s a go, so I’d come back one night and do it over.’

But Mackay was too isolated for Karlson to pass unnoticed. The police were onto him about an incident of shop-breaking (known in the milieu as a ‘bust’), so he moved the family to Maryborough, on the Mary River, south of Hervey Bay. ‘I started another pest-control business there,’ said Karlson, ‘naturally, doing the same thing.’

He was drinking heavily by this time and was picked up by the police for drunk and disorderly conduct and charged with using obscene language and resisting arrest. When they took his fingerprints at the station, they discovered that he was wanted in Melbourne but, said Karlson, ‘They weren’t quite sure. To hold you, in those days, you could get three months for “vag” [vagrancy],’ he said, ‘if you hadn’t got enough money on you and a permanent address—which I had, but they were still going to vag me.’

He was found guilty of vagrancy in December 1965. He was given three months in Boggo Road, and then charged with the shop-breaking offence in Maryborough. Police planned to transport him by rail from Brisbane to face court in Maryborough, handcuffed to another prisoner who was going north on a separate charge.

Karlson told me their police escort fell asleep and he unpicked the handcuffs with his belt buckle, something that was easily done in those days. He tiptoed down the corridor and out of the carriage then jumped off the train and into the darkness, to scramble through the dirt in his clean, smart court clothes.

According to a press report, the escaped prisoner was Helmut Marksen, aka Cecil George Edwards, who fled the train at Theebine Junction, south of Maryborough, at 1.49 am, after a constable had removed cuffs that the prisoner had complained were too tight.

The Brisbane Criminal Investigation Bureau warned the public that the fugitive was violent and could use a firearm (even though he wasn’t and he didn’t have one). Roadblocks were set up on the highway in and out of Theebine and all through Wide Bay and South Burnett, and every vehicle was checked. The suspect was described as having a ‘fair complexion, green eyes, mole on left side of face [and] a “mop” of fair brown hair’.

He was also wanted in Melbourne for possession of explosives.

Karlson hid in the bush during the day and tramped southwards at night, until he stole a car—and then another and another car, as if the vehicles had been left idling, simply waiting for him to use—and made his way to Sydney, where he was joined by his young family. He found a job as a sales manager in Rockdale and saved enough money to go into a partnership in a photographic studio in Newtown. He was soon charged with obtaining credit by fraud—‘I’d dudded some business with a bodgy cheque,’ he said—and in September 1966 he was sentenced to nine months’ hard labour, which he served in Long Bay, the unsmiling counterfeit castle in Malabar, where doomed men once were hanged.

Karlson was then bounced back to Melbourne to face the outstanding housebreaking charges and was held on remand in D Division in Pentridge, the gothic prison whose bluestone walls were bruised black like contusions, and crenellated like battlements to keep the barbarians besieged inside. In Pentridge, ‘I met a Yank who was up for forgeries and I befriended him,’ said Karlson. ‘We used to pace up and down the remand yard together and I’d protect him. He ended up in the office—they often put crims who could type in the office—and all my records of escape he put aside somehow.’

As a bail jumper and an escapee, Karlson would have expected to be transferred to H Division in Pentridge, where the ‘discipline’ was barbaric and men with a history of escaping were shown a place they really needed to get away from. But instead he was sent to McLeod Prison Farm, a penal complex on scrubby, insect-infested French Island, some sixty kilometres south-east of Melbourne.

The thinly populated island was a natural prison, the sea making for a more effective barrier than any wall. Over the years, luckless prisoners had tried to escape by swimming the waters of Western Port Bay to the far shore. They tended to drown, although the rumour was put about that they were attacked by sharks. Short of stealing a boat, the only way a man might get off French Island was via an improvised raft, but these had a history of sinking with the fugitive on board.

Early in his term on French Island, Karlson made a friend whose name he either cannot recall or will not disclose, and they resolved to break out of the farm, cross the island and head west for Tankerton, a tiny settlement with a post office and the best chance of finding a seaworthy vessel.

Karlson and his mate absconded late in the afternoon of 12 October 1967. They trekked through mangrove swamps, mudflats and marshland, and camped out at night amid bushes by the beach. Patrols were sent out after them. ‘They had this two-winged aeroplane fly along the beach every morning, looking for footprints. We’d make sure the tide was out when we’d walk of a night, because in the morning the tide would cover them.’

On the beach, the fugitives found drums which had once been used as buoys, and other bits and pieces that they thought could have made up a makeshift raft. ‘We lashed them together and away we went,’ said Karlson. ‘We got out a couple of hundred yards and it imploded. Luckily, it got back. I can’t even swim.’

Karlson knew that the pilot of the plane (‘this Biggles’) would spot their wrecked raft and track their footprints leading to and from the debris. ‘Then we heard this boat—pfut-pfut-pfut—it seemed like it was going in circles,’ he said. The boat stopped a short distance from the coast and sat unmoving but for the rocking of the waves. At low tide the next morning, Karlson and his friend were able to reach the craft by walking across the flats. They thought it had run out of fuel.

‘I’ve gone out and leapt on,’ said Karlson, ‘and there’s this bloke asleep, a fisherman, a Scotsman. He said, “What do you lads want?” We said, “We just want you to take us to the mainland.”’

The fisherman had been turning circles, said Karlson, because ‘he’d wait for the tide to go out and he’d check his nets, then he’d wait for the tide to come in’. According to Karlson, the fisherman then took the runaways into his cabin, hauled in his nets and ferried them to the mainland.

Karlson stole a car at Hastings on the Mornington Peninsula and drove north to Queanbeyan; in the next six days, he stole further vehicles in Queanbeyan, Bondi and Blackheath, where he met up with an old mate from Boggo Road, Peter James Maund.

Maund was three years older than Karlson and boasted a similar criminal record. He had first come to the notice of the courts as a neglected child in 1953, when he was placed on probation for twelve months. In 1957 he was convicted of carrying an offensive weapon, breaking and entering, and possession of an unlicensed pistol. He was committed to an institution for twelve months on each charge. After he was released, he went up to Queensland where he copped three months for unlawful use of a motor vehicle, then he was arrested for—of course—vagrancy, before he was convicted of various offences involving stealing and making false pretences. It was all ‘shit charges’ until 1964, when Maund was detained by police in a raid on the headquarters of the Australian National Socialist Party (ANSP) in the Sydney suburb of Ashfield. The ANSP’s leader, the unimposingly named Arthur Smith, a drycleaner, was dismissive of jokes about his height (‘So, I’m only a five foot six fuehrer,’ he said. ‘So what! Hitler was only five foot seven’) but it was in keeping with the size of his organisation, which had perhaps thirty members in the entire country. Several of Smith’s disciples, including Maund, lived with him in a redbrick bungalow, where they dressed as stormtroopers, greeted Smith with a Sieg Heil salute, and helped him with the housework.

The police found weapons and stolen property in the Ashfield eyrie, and the dry-cleaning Fuehrer was convicted of possession of explosives and an unlicensed firearm and receiving a stolen adding machine. Maund was initially charged with breaking and entering and stealing the same adding machine (along with two typewriters, £3 worth of postage stamps and £5 in cash) from a Jewish-owned company, Alfred Keysor Pty Ltd, as well as misrepresentation of a cheque to obtain a car. He pleaded guilty on slightly reduced charges and was jailed for fifteen months and fined £20.

A spokesperson for the ANSP denied that Maund was a member.

By October 1967, as Maund and Karlson circled Sydney, the ANSP was consumed by a feud with (of course) the National Socialist Party of Australia (NSPA), which had split from Arthur Smith over issues related to the police raid.

While competing Fuehrers squabbled over the leadership of their minuscule number of followers, Karlson and Maund returned to factory break-ins. ‘Peter Maund was brilliant at opening safes,’ Karlson said. They stole a Mini Minor and were about to target a business in Parramatta when they were pulled over by a security guard, who asked Maund to turn off his engine. Instead, Maund attempted to put the car into gear. The security guard pulled out a revolver, ordered both men out of the car, handcuffed them together, then found the breaking equipment on the back seat and rang the police.

At Parramatta police station, Maund explained that Karlson was ‘someone I picked up on the road’. He said, ‘I think he’s a bit queer in the head, possibly from Callan Park [Mental Hospital].’ Karlson gave police an alias—Heinz Johahn Brul—and told them he was German. When they asked where he lived, he said it was somewhere in Kings Cross but he didn’t know the address. The police drove him to Kings Cross, where he admitted that he actually lived in Hurstville. They ran him to Hurstville and, when he could not identify his home, they took him back to the station, where he confessed that he was actually Jack Peter Karlson.

Which, of course, he was not.

Karlson and Maund spent two months on remand in Long Bay. Like most prisoners, they had to be taken from the jail to the Court of Petty Sessions for committal hearings, to determine whether the police had sufficient evident to bring them to trial.

Prisoners waiting to see a magistrate were confined in a large holding cell between two courtrooms. A prisoner’s name would be called and a police officer inside the court would open the cell door.

‘One day,’ said Karlson, ‘we were sitting there and they called a bloke in and this detective walked in from the court, went up to a bloke and said, “Here now, listen, I want to talk to you about something…”’

This gave Karlson an idea. When they got back to Long Bay, he explained it to Maund.

On 10 January 1968, Karlson and Maund appeared at the court with one of the police officers who’d arrested them. The officer gave the pair their briefs of evidence then led them to the holding cell. He later recalled that Maund was ‘dressed rather raggedy… untidily’ while Karlson was ‘dressed in a suit, a white shirt, and he was wearing a tie’. When they reached the holding cell, Maund went inside immediately while Karlson delayed his entry for a few seconds.

‘I had my coat off,’ Karlson told me, ‘and I had some money in the lining.’

He took off his tie, unbuttoned the collar of his shirt and hung his coat over his arm. He looked relaxed and casual, as if he were at home in the court—as if, in fact, he was a detective.

He told the other prisoners in the cell, ‘I’m going to go in, and when you see me walk back through, yell out, “You copper dog! You loaded me up!”’

When police constable Kenneth Maker called for the next defendant, Karlson stepped in and asked, ‘Which court are Karlson and Maund due to appear?’

‘4 Court,’ said Maker.

Karlson introduced himself as ‘Detective Rogers from the CIB’.

He slapped Maund around the head, as if Maund were his prisoner, and ordered him to get up, while their cellmates cried, ‘Detective scum!’

‘The copper said, “Where’s the warrant?”’ said Karlson. He became impatient with Maker’s impudence. ‘I said, “The warrants have gone round. Now come on!”’ The hapless constable opened the door and watched as Karlson took Maund by the right arm and walked him down the passageway.

At the morning tea adjournment of the courts, ‘I went round to check on the two accused,’ said their arresting officer, ‘and they were not there.’

Karlson and Maund stole a Morris Minor from Manly and drove it south to Heathcote, where they burgled a house. The car later ran out of petrol so they abandoned it and walked, until they stole a Holden. By the weekend, police had reported that the fugitives were believed to have armed themselves with ‘a number of stolen guns from underworld friends’. Karlson and Maund were described as ‘desperate men who would stop at nothing to ensure their freedom’. This was a lightly coded message that the escapees would probably be shot if they resisted arrest.

The pair had first headed for the Royal National Park, just south of Sydney, with food and water and a plan to stay there for a couple of weeks until things cooled down.

‘After a couple of days, Peter said, “Ah, fuck this. I’ve got a good mate in Cammeray. We can stay there.”

‘So we deviated from the plan,’ said Karlson.

Maund’s friend lived with his wife in Cairo Street, not far from the aptly named Folly Point. He was a heroin addict.

‘That’s when I should’ve jerried,’ said Karlson.

The day after Karlson and Maund arrived in Cairo Street, their host was arrested. ‘He’d already been pinched a few times,’ said Karlson, ‘apparently for drugs, so he’d just done a deal: “I know where those two escapees are…”’

On the evening of 12 January, police ‘kicked the door in, knocked his wife down, come in and smashed us and got us,’ said Karlson. ‘Naturally, I resisted. I said, “Look at you cowardly dogs, knocking a woman down!” That sort of the stuff.’

The Sydney Morning Herald reported that the fugitives were recaptured after a ‘violent struggle’ with fifteen detectives. Three days later, Karlson and Maund appeared handcuffed together at Central Court. A detective kept hold of the sleeve of Karlson’s coat while another gripped the back of Maund’s belt. Karlson was described as ‘limping’.

He had been badly beaten at the police station. ‘They said, “Go and clean up. Wash that blood off your face in the bathroom,”’ Karlson told me. ‘I turned around and one of the detectives was pointing a gun at me. And he fired it. I thought, Jesus Christ, he actually fired it. But it had a blank in it. Then they laughed.’

Karlson was often battered by police. ‘You had to expect it,’ he said. ‘Especially when you tell them to go and get fucked, you dirty low dogs! I always yelled that sort of stuff at them.’
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