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A veteran of Melbourne’s underworld, Mick Gatto is one of the few survivors of Melbourne’s Gangland Wars. Many of the victims were his long-time friends. Today the former heavyweight boxer runs Elite Cranes, a crane company that employs about sixty people, and Arbitrations and Mediations Pty Ltd, among others.

Tom Noble has been a journalist for more than twenty-five years, working mostly in newspapers. He is the author of the bestselling true crime books Untold Violence, Walsh Street and Neddy.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Text that appears in square brackets in italics [just like this]throughout this book is written by Tom Noble, and provides background information for Mick Gatto’s story.



PREFACE

This is the book I never wanted to write. But in the end, I had little choice.

The underworld, by its very definition, is a hidden world. And for most of my life, that’s where I’ve made my living: out of the spotlight, under the radar, quietly doing my own little thing. But in 2008, the Underbelly television series propelled me into the limelight. I became a household name. I couldn’t go out without being stopped in the street and asked for a photograph or autograph.

And with the success of the series, the people behind Underbelly said they were going to make a movie of ‘The Mick Gatto Story’—with or without my input—so I knew I had to put pen to paper. I wasn’t prepared to let them tell my story from underworld gossip, police files and court transcripts—I wanted it told as it really is.

I have done my best to be as honest as possible. There are some areas where I haven’t been too specific, for obvious reasons. But beyond that, I’ve tried to give an open account of who I am, and how I got to where I am today. Most of the incidents in this book very few people knew about—until now.

I am donating a percentage of my royalties from this book, and any money from a film, to my favourite charity, the Royal Children’s Hospital in Melbourne.

Looking back on my life, I certainly regret a few things I did, particularly when I was younger. If I had my time again there are a lot of things I would change. I definitely would have avoided going to jail and dragging my family through all that heartache. But you can’t undo what’s done. So here is my story.

Mick Gatto, August 2009
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A DEATH IN CARLTON

My life changed forever the day I shot dead Australia’s busiest hit man. It was Tuesday 23 March 2004, and Andrew ‘Benji’ Veniamin had dropped in at La Porcella restaurant in Carlton for a chat. We were standing in a back room, talking, when I told Andrew that he could no longer be trusted and I didn’t want to see him any more.

My most vivid memory of that day is the look on his face. His eyes started spinning in his head and his whole expression changed. He went from Dr Jekyll to Mr Hyde. I couldn’t believe it. I thought he was about to throw a punch. But he produced a gun. I don’t know where it came from—the back of his pants, I think. I froze for a moment, then my boxing reflexes saved me as I pushed the gun away. It went boom straight past my head. I was convinced the bullet had hit me, but it hadn’t; it just left gunpowder marks on my jacket. The noise was deafening.

I grabbed hold of his arm and turned the gun on him, squeezing his hand on the trigger, forcing him to shoot himself. And I kept squeezing. I had no idea how many shots were fired until much later. It was like one explosion after another, it was such a small room. Then I fell on the ground on top of him. He was gurgling and gasping, and I pulled the gun out of his hand. And as he lay there, blood bubbling out of his mouth, I knew he was gone.

In the months that followed, as I lay awake in my prison cell at night, that vision of him lying gurgling on the ground played over and over in my mind.

[image: image]

My plan that day had been pretty simple. I had to finish painting the garage door at home, meet a few people to talk business over lunch, then visit my cousin Roy at the Royal Melbourne Hospital (he had undergone surgery for cancer of the jaw). And that would be it.

I was running late so asked Charlie, who cleaned the spa at home, to finish the paintwork. I gave him $100. Then I jumped in the car and took off, picked up Ronnie [Ron Bongetti, a long-time gambler in his mid-seventies and a close friend of Gatto]and drove to La Porcella. It had become my ‘office’, a place where I’d meet builders, businessmen, union officials, friends. Most days I was there. I felt safe, because I was confident that the police had the building under surveillance, which was important. Three months earlier, my close friend Graham Kinniburgh had been shot dead outside his home. I’d made it my mission to find out who killed him. Six people had also been shot in the few months before Graham was killed, and word was out that I was next. And so I was carrying a gun again, or making sure one was nearby.

That Tuesday, I had a talk with a few people. There was a Chinese bloke who had some sort of asbestos problem in a building in Collins Street, and he wanted me to talk to the union and limit the cost to fix it. There was a bloke named Geoff, a demolition-wrecker specialist. He’s a rough diamond, been in and out of trouble all his life—drugs and things—and a mad punter. He called in to see me about a building dispute, then hung around and had a beer and something to eat. Lunch was fish and salad. It wasn’t bad. I used to enjoy the food there. I met quite a few people that day and, luckily, most were too busy to stay for lunch, or they would have been caught up in what happened next.

I’d met Andrew Veniamin three or four years earlier. He was introduced to me as a man with a tough reputation—there were rumours he was a paid killer. Andrew was very ambitious, but had become increasingly erratic. Four days earlier he’d called me and we’d spoken for the first time in a while. I’d been trying to talk to him for some weeks, but his phone was always turned off. I wanted to know what he was up to, as he was closely involved with Carl Williams, and I suspected both of being involved in Graham’s murder. As they say, you keep your friends close and your enemies closer.

At about 2 p.m., I phoned Andrew and, for the first time in weeks, his phone rang. And he answered.

‘Are you around, mate?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, I am. I can be there soon.’

‘All right’, I said. ‘I’ll see you.’

He rocked up a few minutes later, came in and sat down. I was surprised he got there so quickly. There were six or seven of us around a table having lunch.

After a while, Andrew kicked me under the table and said, ‘I want to have a chat’.

‘Yeah, no worries’, I said.

I stood up and started to walk into the street—it was a nice day outside—but instead Andrew headed to the back of the restaurant.

I’d often gone out there for a private conversation, and had been there before with Andrew, so I followed him.

When we got to the back room he turned to me. ‘Look, I keep hearing that you still think I had something to do with Graham’s death.’

‘Well, I’ve got to be honest,’ I said, ‘that’s what everyone’s saying’.I also thought it myself—he may not have pulled the trigger, but I strongly suspected that he was somehow involved. I still do.

‘But I wouldn’t do that’, he protested. ‘You are a friend of mine, and I wouldn’t harm anyone that’s a friend of yours.’

I knew this was untrue, and so did half of Melbourne. Andrew was the hot suspect for several killings, including those of two of his closest friends, people he had grown up with. And I told him so. ‘Dino Dibra and Paul Kallipolitis were your friends and you killed them.’

‘They were fucking dogs, anyway’, he said. ‘They deserved it.’

And that’s when I said, ‘Mate, I don’t want you in our company. You can’t be trusted; it’s as simple as that’.

I meant it. If you kill your lifelong friends, your childhood friends, how can you be trusted? Two guns had been emptied into Dino Dibra. Unbelievable.

That’s when he blew up. ‘Yeah?’ he said, and took a step back.

Andrew was a lot smaller than me—he’d fought as a boxer and kickboxer in the lighter divisions—but he was quick. Luckily, I reacted in time, because there’s no doubt he tried to kill me. If I hadn’t reacted, I’d be dead, and he’d be doing twenty years’ jail.

Moments later, as I walked from the room holding the gun, I tried to be as cool and calm as I could, but my heart was racing at 100 miles an hour. One minute I’d been minding my own business …

I walked back into the restaurant and grabbed the owner. ‘You’d better ring the police and an ambulance’, I said. ‘He just tried to kill me and he’s finished second best.’ Then I washed my hands and got on the phone. I rang my lawyer first, who said he’d send someone straight down. Then I called my business partner Mat Tomas and told him what had happened. My two sons worked at our company, Elite Cranes, and I wanted to make sure they would be safe.

Then I called my wife, Cheryle, and told her to get our daughter to come home.

‘What?’ she said, then started screaming. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Some rat’s just tried to kill me, but he’s finished up second best’, I said. ‘Don’t worry about it; it’ll be all right. Just grab the kids and go to someone’s house and let things cool down.’ Because I knew there’d be retaliation. I also knew there would be newsflashes on television, and that my family and friends would think that it was me that had been killed. I wanted them to know I was okay.

I still couldn’t believe what was happening. I was sure then—and I still am—that Andrew did not come to La Porcella that day to kill me. When we went out the back, he left his car keys on the restaurant table. He simply came to ask me something, but one thing led to another; he lost his temper, and pulled a gun.

I knew I would be arrested and questioned so I sat around waiting for the police—and they started coming from everywhere. They were throwing all sorts of questions at me, and I said little. ‘The only thing I’ll tell you is it was self-defence’, I said. ‘He tried to kill me and he finished off worse. And I’ve got no other comment.’ I could have left the scene but I had nothing to hide. As far as I was concerned it was a case of self-defence, and I was confident that once the police had done their forensic tests, I’d be released.

Instead, I was charged with murder and spent the next fourteen months in custody, unable to protect my family and friends as the killings went on.
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THE DEVIL OF SOUTH MELBOURNE

My mother and father were both immigrants from Calabria in the south of Italy. My father was one of the first Italians to settle in this country, coming over in the 1920s. He was eighteen when he arrived, and had plenty of headaches. He did it tough, but got through all right. He worked in a range of jobs, from being a jackaroo up north to running an illegal gambling operation in Tasmania. He even spent a short time in jail: apparently some blokes mouthed off to him about being a wog and he chased them with a knife! In the 1950s he got involved in the markets in Melbourne, where he worked for more than fifty years—the rest of his life. First he was at the Footscray Wholesale Market, then he had his own stall at the South Melbourne Market.

He was a mad punter. He once won £4000 in the days when a good house cost £600, but he lost it again. He’d bet regularly at the market with another trader called Bob Hope. Sometimes they’d bet twenty cases of lettuces or tomatoes on the spin of a coin. Once they bet each other’s truckload of fruit and vegetables—Dad won. He had an ‘easy come, easy go’ attitude with money, which is where I think I got it from.

My mother also arrived here when she was eighteen. My father was twenty years older than her, and she came over to marry him. Funnily enough, he’d sent her a photo of himself that was many years out of date. She still married him, though.

[image: image]

I was born on 6 August 1955 at Melbourne’s Royal Women’s Hospital. The story goes that Mum took a cab to the hospital but didn’t make it to the ward in time, and I was born in the lift. I was the second child—I have an older sister, Rose; a younger brother, John; and a younger sister, Kathy. Home was 209 Cecil Street in South Melbourne, next door to the South Melbourne Fire Station. I didn’t move out until I was twenty-one.

We spent a lot of time with others in the Italian community. Every week without fail there were one or two weddings, where there would usually be 1500 people, not to mention the three or four funerals a week—not that I went to many of those as a kid, but the parents would drag us along to the weddings. My father brought a few relations from overseas who lived with us until they found their feet.

I had a great childhood. I had a lot of free rein. I became very streetwise. In fact, I became a little villain. And that’s probably why I’m so hard on my kids, reflecting back on it. Around the corner from home, in Park Street, was a row of Greek and Turkish clubs, such as Lesvos and The Canary, where men sat, talked and drank coffee. And inside were pinball machines, illegally rigged for gambling. I’m a compulsive gambler—I have been all my life—and once I discovered those machines (I was probably six or seven) I was hooked. I used to do anything to find money to play them: beg, borrow and steal. I was addicted to them.

I used to get the keys to the back of the machines, open them up and put my own credits on them. If I could, I’d take the money out and put it back in. We used washers instead of coins, and we’d drill holes in coins and put fishing line on them, so we could pull them out again and get more credits. We’d put wedges under the front legs of the pinball machines so the ball would run slower and we could guide it into the number we wanted.

I lost more often than I won. Once I did all my money when the ball just missed out on the number I wanted, and I lifted the machine and it went straight through the front window. The next minute all these Turks were running at me with knives—they were going to make shish kebabs with me, so I took off. [A former neighbour said the young Gatto once walked up and asked to borrow a hammer, saying he wanted to knock in some nails. Instead, he walked up to a Greek club where they wouldn’t pay his winnings, and used the hammer to smash the front windows.]

When visitors came to our house, as soon as they walked in the door, my mother would grab their bags and hide them. We’d turn the house upside-down to try to find the bags and take their money. [Another friend said that when the Gatto family came to visit, his mother would warn: ‘Lock the doors to the bedrooms—the Gattos are coming!’]One Easter, a woman came over and we grabbed her purse—it was full of money. I went to the shops and bought all the Easter eggs they had and shared them with about six of my mates. At a park across the road from the house, we began playing football with the eggs. It was great fun. But when the woman was leaving, she discovered her loss and told my parents.

Dad was a good man, but he had a short temper, and when we upset him he used to go off. That day he gave us a belting. He was wild, screaming and carrying on as he punched the shit out of us. We were beasts, and we deserved what we got.

The old women in the area used to call me the Devil of South Melbourne. It’s very embarrassing, but it’s true. I used to steal empty bottles from the back of shops, walk round the front and sell them. We even robbed the firemen next door. We used to break fire alarms or call from a phone box, and when they responded to the alarm we’d go in and take the money from their mess hall and put it into the machines. They suspected but never accused me.

One day I pulled the pay phone off the local laundromat wall and took it home to get the coins out. My father came in and caught me, and gave me the best belting.

I was about nine when I was caught in the back of the local cycle shop by a policeman called Brian Murphy, who took me to the police station and lifted me off the ground, hitting my head on the bookcase. I ran all the way home crying. The coppers were tough but fair.

Then there was a nearby warehouse we used to visit. One night the security guard chased me and my brother, yelling, ‘Stop, or I’ll shoot’. As we scaled the fence we heard shots—we jumped over pretty quickly.

On another occasion I broke into a house (aged about ten) and found this big elephant gun, and I ended up taking it home and putting it in our bedroom. Not long afterwards, my brother, John, got into a fight, and went home to get the gun to settle the argument! I didn’t want him to take it and we were arguing outside the house when the police pulled up. ‘Where did you get that?’ they asked.

‘We found it’, we said.

And they took the gun off us. Not surprising, really.

There used to be a big department store on the corner of Bourke and Swanston streets called Foys. We used to go in and pinch stuff— we were villains—but one day we walked in and came across this great big tent, about 10 metres long, all rolled up and ready to go. So we put some brown paper around it; my brother jumped on one end, I jumped on the other and we marched out of the store with it. No one said a word. Two kids carrying a huge twenty-man tent.

We jumped on the Number 1 tram outside Foys, which took us all the way to our house. The tent reached from one door of the tram to the other.

At our stop, we got off and walked the tent across to the park opposite our house and put it up. We had a ball, until my father came out and saw us.

‘Where did you get that?’ he demanded.

‘We found it.’

‘Well, get home, now.’

So we did. And the next thing we knew, someone had pinched the tent. I was spewing. This beautiful tent, and we’d done all the hard yards.

We used to have fun exploring the neighbourhood. We regularly broke into the South Melbourne Town Hall and climbed up the inside of the tower to the top. And we would break into the building site near to home when they built the multi-storey Housing Commission apartments (not difficult). We’d climb as high as we could and hang upside-down by our feet from the top balcony, with our friends holding us. It was madness, really. Someone fell once and survived … until they moved him, and then he died.

We’d also get rolls of caps (a friend’s mum worked in the factory where they made them for cap guns) and put them on train tracks, then sit in the tunnel and wait for a train. They would go off like a massive explosion and cause a horrific sound. It didn’t cause any damage but gave us a laugh.

Our home was a couple of hundred metres from the St Vincent de Paul orphanage (it’s gone now). About five hundred kids lived and went to school there—and I used to jump the fence and spend my time with those kids, take them food, play with them. I had a lot of friends in there. If I got caught I was thrown out, but I used to sneak back in. They told me stories of what the priests did to them; and then the bigger kids used to belt the little ones. A few of them had a pretty rough ride.
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My brother, John, worked part-time at the market and started saving his money. He was a great saver, and built a big, strong money box that was in the shape of an anvil, with a slit on the top. This money box became a challenge. Every day I’d pull it out from under his bed, analyse it and try to get into it. I put wire down the hole—I tried everything—but I couldn’t get any money out.

One day I was looking at the box again when I spied a knot of wood on the side. Using a hammer I hit the knot and it popped out perfectly. ‘What about this!’ I said as I put my hand in, took out a few notes and put the knot back in—a perfect fit. ‘Who’d notice?’ I thought.

This went on for a few weeks—he had a lot of money in there. And when I lost on the machines, then arrived back ten minutes later with more money, John would say, ‘Where did you get that from?’

‘Don’t worry about it’, I’d say.

He’d go home, check the box, and be happy I wasn’t stealing from him.

When the notes ran out, I started taking coins. I ought to have been smarter and replaced them with rocks. But I didn’t. He came home one night, lifted up his money box and realised it was too light. Next minute he’d broken it open and discovered the truth.

I was in the club playing a machine when John walked up behind me and broke a billiard cue over my head—twice. To this day he has never forgiven me.

Many years later when I ran the Two-Up, a bloke came in with a beautiful two-carat diamond. He wanted a couple of grand for it and I said to John, ‘Run down the jewellers and get it checked out’—we had a mate down the road.

A while later he came back, saying, ‘It’s not much good; it’s very ordinary quality. But I’m happy to buy it, even though it’s not that good’.

So I let him buy it. I even lent him the money. It ended up being a top diamond that was worth a fortune. John evened up then—and since I broke into his money box he’s evened up about a hundred times!

[image: image]

I got into a fair bit of trouble at school. And from pretty early on. One morning at primary school, Our Lady’s in South Melbourne, I ran around with a mate, both of us holding a long piece of string. It somehow tangled round a kid’s neck and the kid turned blue.I don’t remember much about the incident, except that every day before class we had to pray—and that particular day the prayers were focused on me and my mate, because we almost killed that kid.

I moved to St Peter and Paul’s and, eventually, I got thrown out. The incident involved a new teacher, who was wearing a dust coat. For a joke, whenever the teacher went past, me and two friends, Mick and Mario, filled our pens from the inkwell and squirted him on the back—and he ended up with all this ink on his coat, soaked. Unfortunately, a couple of kids in the class gave us up, and we were in trouble.

The next day, there was a big assembly in what was known as Emerald Hall. There were hundreds of kids from the junior school, the high school across the road and the girls’ school next door. I was sitting there when the penny dropped. The principal called us to the middle of the hall, where he pulled our pants down—with our undies on—and gave us six of the biggest straps across the arse. In front of the whole school I was humiliated, then expelled. I had big welts on the back of my bum and on my back, and couldn’t sit down properly for two months. When my father saw my injuries, he went wild. He wanted to get a shotgun and kill them. I said, ‘Dad, don’t worry about it. It’s my fault’.

My next school was South Tech (it’s closed now), which was next to the Melbourne Sports and Aquatic Centre. My first day there was memorable because I had, literally, about twenty fights. The problem was, all these people had heard about me, it was halfway through the year, and I’d come from another school which was seen as the enemy. Everyone was having a go, calling me a ‘wog’, so I punched on with all of them.

I lasted only a few months at South Tech before I was expelled. I got caught smoking in the toilets, but that wasn’t the problem. I can’t remember what I did wrong, but I was called to the headmaster’s office. And he kept poking me in the chest with his finger, really hard. I said, ‘Stop doing that’, and he kept doing it. It hurt, so I hit him. And ran.

To cut a long story short, the truant inspector—who’d paid several visits to my father over the years—went and saw Dad in the market. He said, ‘Mr Gatto, whatever school your son goes to in Victoria they’re going to throw him out. He’s got to start work: his school days are finished’. So, in 1968, at the age of thirteen, I went to work.
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GOING TO MARKET

My first job was stacking shelves at Coles. After two or three weeks, I was pushing a trolley around a corner when it tipped over by accident and the contents—disinfectants and chemicals—smashed. The supermarket promptly filled with a cloud of poisonous vapour. It was mayhem; no one could breathe. Everyone ran into the street. I was sacked. After that, I had a job with a panel beater for a couple of months, but I didn’t really like it. So I finished up in the market, working for Dad.

The local coppers used to come to Dad’s stall most weeks and get about $50-worth of food for nothing. They knew Dad well, because they’d dealt with me so often. Each time they caught me doing something, they would call my dad down to the police station and he’d give me a thump, then they would let us go. They’d be laughing. They got more satisfaction out of watching that than from charging me. And we’d get out the front and Dad would say, ‘Are you all right?’ That went on for a number of years. And the police also came for their free fruit and vegetables. If I was serving, I’d try to make sure everything they got was half-rotten.

I didn’t last long with Dad, because we argued all the time. I think I brought the worst out in him, just broke his heart. I remember the first day I came home with a tattoo—I was twelve or thirteen—and he punched the shit out of me. The next day I went out and got another two. He gave it to me again. So I went and got some more. I was very rebellious. Instead, I worked for a Chinese bloke called Georgie Chen. I used to drive his truck to Footscray Market, then take the goods to South Melbourne Market. I was only thirteen, had no licence, but I used to love driving.

Georgie parked his truck in South Melbourne, and I could start the engine without a key. I used to take it for a run around Albert Park Lake with a couple of the boys. We’d fly around corners so quickly the truck would go up on its side. I nearly tipped it over many times.

One day I was driving back from Footscray Market fully loaded— Georgie was following in his car and was going to meet me at South Melbourne Market. Down Flinders Street, towards where the casino is now, there was a big roundabout. I went a bit quickly through it and the whole load fell off the truck onto the road.

The police were there. I had no licence, so I jumped from the truck and ran, leaving the entire mess behind. It wasn’t far to the clubs just around the corner from home, so I headed there and started playing the machines. A little while later, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dad run in carrying a tree branch, and he started giving it to me.

An old woman came over and said, ‘Leave him alone’.

And Dad went to hit her.

‘No, Dad, don’t hit her; hit me’, I shouted. And he did, demanding to know what I’d done.

I thought I was a great driver, but one day it went really wrong. I was driving up Dorcas Street past South Melbourne Police Station and towards the town hall when I spotted about ten coppers at the front of the police station. I don’t quite know what happened, but I froze. The truck stalled, rolled down the hill, snapped a power pole in half and wiped out the whole area’s electricity.

I jumped from the truck, ran down a laneway and hopped the fence into a woman’s house, who had four or five kids. She let me stay there for about an hour, so I could sneak out later and go home. When I thought the coast was clear, I left—and the coppers grabbed me. I told them it wasn’t me. So they took me back to the police station, gave me a bit of clip, then hung me out the first-floor window by my feet. I was screaming my eyes out because I thought they were going to drop me on my head.

Anyway, they called my dad, as usual. This time, though, I got a really good belt because it cost him about $1000, a fortune in those days, to get all the power put back on and fix the damage.
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There were two market traders I knew who were bitter rivals. I used to get under their stands and pinch a box of apples or whatever from one of them, then sell it to his rival for a fraction of the normal cost. Next minute I’d pinch the other one’s fruit and sell it to his rival. I successfully sold them each other’s fruit for quite some time, and was never caught.

Once, one of them (who I’ll call Jimmy) told me that his rival (who I’ll call Billy) hid a big bag of money in his truck each morning.

I was still addicted to the machines, and this looked like an easy earn. The only problem was that everyone at the market knew me. So I got these two girls I knew to dress me as a woman—with a wig, make-up, dress, everything—and I went into the market dressed as a sheila. I walked up to this truck, broke the window and got the money bag, which had hundreds of dollars in it, and fled. I later gave Jimmy his whack.

I remember getting back to the market later that day and Billy came over, and he was white. ‘You wouldn’t believe what happened today. I got robbed! Someone robbed me and took my money bag.’ Then he said it was a woman. ‘This fucking moll was 6 foot tall, the fucking slut. People saw her do it.’ Billy kept going, distressed. (It was a lot of money.) I couldn’t control myself and laughed out loud. I even asked if she was good-looking. Billy never worked out it was me.
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I loved the markets. I used to get to the wholesale market at four or five in the morning. I’d work in the retail market two or three days a week until perhaps 5 p.m. And I’d have every night off. The Footscray Wholesale Market didn’t open until 6 a.m., although a lot of the growers would get there at 2 a.m. I used to turn up at about 5.30 a.m. to buy the goods for Georgie’s retail stalls. After buying what we needed, I’d drive a little motorised scooter around, load it up, transport the fruit to the truck, then load the truck.

[Melbourne’s markets are rich in criminal history. In 1963 and 1964, a series of murders prompted allegations of Mafia involvement in the city’s fruit and vegetable supply. Authorities arranged for an investigation by an FBI expert, who produced a detailed report on those involved and their roles.]But I was just a kid and didn’t think much about it, even though I knew quite a few of the people caught up in it. One was Mick DeMarti, a friend who was in partnership with my father for a while in the wholesale market. I used to push trolleys of fruit, and every time I went past his stand he’d say, ‘Compare, Mick, come here’. I’d go upstairs and he’d give me a couple of glasses of Scotch. I couldn’t refuse him; he was a beautiful man. But after having a couple of Scotches, driving the motorised scooters I was nearly running people over. Mick was shot at his front door one morning in the 1960s. He survived.

The closest I came to serious trouble at the markets was when I was about fifteen. I was pushing a trolley loaded with fruit—I might have had a Scotch, too—past a row of tray trucks when I accidentally clipped a truck’s back flap, which came off its hinges and fell on some bloke’s toe. Two men there started screaming and yelling at me—then came running at me as if they were going to hit me, so I hit one and knocked him out. The other man started carrying on so I took off. The next day they came into the market with shotguns, looking for me: they were going to shoot me. And a couple of the old Italians heard about it and they went and grabbed them, and said, ‘Hang on a second; you can’t touch him’. Here I was, a kid, about to get assassinated for hitting a bloke on the toe.

[image: image]

About this time, I decided I really needed to learn some self-defence. I found a boxing gym and began training, but after a fortnight it closed. So I went wandering in North Melbourne and came across Kevin Watterson’s gym. As I walked in, I noticed a Ford GT351 parked out the front, with machine gun holes in it. I thought, ‘Oh my God, what’s this?’ It turned out the owner was a bouncer who worked at the Croxton Park Hotel, which was pretty rough in those days. He was always arguing with people so I think someone took their grievance out on his car.

Anyway, I walked in and talked to Kevin—and that was the start of a long association. As a teenager I’d started to grow—I’d been short and fat until then, but I shot up to be 6 foot 4 inches (193 centimetres). Dad was short and stocky, so I’m pretty sure I got it from Mum’s side, as her brothers were all tall.

As a kid I always thought I was invincible, I really did. I thought no one could beat me in a fight and that I was better than everyone. I oozed confidence, and when I had a fight I always won. But when I started training and sparring, I got knocked around, whacked on the jaw, and began seeing stars. It quickly taught me a lot of respect, and turned me around. I went from being this cocky little villain to smartening up, respecting people and realising I was not as good as I thought I was.

I’m a firm believer that kids are a product of their environment, particularly of the people they run around with. Which is why I’ve always kept a close eye on who my kids associate with.

When I started fighting my demeanour changed, along with my whole attitude towards life. It didn’t turn me into an angel—I certainly didn’t back down from a fight if provoked—but I no longer went looking for trouble. It may also have saved my life. I’m convinced that if I hadn’t taken up boxing I’d now be dead or in jail.

Even though at fifteen or sixteen I could have hurt my dad, I used to turn the other cheek when he hit me. I couldn’t have struck him because of the respect and love I had for him. I copped it on the chin. I didn’t like it, but I never, ever raised my hand to my father.
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Around the corner from our house, in Park Street, was a low brick wall where a few of us used to sit some days and run amok. Now and then an older crowd came through from Port Melbourne. They were big and tough, and one, called Lindsay, was about 6 foot 6 inches (198 centimetres), a tall, wiry bloke who could fight like a threshing machine. They would walk up Park Street on the other side of the road from us and shout at me, ‘How you going, you fucking wog?’ I used to bow my head because they were four or five years older than me—and Lindsay could fight. I didn’t want to get torn to pieces.

I got to about sixteen years of age and I met this girl I really liked, the first girl I was serious about. Her name was Christine. She was beautiful and I fell in love with her. (After we broke up she somehow became involved with the drug traffickers Kevin Barlow and Brian Chambers, who were hanged in Malaysia in July 1986. I don’t know how she got tangled up with those reptiles, but they killed her. It was a tragedy.) One day I took Christine to a big Italian wedding and afterwards went to the Chevron Nightclub on St Kilda Road. I walked with her through the billiard room—and it was full of the blokes from Port Melbourne.

Lindsay looked up and called, ‘How are you going, you fucking wog? What are you doing with her?’ He looked at Christine. ‘Do you know he’s a fucking wog?’

I had to do something. ‘Yeah?’ I said. ‘Come outside. I’ll show you who’s a wog.’

So I walked out ahead of him and, as I did so, he punched me in the back of the head. I was not impressed.

We got outside and I punched the shit out of him. I was so angry, I grabbed his head and smashed it on the bumper bar of a car. There was blood everywhere. His mates didn’t stick their heads in because they knew he’d been giving it to me for years. The bouncers eventually came and stopped me.

I grabbed Christine and we left.

A few days later, we were sitting in Park Street and I saw Lindsay and his mates coming. I thought, ‘Oh no, they’re going to make salami out of me here’.

Anyway, he got near me and waved his hand in greeting. ‘Mick, how are you, mate? How you doing?’

‘Hello, mate, how are you?’ I said. And we finished up mates.
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THE FIGHT GAME

My first professional fight was on Monday 5 February 1973. I was seventeen and a half years old. I’d jumped straight to professional ranks simply because that was the gym I’d walked into: it trained professionals. If I had my time again, I would have fought first as an amateur—shorter fights, protective headgear and the chance to represent your country at events such as the Olympics. Instead, I was at Melbourne’s Festival Hall fighting for a $30 purse. The money wasn’t the incentive, though: it was the fitness and the glory, and the fact that I loved it.

I used to get up at 6 a.m. and run two or three times around Albert Park Lake. In the afternoon I’d go to the gym at about 4 p.m., spar a few rounds, do all the bag work and some more rounds, then the trainer would jump in and show me strategic moves. It was pretty strenuous stuff. My stomach was like a rock. In fact, I used to go to the South Melbourne Fire Station and stand against the fire truck, and they all used to glove up and hit me as hard as they could—and I’d laugh at them. I was really fit. I was supposed to be on a diet, but being a heavyweight it didn’t really matter.

I quickly established a big following. Some nights Festival Hall struggled to draw a crowd, but when I fought there were firemen, friends from school and the orphanage, and hundreds of Italians from the markets who came to watch and cheer. They loved it. I think there was even a fight in the crowd one day, where someone was stabbed.

I was spending an increasing amount of time around St Kilda’s discos and nightclubs, such as Mickey’s Disco and Oscar’s Nightclub. They used to have drag queens called Les Girls. I became friendly with a few of them and, to my embarrassment, they came to the fights. In among the old Italians and the boxing crowd would be these drag queens, in all their sartorial splendour, feathers everywhere, yelling and screaming and rooting for me. People would be looking round at them and I’d get that embarrassed. But it was great to have them there. It was quite a mixture of people and I always had strong support.
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