

[image: Image]



[image: images]





In loving memory of my wife, Ann





Prologue



The year 1988 was particularly significant in the annals of crime and its detection in Victoria. In October, two young police officers were executed in a cold-blooded outrage that changed forever the relationship between Victoria Police and the Melbourne underworld. Two of the four men charged with, and acquitted of, the murders of Constables Steven Tynan, 22, and Damian Eyre, 20, were Victor Peirce and Trevor Pettingill, sons of crime matriarch Kathy Pettingill.


Six months earlier, in April 1988, Kathy Pettingill had fled the killing fields of suburban Richmond for the remote, ocean-side hamlet of Venus Bay. The impetus for her flight was the horror of what went on in the charnel house where another son, serial killer Dennis Allen, tortured and murdered his victims, while presiding over a $70,000 a week drug empire.


In 1996, the first edition of The Matriarch, Kathy’s authorised biography, was published. At the launch, she told the gathered media she would have killed Dennis herself had he not died as a result of his massive amphetamines habit.


Since the book’s publication, Kathy’s story has rarely slipped from public view. Several filmmakers attempted, and failed, to convert her story to celluloid. Eventually one succeeded. Animal Kingdom went around the world, garnering awards and impressive box office receipts. So much so that a televised spin-off was launched in America, and is currently in its fourth season. But Kathy hated it. After seeing the original film in Melbourne soon after its release, she vented her disgust at Jacki Weaver, nominated for an Oscar for her performance as ‘Smurf’, whose character was based on Kathy.


‘Jacki Weaver and I have only one thing in common,’ she told the Melbourne Sunday Herald Sun. ‘Neither of us can act.’ The reason for her loathing of Weaver’s performance? ‘She kept kissing her sons on the mouth. I never did that.’


Meanwhile several magazine articles and TV true crime series featured Kathy and her family, including a Netflix version, which saw a British production crew spend weeks between her home in Venus Bay and the back streets of Richmond. A scholarly, two-part treatise on The Matriarch, written by author Guy Savage, appeared online shortly after the release of Animal Kingdom. ‘If Zola were alive,’ wrote Savage, ‘he would be fascinated by Kathy Pettingill’s story, and the issues of hereditary. He’d be on the first plane to Australia collecting material for his next series of novels.’


Twenty-two years after the first publication of The Matriarch, this new edition demonstrates Kathy Pettingill and her chilling story are not going to go away any time soon.


Adrian Tame





Introduction



Kathy Pettingill is at the wheel of her old brown Falcon, her head of grey, curly hair barely visible, as she heads down the main street of Venus Bay. She and her car are a familiar sight in this tiny holiday resort on the remote southeast coast of Victoria. She’s on her way to pick up the mail, and the paper, or maybe to check the refuse tip for treasures like the fridge or settee she salvaged there last year. If it’s a Wednesday she’ll be heading further afield— another thirty kilometres into Inverloch for her beloved bingo. It’s been eight years since she moved down here and, with a few exceptions, the locals have stopped referring to her as ‘that wicked woman’. Their conversations no longer come to an abrupt halt when she walks into the local store; one or two have even been inside her modest, spotlessly clean cottage hidden behind the dunes, and sampled her famous boiled fruit cake.


Kathy’s sixty now, and her memories of murder, heroin dealing, prostitution, torture and betrayal are just that . . . memories. Before age fades them for ever and they drift out to sea with the mists that sometimes swirl over the village, she needs to marshall them together one last time: line up the ghosts and exorcise them once and for all.


Because that’s what this is all about—the re-examination of a life that has juxtaposed unspeakable brutality with deep loyalties, that reveals occasional glimpses of a nature so callous that there should be no place for the irrepressible humour, warmth and sheer resilience of the other Kathy Pettingill. Let there be no mistake—here is evidence of all the depravity that earned her the nickname ‘Granny Evil’, but equally of an uncrushable spirit which instinctively leaps to the defence of the weak and oppressed.


The public perception of Kathy Pettingill, gleaned from decades of newspaper headlines, courtroom battles and vindictive gossip, sees her as the matriarch of a family steeped in vicious and often lucrative crime. Local legend has it that when she bought her cottage at Venus Bay she opened the boot of her car and thrust the asking price in a bundle of crumpled notes into the arms of the town’s real estate agent. The truth is she paid a $20 holding deposit.


So where do public perception and private reality diverge? What is it behind those eyes, one glass, the other fiercely alive, that has created the legend? In simplest terms there are two catalysts for the reputation Kathy and her web of relatives have earned as possibly the most infamous criminal family in Australian history. The first is her son Dennis Allen, and the second is the execution of two young police officers in a crime that has become known as the Walsh Street murders.





Dennis was Kathy’s first-born son and, depending on whose version is believed, he murdered between five and thirteen people. He also built a drug-dealing empire over a five-year period which earned him an estimated $70,000 a week; he was linked with names like New South Wales’s notorious rogue policeman Roger Rogerson; he tried to blow up a coroner’s court building where an inquest was being held into the death of one of his victims; he used a heavy calibre automatic rifle to try to shoot a police helicopter out of the sky when its night lights annoyed him; he flew the Jolly Roger outside his inner suburban home, and he once dismembered a Hell’s Angel with a chainsaw.


But these are not the only reasons a cult following has grown around Dennis’s memory since his bizarre death in 1987. The delicious shudders that mark the raising of his name in after-dinner discussion around the candle-lit dining tables of South Yarra and Toorak have more to do with the legends surrounding his black, sadistic humour. There is a story, possibly apocryphal, that halfway through chainsawing Anton Kenny’s legs from his body, Dennis wiped the bone and gristle from his brow and mimicked the words of a popular television commercial for the State’s favourite beer, Victoria Bitter . . . ‘Matter of fact I’ve got it now’. What the ad, and Dennis, referred to was a raging thirst earned by ‘pulling a plough’. Certainly it’s true that Dennis broke off from his work with the chainsaw to quench his thirst with a couple of beers before finishing the job.


In an age where Hannibal Lecter and his serial killing peers have replaced James Bond and similarly wholesome figures in our celluloid fantasies, a fascination—some would say an unhealthy obsession—has evolved around the subject of evil. Dennis has his place somewhere in this obsession, but evil, like all things, is a question of degree.


Most of us would agree that the ultimate evil of our time was the system of death camps created by Hitler’s Nazi Germany. It has been said that when the Allies finally extinguished the ovens and ended the slaughter at Auschwitz, they found the birds had stopped singing and the grass wouldn’t grow. The evil wouldn’t go away. Well, the birds sing and the grass grows profusely on the vacant lots in the back streets of Richmond where Dennis committed his murders and sold his heroin. So how much further down the scale of evil does he take his place?


Certainly somewhere well below those monsters of twentieth century mass murder like John Reginald Halliday Christie, or the Yorkshire Ripper, Peter Sutcliffe. Each of us probably has a different idea of men like Christie and Sutcliffe. Brett Whiteley, for instance, captured the evil of Christie in a series of unforgettable canvases. But I gained an insight into the psychology of the mass murderer when I was still quite young, from Ludovic Kennedy’s book on Christie, Ten Rillington Place.


I felt that the essence of Christie’s evil wasn’t that he had intercourse with at least three of his victims while they were dying, or even that he cut off their pubic hair and kept it, long after their deaths, in a tin box. Illogical as it now seems, I was most repulsed by the image of what lay behind the wallpaper in the charnel house that was 10 Rillington Place in West London. A new tenant had moved into the house on 24 March 1953, a month after Christie moved out, leaving behind the bodies of six of his eight victims. The unfortunate newcomer was checking the walls when he came across what seemed like a hollow spot. He peeled back the wallpaper to reveal a broken cupboard door. With the aid of a torch he peered through a hole in the wood and found himself staring at a naked human back. That was my first realisation of pure evil, that glimpse of flesh through a hole in the wall of a grimy West London slum. After the police had dragged the bodies out from behind the walls, under the floorboards and in the garden, the house was pulled down and the street renamed Rustyn Close. But for me that image of evil would never go away.


Does a place become evil? Whether it is a room, a house, a street, or even a geographic feature, what is it that transforms it forever into something stained by the horror and suffering inflicted there? Sometimes it is not the place itself that comes to represent the legacy of that horror. It can be something else altogether, like the shadowy security camera shot of two eleven-year-old boys leading two-year-old James Bulger by the hand from a Liverpool shopping centre to his brutal death on a railway line.


Or it can even be something someone said. When Peter Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper, was being questioned by police about Helen Rytka, one of his thirteen victims, he described how he had hit her from behind with his favourite weapon, his ball-peen hammer. Helen was an eighteen-year-old prostitute who sometimes used an old woodyard to conduct her business in some pathetic semblance of privacy. After repeatedly smashing her skull with the hammer, Sutcliffe dragged her, still alive, into a far corner of the yard, where he propped her against a wall and raped her as she was dying. It is hard to think of a more explicit expression of evil than the way in which Peter Sutcliffe described the experience to police: ‘She just lay there limp. She didn’t put much into it.’


The level of obsessive self-absorption demonstrated by these words provides a glimpse of something even more chilling than the view through the hole in the wall at 10 Rillington Place.


So where is Dennis’s place amid all this horror? It should be said at the outset that he was a criminal first, and a murderer second. He killed because of his lifestyle. Life around him was cheap—deaths from drug overdoses were commonplace. He always had a loaded gun on hand—if it had been a set of knuckle dusters or a cosh, perhaps his victims might have escaped with maimings or severe beatings. He was almost permanently in a state of drug-induced paranoid rage—he generally killed because of some perceived threat or insult. Where Christie and Sutcliffe killed alone and in the dark, Dennis did his slaying in front of an audience in broad daylight. Christie and Sutcliffe preyed on the weak, choosing either sick or defenceless woman as their targets; Dennis’s victims included a Hell’s Angel and convicted thugs known for their brutality.


None of this, in any way serves as a justification for his awful record of violence and death. It merely puts it into perspective, and perhaps helps to explain why his life and deeds contributed so much to the aura surrounding Kathy and those close to her.





It’s almost beyond belief that one family could spawn a multiple killer like Dennis and then, only eighteen months after his death, find itself the focus of Walsh Street, the most callous crime in Victorian history. These two factors combined to create a public perception of the family as something beyond evil.


In October 1988, two police officers in their early twenties were executed in cold blood in Walsh Street, a leafy by-way in one of Melbourne’s most affluent suburbs, South Yarra. It was an atrocity that would change the way the criminal justice system operates in Victoria. The involvement of two of Kathy’s sons, a daughter, a grandson and a daughter-in-law in events surrounding the murders earned the family a permanent place among the nation’s most feared lawbreakers. Not even Ned Kelly and his gang inspired the same hatred among the state’s police force as Kathy’s boys. And yet this infamy was achieved despite her two sons, Victor and Trevor, securing acquittals on charges of having shot down the two young police officers in cold blood.


It is perhaps the ultimate price Kathy and her family have been forced to pay for Dennis’s misdeeds that his brothers’ innocence is today seen as almost irrelevant. The result of their trial was somehow not the point. It was the sequence of events leading up to the verdict, the treachery and betrayals by blood relatives and the allegations of brutal, uncompromising warfare between the family and the police that captured and then repelled public interest.


During the two and a half years of Walsh Street, between crime and acquittal, Victorians peered in fascination and horror through a window into a world beyond their worst imaginings. These were people who had not merely placed themselves outside the laws and customs of normal society—they had simply failed to recognise the existence of any such bounds.


Just as Walsh Street intensified the enmity between the State’s police force and the underworld, it split Kathy’s family into two irreconcilable camps. On one side were Victor and Trevor, charged with the murders; on the other were their sister Vicki and her son Jason as the prosecution’s two key witnesses. Victor’s wife Wendy fell somewhere between the two. She began as the prosecution’s brightest hope of securing convictions: her evidence at the committal hearings condemned Victor out of his own mouth and, as a bonus, unveiled all the horrors of Dennis’s evil reign in Richmond. But after eighteen months, $2 million and countless hours of police time guarding her since she entered the witness protection scheme, Wendy did an about-face and refused to repeat her evidence at the trial. Today Wendy is exiled from the family, and Vicki and Jason are lost and gone forever.


At the end of the $30 million debacle that Walsh Street became, there was only one of three conclusions to be drawn. Firstly, the acquittals represented an appalling miscarriage of justice caused by a combination of Wendy’s duplicity and the subsequent inability of police to put together a convincing case, thus allowing four guilty men to go free. Secondly, as is Kathy’s unshakable conviction, the police decided within hours of the crime that her family and their associates were responsible, set out shaping the facts to fit the theory and, in the process of failing to do so, destroyed the lives of a number of innocent individuals. The third possibility is that, based on their early enquiries and their previous knowledge of the four accused, the police genuinely believed they had caught the murderers.


Whichever version prevails, the nature of the crime and its implications for both the police and the underworld in Victoria ended once and for all the subtle checks and balances that keep ongoing hostilities between the two sides from brimming over into outright warfare. And if that sounds extravagant, consider the following: when the jury returned after six days of deliberation, delivering their findings in favour of Victor, Trevor and their two co-defendants, a message went out across all police radio channels:


‘The verdict in the Walsh Street trial was all four not guilty, repeat not guilty. All units are warned, keep yourselves in control.’


However justified and even necessary this admonishment may have been, given the circumstances, it does not preclude the asking of one simple question. How, exactly, did the broadcaster of the message expect his listeners, custodians of law and order, to react?


And what of the call, by then State Premier Joan Kirner, for the community to remain calm in the wake of the verdicts? Warning against a ‘frenzied reaction’, Kirner said:


Vendettas are not appropriate. This is a time for calm reflection, and that’s what I would be expecting the Police Minister to be doing. It must be hard for the whole community to come to grips with the very long trial, long deliberation, and no result. Either you’ve got faith in the justice system or you haven’t.


More recently, in November 1995, seven years after the murders, the state’s chief commissioner of police, Neil Comrie, put Walsh Street into historical perspective. Speaking at a press conference called after the latest in a series of police shootings which were beginning to erode public confidence in a police force long regarded as the least corrupt and most stable in the country, he said about Victoria’s criminal underworld:


It’s an environment that has existed in this state, which perhaps hasn’t existed elsewhere. The fact of the matter is that from 1985 to 1988 there were a series of events in this state that involved such things as the Russell Street bombing, the Walsh Street execution of two young constables, the Queen Street and Hoddle Street massacres, and a number of other serious assaults and shootings of police officers. Had that trend continued there is no doubt that the criminals would have taken over this society, because they were in no fear of the police, and no fear of the law, and were prepared to murder and do whatever else was necessary to push their cause.


One month later, on Christmas Eve, 1995, there was talk of reopening the whole Walsh Street saga with an inquest into the deaths of Constables Tynan and Eyre. The families of the two men had reportedly held meetings with the coroner’s office seeking such a step. No inquest had been held previously because of inquiries the then coroner, Hal Hallenstein, had been making into police shootings.





If, then, Dennis and Walsh Street represent the public face of Kathy’s notoriety, what is the private nature of the woman herself, and what are the milestones along the road that led her to the sleepy sanctuary of Venus Bay?


I first met Kathy Pettingill in 1974. She was a mother of ten children battling, more often than not on the wrong side of the law, to keep intact what was left of her family. What crime she was involved in was small-time, her days of infamy and fortune still a decade away. I was a journalist on Melbourne’s Truth newspaper, then owned by Rupert Murdoch. Kathy’s tale of police harassment of two of her sons, Trevor and Victor, seventeen years before their acquittal of the Walsh Street murders, had an all too familiar ring to it. But it was a story, and I wrote it anyway.


Kathy rewarded me with much more significant leads—like the exclusive telephone interview she arranged for me with another of her sons, Peter, at that time officially Victoria’s most dangerous criminal and on the run from a fourteen-year gaol sentence for rape, shooting at police and the wounding of two men. There were other stories and other memories—an exclusive on the bombing of a Richmond massage parlour, a whirlwind car trip around Victoria’s country gaols with introductions to the prisoners’ wives living in local caravan parks, inside information on the pecking order in Pentridge Prison, conducted tours of Fairlea Women’s Prison, and so on.


When I moved away from journalism and crime reporting in the mid-1980s Kathy and I lost touch. She was in the middle of her decade of tragedy and terror; I was mired in the grey-flannel heartland of corporate Melbourne as a director of a public relations company. In 1993 I re-established contact with a phone call, the first time we had spoken for more than half a decade.


‘Kathy?’ I said as her unmistakable ‘Hello?’ came down the line.


‘Is that you, Adrian?’


I was amazed. ‘You’ve got a great memory, Kathy.’


‘Why wouldn’t I?’ Only Kathy could have injected that precise mixture of humour and cocksure defiance into the question. I knew immediately that notoriety hadn’t changed her.


As the planning for this book began certain friends asked me if I had considered the possible effect of prolonged exposure to the mind and memories of ‘Granny Evil’, the legendary criminal matriarch; others simply counselled against the project. Grasping the nettle of what they perceived to be a tangible evil was all well and good, until you tried to let go. That’s when you got stung. And so on, and so on.


I ignored the advice, well meant as it was, and the interviews began in July 1995 at Kathy’s seaside hideaway cottage, and continued well into the following year. Our sessions generally ran for four hours at a stretch, and as I went deeper into Kathy’s past, and began to learn more of the private woman behind the public facade, a series of contradictions emerged.


There were things she dredged up which shocked and appalled me—like her anger over Dennis’s burning of her new vacuum cleaner after he’d used it to remove the splattered brains of one of his victims from the carpet. How could she care about the destruction of an manimate object while remaining seemingly indifferent to the brutal murder of a human being?


Then there was the terrible business of the tracksuit trousers. Dennis and his minders were in the process of bludgeoning some innocent youth to near death when Kathy noticed his nearly new clothing. ‘Save the trousers for Jamie’ (another of her sons), she urged them. Such callousness was tempered only slightly by the additional information that she eventually helped the youth escape.


But then there was the other side of her that began to emerge simultaneously. How at the age of fifty-nine she engaged in a vicious fight with a woman half her age, in defence of a frail and elderly victim of prison brutality. Or her decision at the age of fifty-eight to leave the sanctuary of Venus Bay and return to Melbourne to look after three of her young grandchildren for nine months when their parents landed in gaol.


And there was the way she would waltz into the opulent reception area of her long-time Melbourne solicitor’s office, not waiting to be announced but hollering: ‘Charlie, I’m here, where are you?’ as she passed the gaping receptionist. ‘And why fucking not?’ she responded when I mentioned it. ‘Dennis’s fees paid for that foyer.’


Probably the most important thing I’ve learned about Kathy is that she doesn’t change for anybody. She is utterly unaffected by rank or fame, as incapable of airs and graces as she is of disloyalty.


Now it’s all over, and I’ve seen her tears and witnessed her rage, one factor emerges—I still like Kathy Pettingill as a person, and I still regard her as a good friend.


I also happen to believe that in a different world she could have been someone special. And not for all the wrong reasons, this time.





CHAPTER ONE


Seeds by the Wayside


THE THREE SISTERS WILL never meet again. The youngest, Barbara, is minutes away from death. Her polio-racked body and its withered left arm will go, shortly, into the ground. A lifetime of salt baths and traction is nearly over.


But Barbara doesn’t know this. At six years of age she has little concept of her mortality. Her life has been a dwindling form of death, anyway, and now the pain is blurring her awareness. She is cradled in the arms of a man carrying her out through the front door of an enormous house, on the first leg of her journey to hospital.


As Barbara’s vision wavers over the garden for the last time she takes in, without registering it, the forms of her two elder sisters, standing silently by the tall, iron gate. Wilma is eight, and Shirley-Temple-gorgeous. Kathleen is very different. Two years older than Wilma, she has an air of sullen resentment.


The object of the two girls’ attention is a car parked outside the gate on Beaconsfield Parade in wartime Melbourne. It has running boards wide enough for a game of cards. Elliot Ness should be at the wheel, but he isn’t. Instead a covey of murmuring relatives gaze out through the car windows at the man walking towards them through the gate.


He reaches the side of the car and, as the rear door opens for him to place Barbara inside, she suddenly stiffens in his arms. There is one clenching convulsion followed by a series of fluttering lesser seizures throwing her head back across his arm. The light in her eyes goes out.


‘It’s too late, she’s gone.’


‘Take her back in the house.’


The words mean nothing to Kathleen. She hears them, but as with Barbara’s last sight of her sisters, the message doesn’t get through. All she can think of is what she has just seen. Her head feels light and airy.


‘She just died,’ she says, taking Wilma by the arm. The grown-ups have climbed down from the car and gone inside, too preoccupied to notice the girls. Kathleen leads Wilma through the gate to the edge of the pavement. They stand together watching the trundling parade of carts, trucks and cars.


‘Stand on the road, Wilma,’ says Kathleen, guiding her sister towards the traffic. ‘Now you can be dead, too.’





Barbara’s death is not the first Kathleen has witnessed. There has been one before and many will follow. Four years earlier an elderly relative dies in the Brunswick house where Kathleen is living. His body lies in its coffin, mounted on a trestle in one of the rooms. Kathy wanders in and is instantly drawn to the open cask and the withered face of the elderly man inside. Why is he sleeping, and why is he in a box, not his bed?


The six-year-old reaches over the side of the coffin towards the still face. Small fingers force their way past the dry lips and lock onto the upper teeth. The dentures come loose inside the mouth, and the little girl twists them back out through the lips. She pauses briefly to examine them before placing them inside her mouth. They feel big. She removes them, pushing them carefully back from where they came.


Dead man’s teeth in a little girl’s mouth.





Kathy was born on 27 March 1935. Her parents were Albert Frederick Kemp, a twenty-year-old timber worker, and Gladys Grace Lee, aged nineteen, who had married on 17 May of the previous year. Kathy was their first-born. They lived in a tiny single-fronted, two-bedroom terraced house in Gold Street in the Melbourne suburb of East Brunswick.


Four weeks after Kathy’s birth, on April 25 1935 a one-tonne tiger shark began behaving strangely in Coogee Aquarium in Sydney. Shocked visitors to the Aquarium backed away from the pool as the monster went berserk, threshing the water into foam, and vomited up first a bird, followed by a rat, and then a human arm. A tattoo of two boxers on the arm led to identification of the victim as James Smith, a small-time criminal. Today, sixty years later, the murder remains unsolved.


So what sort of a world was Kathy born into? Frenzied sharks and severed arms apart, the Australia of the mid-1930s was, like much of the rest of the globe, preoccupied with what historians invariably describe as the storm clouds of war gathering over Europe.


Under the heading ‘Berlin Talks: Hitler Holds The Floor; What Germany Will And Will Not Do’, The Age of 27 March 1935 detailed a six-hour marathon summit taking place at the Chancellery in Berlin. Sir John Simon, Anthony Eden and Ambassador Sir Eric Phipps, representing Britain, emerged hoarse from their discussions with ‘Herr Hitler’, Baron von Neurath, and Foreign Minister von Ribbentrop. Closer to home 17,000 Victorians went on strike, refusing to work for ‘sustenance’ on unemployment relief schemes. The Sun News-Pictorial, cataloguing the various locations where strike action was most disruptive, declared with a complete absence of irony: ‘The half-castes of Framlingham aboriginal reserve, who are working for sustenance, stopped this morning, declaring the work black.’


Robert Donat was starring in The Count of Monte Cristo at the Armadale Kinema, and Eddie Cantor in Kid Millions at the Regent. Appearing in a real-life drama at the Melbourne District Court was a woman called Alma Claire Ritcher, charged with the murder of her son Allen Carl, aged nine. She had, the court heard, mutilated his head and neck with an axe.





Kathy’s earliest memory is of a loose brick in the wall of the house in Gold Street, where she was still living at the age of four. It appealed to her instinct for secrecy and soon she was depositing pennies and ha’pennies in her own private vault. Not all were obtained honestly, and there was other naughtiness—often demonstrating less guile. Her mother, Gladys, had acquired a sweet shop nearby in Gold Street.


I remember there was a piece of wood that you could stand on to open the display cabinet for when they gave the order and my mum could get the lollies out, right? So, I used to stand on it and get the clinkers and bite them in half and put ’em back. I didn’t eat the whole evidence, right? So I got a belting for that because they worked out it was me. Who else’d put them half back? I told them it was the fairies.


The environment in which Kathy spent her early years was less than stable, and threw up two significant contradictions. Firstly, loyalties between family members were fiercely held— yet marriages were scarred by frequent ‘domestics’. And secondly, certain branches of the family were proud of their rebellious, anti-establishment view, while others, like Kathy’s great-uncle Norman Shields, served for six years on the local





Brunswick Council and had a reserve named after him.


It was, however, the dysfunctional nature of marriage within the family that was to have the greatest influence on Kathy’s life. Even the earliest family legend deals with a breakdown in relationships. Kathy’s great-grandmother, Kathleen Shields, was first married to a ship’s captain, who had transported the last of the convicts to arrive in Australia. She so valued her independence that, when he returned to home port on one occasion, she moved all the furniture from the front of the house to the rear and erected a ‘TO LET’ sign on the front fence, hoping he would be misled into believing she had moved away.


Kathy’s earliest experience of the family malaise came in the same lolly shop where her taste for clinkers had got her into trouble.


My second memory of that shop is of my mum and dad fighting. Maybe it’s because my dad enlisted. They used to have packets of dummy chocolates on the wall—advertising—only cardboard or something in it, whatever. I’m sitting on the counter, my mum is putting her lot of lollies there beside me, my dad’s doing the same. They were asking me: ‘Who do you want to stay with?’ My mum would say: ‘Do you want to stay with me?’ and put more lollies beside me. I didn’t know they were false boxes, I thought they were real. I can remember where they were standing. I’m sitting on the counter, my mum was there, my dad was there, and the chocolates were coming from everywhere. I just remember that. I was bewildered. And that’s the only memory I’ve got of my dad. I must have been four.


When Albert was sent over to the Middle East after enlisting in the 2nd AIE on the outbreak of war, Kathy’s relationship with her father ended for ever. A card bearing the words ‘To my three darling daughters’ arrived from Egypt, with a wrist watch for Kathy. She broke it not long after in a fall, and was devastated. The next message was that Albie had died, on 13 February 1942, and had been buried in Gaza. The family was told he had fallen victim to a disease. In fact he had lost his mind and committed suicide. Many years later one of Kathy’s children applied under the Freedom of Information Act for details of Albie’s death. The finding was not what Kathy wanted to hear.


They said he went mad with sand fever or something, and shot himselfI I don’t want to know that story, I don’t believe that story. I wanted to believe the best. If he’d come back it probably would have turned out different. He’d probably have taken us to the other side of the family with him. I might have turned out different. But Wilma’s still all right. I mean there’s nothing ever wrong with Wilma.


With Albie away in the war, his wife Gladys began to enjoy her freedom, and eventually her preference for a good time over the needs of her three daughters came to the notice of the authorities. Kathy and Wilma were found walking the streets on a particularly cold night wearing little more than singlets and, along with Barbara, were made military wards.


Because my dad was away in the War, my mum was playing up. She was having a good time. I think it’s because she was so young, I’m not making excuses but she was so young to be tied down with three children.


It was now obvious that Kathy and her two sisters had to be removed from Gladys’s negative influence. Their grandmother, Bertha Mason, who also lived in Gold Street, had her hands full with her stormy relationship with her husband Rowdy. So it fell to the girls’ great-grandmother on their mother’s side, Kathleen Shields, to do something about the rapidly disintegrating mess that Gladys and Albie’s family had become. Despite being seventy years old, Kathleen let Gladys know she was taking the three girls in and effectively assuming the role of mother to them. Kathy doubts Gladys would have put up much opposition, although she does recall one half-hearted ‘kidnapping’ when Gladys took her three daughters off to Stawell, 250 kilometres northwest of Melbourne. It wasn’t long before they were back with their great-grandmother, however. Kathleen transformed the girls’ environment from a little backstreet hovel to a palatial home called Green Court in Sydney Road, Brunswick. Here food was never scarce and there was a world of long corridors and hidden rooms to explore. On one occasion shortly after the girls moved in, Barbara went missing and the local fire brigade was called in to search some of the less accessible parts of the mansion. Hours later she was found, curled up fast asleep in the folds of one of the luxurious red velvet curtains which hung in the main rooms.


Kathleen Shields was to remain a major influence on Kathy, long after her death at the age of ninety-five. Gladys’s removal from the scene was almost certainly a blessing. Kathy and her sisters saw her only at irregular intervals and as time wore on even became unsure of their exact relationship with her. This was when Kathy and Wilma began referring to her as ‘that lady’.


For Gladys, the death of Albie and the virtual loss of her three daughters was the catalyst for a series of bigamous relationships, generally with merchant seamen. Much later in life she admitted to Kathy she had married as many as six, largely for their pensions. A number died, and because of uncertainty over dates and the order in which the ‘marriages’ had taken place, Gladys was never prosecuted. Many years later there was to be a sordid little sequel to her cavalier attitude to the sanctity of marriage. Kathy’s two eldest sons were under investigation by the police, whose inquiries had begun to widen. Although Kathy’s underworld reputation was still undeveloped, her manner, even over the phone, was enough to intimidate corrupt policemen.


This copper was investigating the family, and he told my mother that if she had $500, he’d call at her house at Ascot Vale and they could do a deal. She told me she’d married about six, but they couldn’t work out who had died first or who she’d married first, and so they couldn’t prosecute. The copper found out they’d never prosecuted, and he was threatening to do something about it.


So here she is sitting in the house at Ascot Vale with the $500 in her hand. So I rang the copper. I said: ‘Don’t you dare blackmail my mother. She’s sitting there a nervous wreck with fucking $500 in her hand. It’s not on.’ So he didn’t come. I threatened him.


The Sydney Road house provided another vivid childhood memory involving death—only this time Kathy didn’t see the body. Her two-year-old cousin Robin had climbed inside a buggy hitched to a horse standing in the long driveway. The horse bolted and Robin was thrown out, either the wheels or the horse’s hooves running over his head.


I remember my uncle Willy leading the horse along the driveway afterwards. He was taking it to the zoo to be killed. I always see the horse with its head going up and down, because he was so angry, my uncle. He had hold of it so tight with the reins from in front, and he wasn’t a tail man. He took it to the zoo to be fed to the lions.


By now the ties between Kathy and Wilma and their mother Gladys were becoming increasingly tenuous. The situation wasn’t helped when one of Kathy’s two aunties, half-sisters of Gladys, had a birthday party. All the presents had been left on a sideboard while the family went out to celebrate. Gladys broke into the house and stole the presents. By this time, because of her general contrariness, various relatives had begun telling Kathy: ‘You’re going to grow up bad, like your mother.’ Although this verbal abuse of a young, impressionable mind was to go on for years, it had little effect on Kathy at the time.


I took no notice of it. It didn’t bother me, because I didn’t know what they were talking about. At that stage really I didn’t know for sure who my mother was. Before this I do remember my mum going to gaol for theft, and she came to the Sydney Road house wrapped in a blanket, because she didn’t have any clothes. She was in Pentridge Prison and I remember her telling me you only got a tin of jam a month and a packet of tobacco.


Nevertheless, photographic evidence suggests the dire prophecies of her relatives may have been having some effect on the young Kathy after all. A shot taken of her and Wilma around this time shows Kathy with a sour, resentful expression, while Wilma is doing her adorable Shirley Temple impression.


Apart from the widening gap between her and her mother, Kathy had another sorrow to nourish her resentment—Barbara’s deteriorating health.


She caught polio, and besides that she was born with a slightly withered arm. I can remember her laying in traction, in this big iron contraption that was on the floor. That’s the reason we moved to Beaconsfield Parade—so she could have a sea bath to get her joints going.


I can remember this contraption where she was strapped in. It was along the floor, and her head was down a bit lower, trying to straighten her out, like you do with straitjackets. I didn’t have much feelings about it because I didn’t know what was happening to her. Why was she in it? Nobody told you about infantile paralysis at the time. It was raging. I knew she was sick.


Kathy’s memories of Barbara’s death—’I saw her go stiff; it was like she had had a big convulsion’—are not as strong as her recollection of the immediate aftermath, and her attempt to get Wilma to walk into the traffic.


She wouldn’t do it. I said: ‘Now you can be dead, too.’ To me it was a game. I was curious. Wilma must have known something. She wouldn’t do it. It was nothing against Wilma—I just wanted to see another death to see what it was really like.


Within weeks of Barbara’s death Kathy and Wilma were travelling alone on the tram across the city from St Kilda to Carlton to visit the grave.


I used to pull the bell every stop and I got told off something shocking. I didn’t care. When we got to the cemetery I used to pinch Wilma to make her cry to get some money. There were people around that were tending to graves on the weekends, and I’d make her cry, and they’d say: ‘Why are you crying?’ and I’d say: ‘It’s our baby sister.’ If we got two bob we were rapt. We’d go straight over the road to a shop—we’d have the big ice cream and everything. We had a good rort going, her and me. We used to go once a fortnight for a couple of years. I did miss Barbara. But I didn’t really understand, I knew she wasn’t coming back, but that’s all I knew. We took flowers—we might have only picked geraniums or something, but we took them.


At this stage Kathy was attending St Kilda Park School. Along with thousands of other Australian school children, she found the influence of war creeping into the classroom. She was issued with her own tin helmet, and remembers the air raid shelters just outside the school building—’trenches with flimsy wooden floors’.


Much more exciting than attending school was the opportunity to see more of the world when running bets for her great-grandmother. Kathleen Shields liked the odd two bob each-way on a horse, and would wrap the money in a piece of paper, and send Kathy off to Gold Street on the tram, where she would give the bets to her ‘Nan’ (Gladys’s mother, Bertha Mason). As a special treat Nan would occasionally take Kathy to the ladies’ lounge, a little snug in the local pub, for a soft drink. The resident SP bookie used to pin bets on a wooden fence down a lane by the side of the pub. On one memorable occasion Kathy was asked to keep nit, or act as the bookie’s ‘cockatoo’. She received a double-header ice cream for her trouble, even though she had no idea what she was supposed to be guarding against.


This is how cluey I was even then. Sundays I’d go round to the horse trough at the front of the pub, ‘cos the blokes’d either wee in it or vomit in it, and they’d spill their money. I often used to get a couple of pennies or a two bob out of it. Even then I was enterprising. I used to sell geraniums to the Yank servicemen for chewing gum. I’d stand outside the house on Beaconsfield Parade until I’d got the letter box full of chewing gum, all different flavours they had, then I’d go in.


These outings to Gold Street often involved Kathy staying overnight at her Nan’s house—another opportunity for her to witness first-hand the battleground of marriage. Rowdy Mason, Bertha’s husband, was renowned among neighbours for the frequency and volume of his rages.


They’d leave the pub, and then there’d be a blue, and I could hear the neighbours saying, ‘The Masons are at it again.’ I always remember on Saturdays my nan used to polish the sideboard and put a bunch of fresh flowers there. Every Sunday morning when I got up it was tipped upside down. He did it in a drunken rage. I used to sleep with two of my aunties—one that got her head cut off later on. I’d be in the middle, and when it was cold they used to pile all the coats on top, that’s what they did in the old days. And the bloody dog, a little Australian terrier named Chooka—named after Chooka Howell, the Carlton champion—was down the foot of the bed.


It was Aunty Mickey Mason who was virtually decapitated in a road accident when Kathy was twelve. Mickey and her husband were returning along the Hume Highway from New South Wales where they had celebrated their honeymoon with another couple, when their car ran under a truck, killing Mickey, who was in the front, and the male friend in the back. For the third time in her young life Kathy was about to encounter a corpse.


The coffin was at home—by now we were living in a two-storey house in Parkville—and they had all gone to visit Mickey’s husband in the hospital. He had a split tongue. There she is lying in the bloody coffin again, isn’t she? I was left in the house alone with Wilma.


We knew Mickey’s head was cut off, we’d overheard them talking about it. She’s got a lace cap on the top of her head, and I said to Wilma: ‘I wonder if she really did . . . ?’ because there again is the mystery. How did they put it back? She was lying there, and the head looked normal. I said: ‘Wilma, if she’s got her head on what happened? How’d they put it back?’ I wanted to pull the lace thing off to see how the head was stuck back on. But Wilma wouldn’t stay, and I didn’t do it.


She looked so peaceful, but the mystery to me was how they put the bloody head back.


By now Kathy and Wilma had been separated from Gladys for six years. They had little sense of loss—they knew their great-grandmother, Kathleen Shields, as ‘Mum’, and only rarely saw their real mother. When they did there was always a veil of uncertainty around her identity.


Kathleen Shields, after whom Kathy was named, was one of the few adults to see she was starved for affection compared with the more outgoing Wilma. So Kathleen always tried to ensure Kathy got her share of kisses and cuddles. She was a stabilising influence for the girls, and her various homes always represented a sanctuary from the destructive rowing and near-poverty of other branches of the family. Gladys was simply becoming ‘this lady’.


I used to see this lady at the park over the road from Beacons-field Parade, and she always introduced some bloke to me as Uncle. I went to Coles and bought a threepenny rouge, and I gave this present to the lady. Somewhere I must have known something because I cared for her, or I wouldn’t have bought her the rouge.


Then I used to get beltings off my aunties, because instead of going to the cemetery to visit Barbara, we’d get picked up from somewhere by this lady instead. And the flowers I used to pick for my sister, I’d give to this lady. Nobody ever told me it was my mum. Just the aunties telling me I’d grow up bad like my mum. She was just very friendly, she kept cropping up all the time.


The contradictory effect of their early lives and their mother’s influence on Kathy and Wilma is most apparent when the pair are together. Wilma is an urbane, well-spoken and immaculately groomed woman in her late fifties, with none of Kathy’s rough edges. There is an obvious bond between them, however, and Wilma has her own theories as to why they have turned out so differently:


I believe our mother, Gladys, has a lot to do with it. She was a terrible influence, an entirely negative influence. We were brought up by her to perform. She saw us as ornaments. She didn’t want any responsibility for us, just to show us off. Basically my own mother frightened me. I would often refuse to go with her, while Kathy would.


Having said all that, I don’t think Kathy can blame everything that has happened to her on our mother. Kathy has made her own decisions in life, and these have shaped her destiny.


Wilma, however, is a staunch supporter of another side of Kathy. ‘She is, deep down, a very Christian woman in a strange sense. She has always helped people she perceives to be weak or in need. There is tremendous good in her.’





By the age of twelve Kathy had more pressing issues than the influence of her mother with which to contend—her first period was looming. Like most young girls in the 1940s, she was totally unprepared for it, reacting with a mixture of shame and fear. She sat on the toilet, convinced someone had made a bizarre attempt to kill her, and that her life’s blood was draining away.


Even when one of her aunties took pity on her and gave her some primitive form of sanitary pad, she received no instructions on its disposal. So the frightened Kathy began hiding the pads under her mattress, where they were finally discovered by her great-grandmother. But her awakening sexuality was not all blood and tears. When she was thirteen one of her favourite aunties, Lorna, would take her to the weekly dance at Moonee Ponds Town Hall. It was here she first realised the delicious power she could exercise over adolescent boys, and even men. In the end Lorna became disenchanted with continually being left seated while Kathy was invited onto the dance floor.


I felt a bit shy because all the others were older than me, and I couldn’t dance. Lorna would dress me up really great, and put make-up on me just before we went. So I must have looked young and fresh. I wasn’t supposed to wear anything like that. She even lent me a pair of shoes that made me a bit taller. First time I wore heels I had to stagger around.


One of Kathy’s first boyfriends was Bobby Sedgman, brother of Frank Sedgman, the famous tennis player. She and Bobby were both fourteen.


Bobby was a good-looking boy. We’d walk up to the fish shop through the lanes hand in hand. Buy sixpenn’th of chips. And then one day he put a box of chocolates in my letterbox, but it didn’t go any further than that. He was my special boyfriend at school.


Kathy spent most weekends with a group of local boys who used to ride bicycles to Mount Eliza and back, a round trip of around 100 kilometres. Her main ambition at this time, outside her burgeoning social life, was to be a chemist. Kathleen Shields had moved with the two girls to Darebin, a northern suburb, and Kathy was attending Princes Hill High School in Carlton.


It was where everybody went that was any good. I was a horrible kid at school, but I loved it. I was very popular. There was this poor French teacher. He was shell-shocked in the war, and I used to love to get him going, ‘cos the veins’d all stick out in his neck, and he’d go purple. He’d say: ‘Kathy Kemp, stand outside in the passage,’ and I’d say: ‘You can’t make me do that.’ And I loved it.


Kathy had a serious accident during this period, smashing a number of front teeth when she landed on her head after jumping over a wall to retrieve a ball. Partly because of her great-grandmother’s dislike of doctors, she never received proper treatment for her injuries and her mouth became septic and hideously swollen. The pain became so intense she spent her daily one-shilling lunch money on painkillers, and would sit in class sucking on aspirin.


By the time she was fifteen, a year after she left school and was working in a local clothing factory, Kathy was beginning to enjoy the early stirrings of a healthy sexual appetite. No guilt, and no strings attached. And then, quite suddenly, this freedom was snatched away, almost as unexpectedly as it had begun. Kathy met the first of the three men who, between them, were to father her ten children and shape much of the next sixteen years of her life.


The first of the three, and the only one still alive today, was Dennis James Ryan, who made his entrance astride a gleaming Triumph motorcycle. Dennis was four years older than Kathy, but more than that, he worked on a farm at outer suburban Reservoir, and the farm had haystacks . . . The 650 cc motorcycle, with Dennis in the saddle, entered Kathy’s life one sunny day in Royal Parade, a broad, tree-lined boulevard close to the centre of Melbourne.


He was riding past where I was sitting on a wall, and I whistled him, and he came back, and that was it. I think it was the bike that got to me first. He took me for a ride and I loved it. I put my arms around him and that felt good, too. I didn’t have anyone else that I used to be able to cuddle. And I used to nick off to the farm, and sleep in the haystack and whatever . . . I had no sex education whatsoever, but I was a bit cheeky. Dennis was nineteen, but he didn’t know what he was doing, either. He must have been a virgin, too. First time was in the haystack. I didn’t know what had happened. It wasn’t that special. It was just a bit of a bloody nuisance because I was bleeding. Later on it got better—that’s why I was always nicking off to the farm. Later on when we got married, when we were in bed he used to put the blankets over his head and light a candle and have a look, so he didn’t know much.


Within three or four months of their first meeting Kathy became pregnant. She confided in an older girlfriend, Dolores, that she hadn’t had her period, and her worst fears were confirmed.


I was terrified. I didn’t know what to do. In those days abortion was out. I didn’t know how to tell my family and so me and another friend, Marion, ran away to Sydney. We caught the train. We only had about four shillings between us when we got off. We went to a pub and got a job, on the corner of Castlereagh and Park. I was a waitress and she was a housemaid. The owner wanted me to iron his shirts, and I scorched them all. I put the best one on top, and that’s when we left. I rang my great-grandmother, and I said: ‘Mum, I’m coming home, but you’re not to go crook at me because I’m pregnant.’ She sent me the money to come home.


Typically, Kathleen Shields hid her anger and disappointment, leaving another member of the family, Kathy’s Uncle Jacky, to confront Dennis. Jacky took Kathy, and a shotgun, to the Reservoir farm. Officials at the Melbourne Royal Women’s Hospital, where the pregnancy had been confirmed, had told the family the matter would be reported to the police, because of Kathy’s age. Dennis knew he was to be charged with carnal knowledge, but despite this—and the shotgun—refused point blank to marry her.


With my great-grandmother there was no hint of adopting out the baby. She had eight children, and this one was going to be ours. There was no way in our family that you gave up kids. They were family, and there was a big family of us. That was the love she had for me, see. Actually Dennis didn’t want to marry me. I went to church with him at St Mary’s Star of the Sea in West Melbourne. We went for counselling first—’and marriage is for the conception of children’ and all that shit . . .then the first time we were going to get married he never turned up. I was waiting at the altar. My aunty had dressed me up in a nice light tan coat with a hat and flowers. The wedding was due to take place about seven. There was just me and a couple of aunties. It wasn’t a full church or anything. When he didn’t turn up I didn’t know what to think.


I didn’t think he was a bastard or anything. I was more disappointed. I think he went up to his parents’ at Sea Lake on the coast to stay and see if the baby was born alive, because then he wouldn’t have had to muck up his life if the baby was born dead. Just nicked off on his bike. Maybe he couldn’t cope. We were both young and had nowhere to live. Well, after that I had baby Dennis on the seventh of November, and to stop the court case on the carnal knowledge charge he married me on the fourteenth of December.


Kathy’s revenge was precisely what would have been expected from the child she still was. The second time around she lingered in the bath, delaying the ceremony and keeping everyone waiting in the church. ‘I’m thinking about it,’ she told Dennis when he asked her for the tenth time if she was going to get out of the bath. But then, arriving late at the altar has always been a bride’s prerogative, and at least Kathy, unlike Dennis the first time, eventually did put in an appearance.


And so did Dennis junior. Kathy’s delivery, at sixteen years of age, took place in the Royal Women’s Hospital shortly before midnight on Tuesday, 7 November 1951—Melbourne Cup Day. Dennis shared his birthday with Captain James Cook, Leon Trotsky, Billy Graham and Joni Mitchell. He was to make his mark on the world in a somewhat different way from all of them.





I. During the writing of this book Kathy learnt from Wilma, who visited and photographed their father’s grave in Gaza, that he had committed suicide, not through illness, but because of hate letters he received, almost certainly from Gladys. Wilma had known this for some time, but kept it from Kathy, who was deeply upset by the news.





CHAPTER TWO


Roots of Evil


KATHY AND HER BABY son are going visiting. The proud sixteen-year-old mother wants to show off Dennis to her Nan, Bertha Mason. Having travelled halfway across town to Bertha’s home in West Brunswick, Kathy is tired and wants to sit by the fire. Only there’s somebody already there. It’s ‘that lady’, the woman who is always turning up unexpectedly, always making a fuss of Kathy and Wilma, introducing them to a series of men she refers to as ‘uncles’. But this time there’s something different.
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