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INTRODUCTION


THE MANY LIVES OF STARLIGHT


In the Roman Catholic section of Perth’s Karrakatta Cemetery, on the lawn within sight of a pretty rose garden, a sign on the Heritage Trail marks the grave of ‘Patrick Pelly – reformed criminal’. No headstone commemorates the bones that lie beneath, for the burial site is on former Government free ground; the sign marks a pauper’s grave.


There are, in fact, several sets of bones stacked up in this site, but regardless of the sign’s declaration, none of them belong to any man who could legitimately claim the name of Pelly. The one who was buried under that name ended his life as a nobody: a civil servant, a government accountant – a harmless eccentric. His life might have gone unnoticed, his identity unquestioned, were it not for the sudden and shocking nature of his death. Poison! The inquest that followed caused a ripple of interest in Perth – a ripple that spread across the globe and back again until it reached the attention of a petty crook in Melbourne’s Pentridge Gaol. A crook with the same name as the deceased.


The inmate of Pentridge raised the alarm. Was this deceased public servant known as Pelly an impostor? Was he truly an Irish nobleman fallen on hard times or was he a forger, a bushranger – and a killer?


The authorities were sceptical. But as the investigation gained momentum, layers of deception were peeled back only to reveal lies and more lies beneath. When, a year after his death, the news of ‘Pelly’s’ duplicity broke, citizens all around the country offered up stories of the well-travelled man they knew: the conman, the artist, the thief; the stockman, the lunatic, the murderer. Some said he once went by the name of ‘Captain Starlight’. Some said he was the inspiration for the hero of the classic novel Robbery Under Arms.


The audacity of the man’s crimes was breathtaking; the complexity of his past confounding.


The story of the deceased public servant who claimed the name of ‘Patrick Pelly’ ended in the last days of the nineteenth century. But upon his death another story emerged: the true story; a story of secrets and lies. History has continued to reveal, bit by bit, the many lives of this extraordinary and complex man.


But his true origins have remained well hidden. They have been masked behind his many aliases; obscured by a deliberate veil of deceit. And yet, scattered clues remain; clues which, through careful examination, provide glimpses into the past of the enigma once known as ‘Captain Starlight’.




1


THE CIVIL SERVANT


22 December, 1899: Friday morning,
288 Beaufort St, Perth.


The Major has a fine moustache. Thick, black and luxurious, without a trace of grey. The Major is vain about his moustache; he believes that the artificial enhancement of its lustre gives him licence to pass himself off as forty-five, or thereabouts. In fact he is closer to sixty.


Tilting his cheek to the light, Major Pelly notices a stain where the dye has spread onto his skin. He reaches for a small bottle capped with chamois leather. It is unlabelled but he is familiar with its contents. It is a substance not readily available to most, but accessible enough to an employee of the Geological Survey which, of course, the Major is. He douses a corner of his handkerchief with the liquid. The smell of bitter almonds wafts into his nostrils as he dabs carefully at the stains on his cheek.


Satisfied with the result, he re-caps the bottle.


When the Major is ready to begin his working day, he descends the staircase and bids his landlady farewell. Ambrosine Bowley is more than a landlady; she is a friend. Landlady and lodger hold each other in high regard. So high on the Major’s part that he calls her ‘Aunty’ – and so high on hers that she accepts the epithet without offence, despite the fact that she is young enough to be, if not his daughter, then at the very least a much younger sister.


The Major’s gallantry has been welcome in Mrs Bowley’s home, particularly during the long months of her husband’s absence. Ambrosine does not forget that her young Harry has the Major to thank for his position at the Geological Survey; and if a gentleman of Major Pelly’s calibre exhibits an eccentricity or two… Ambrosine does not judge.


Major Pelly walks along Beaufort Street to his office with a distinctive gait. An Ottoman bullet, stopped decades ago by his right hip in the defence of the Russian Emperor, as he has explained, has left him with this weakness that causes him to swing and bob as he walks; he bears the pain well, nevertheless – without complaint – and cuts a sprightly figure as he limps along Beaufort Street.


The Major is a model lodger, despite the matter of his debts. He is civil and charming, neat and correct. Moreover, he is descended from nobility. He speaks little of his family history; perhaps the memory of the cruel kin who have forsaken him is too painful to bring to mind. He offers mere hints: references bitter and oblique. And although he has fallen upon hard times, the Major’s blood is resolutely blue.


In his melancholy eyes, in his veiled remarks, there is a whiff of intrigue, a hint of romance. There has been suffering: a falling-out with a noble father, a battle in Russia, a descent into privation, the tragedy of widowhood. Mrs Bowley is pleased to have opened her home to the Major. In spite of his eccentricities, he has endowed her establishment with a touch of sophistication. His intermittent displays of drunken aggression, his occasional carelessness with the truth, his recurrent dearth of cash: these are trifles unworthy of mention.


22 December, 1899: Friday morning,
The Geological Survey of Western Australia


Major Pelly limps into his office and positions himself, as always, with his back to the door. He tilts the little mirror on the corner of his desk to reflect a clear view of the entrance. He is ever alert, on guard against unwelcome guests. Each time the door jingles to admit a member of the public he pauses, his eyes darting to the mirror. Each time, after scrutinising the stranger, he visibly relaxes, and offers gracious greetings.1


He has no desire for reminders of his past.


The Major sets to work. He is a diligent worker and a competent one. He has come a long way to reach this position – Government Clerk and Accountant – and he has given his department no cause for complaint. He is quick-witted and has a sharp eye for detail; he is punctual, well-groomed and courteous. But the odd behaviour that he sometimes displays excites curiosity – and irritation – in his colleagues: here a raised eyebrow, there a shrug.


He applies himself to his figures. His co-workers filter in: Blatchford the assistant geologist, Robert Irwin the draughtsman, John Brooking the young laboratory assistant, and Harry Bowley, of course: his landlady’s son. There is also Maitland the geologist, Simpson the mineralogist and Williams the young cadet. Maitland does not like the Major. His colleagues too – young Harry excepted – regard him with little warmth. Their attitudes range from amusement to contempt. They are intelligent men and honest workers. They distrust the Clerk.


Now and then tourists come to view the treasures of the Geological Museum and Major Pelly likes to impress them with his knowledge. He exaggerates the value of the exhibits, talks up the sophistication of the security system. Should a burglar attempt to force open the glass cases, he tells them, the electrical security system would immediately set off the ringing of a bell at the Barrack-street police station, and a constable would appear within minutes. Some of his assertions make his co-workers blush.


Pelly is a voracious reader; he carries a book or two wherever he goes. His name and his family crest are stamped on the fly leaf of all his books, and beneath them, his signature: P.F. PELLY, Major. One of his colleagues has even discovered an elaboration upon this signature: P. F. Pelly, Major, VC.


Victoria Cross? Really?


By his own admission, Pelly is a war hero. He has narrated his heroic deeds during the 1877 siege of Plevna and exhibited his bullet scars as proof. The wounds are impressive, adorning his shoulder and wrist, his leg and hip. He must have led his regiment from behind, Maitland once scoffed, ‘because all the bullet wounds showed that these missiles had hit him in the rear’2. That made him angry.


His colleagues cannot quite get to the bottom of him; his character is opaque. He claims to have been a soldier, and yet his conduct is not soldierly. He is quiet, and his civility at times reaches extremes. There was a time when they suspected he was a Russian spy. They made discreet enquiries to the Russian Consul but their suspicions were proved groundless. They accepted him then as a harmless eccentric: an absurdity; a little man with big pretentions.


22 December, 1899: Friday Afternoon/Evening, Perth.


The day wears on. For all his sprightliness, the Major is not a young man; for all that he strives to subdue and conceal it, age has begun its inexorable assault. He suffers from occasional fainting spells, and his heart is not as robust as he would wish it to be. His hip aches and his wrist is stiff.


He works until dusk and beyond. Just before 8pm he steps out of the office onto St George’s Terrace and walks east. Although it is high summer, the evening is pleasantly and unseasonably mild, with a breeze blowing in from the south-west.


It is only half a mile to Bickford’s furniture emporium in Hay Street. Despite the lateness of the hour, Bickford’s is open; the Major passes under the broad awning and lets himself in. Bickford’s store claims to be a household name in Western Australia, ministering proudly to the ‘ever-increasing desire for comfort in our homes’3. The Hay street warehouse, announces the Western Mail ‘leaves one with a certain sense of bewilderment’, stocking exotic goods such as rugs from Khiva, ‘diaphanous silks’ from India, Japanese mats, fabrics from France, English carpets, engravings from Germany, labour-saving appliances from America, furniture from Austria and Switzerland, and that marvellous household innovation: the spring mattress.


Despite the Western Mail’s warning, Major Pelly is able to contain his bewilderment as he navigates his way through American oak revolving chairs and stools, roll-top desks and bookcases, and finds his friend Michael Callaghan working at his books. Like Pelly, Callaghan is an accountant. He greets Pelly warmly and offers him a drink; Pelly, who is fond of a tipple, accepts the offer gladly. He remembers the purpose of his visit and hands his friend a Christmas card.


The visit is amicable but brief and Pelly, conscious that he has work to complete before the weekend, says his farewells and ambles back to the office.


He works for another hour. Eager young Harry Bowley is still at the office when Pelly takes his leave. Outside, Ambrosine is waiting for him. On the Major’s suggestion, they return together to Bickford’s. It is only a short walk but by the time they arrive, the Major is already somewhat pickled. Perhaps he has been sipping from a hip flask; perhaps he has a bottle at his desk; either way, by the time he greets Michael Callaghan again he is brimming with Christmas cheer.


Proudly he introduces Mrs Bowley to his friend. He calls Ambrosine his ‘sister’, although in the next breath he contradicts himself. ‘She is no relation of mine,’ he declares, ‘but Mrs Bowley is worth fifty of my own people.’4 His own kin are nothing to him, he insists – nothing. He will have nothing to do with them.


They linger only a few minutes before bidding Callaghan a good night. On shaky legs the Major weaves his way back out of the Emporium onto Hay Street.


Major Pelly and Ambrosine walk west along Hay Street and turn right into Barrack Street, passing the tall gothic tower of the town hall. The night is dark and cool. Now and then they pass small parties of revellers; Christmas is around the corner. They stride along Barrack Street as it turns into Beaufort, and as they reach the corner of Newcastle Street, the warm noises of human merriment spilling out from the Beaufort Arms Hotel cause the Major’s steps to falter.


At that moment, Michael Callaghan passes by. Mrs Bowley hails him and begs Callaghan to help her get Major Pelly home to bed. She knows that another drink will transform him from a gentleman into a brute.


Callaghan is happy to oblige and guides the Major gently along the few remaining blocks of Beaufort Street to his lodgings.


At the gate, Callaghan urges the Major accept his help up to bed, but Pelly refuses and shows signs of agitation. He submits to Callaghan’s efforts to usher him inside and the two friends talk a while until the Major has calmed. Then Pelly lends his friend a couple of books in a gesture of polite dismissal, and Callaghan is back on Beaufort Street with the sense that his duty is done.


Pelly follows him out.


Perhaps it is this noisy farewell that attracts the attention of his neighbour. At number 286 lives Mrs Sarah Handrick whose daughter, Belle, is one of the famous ‘Payne family’ of bellringers, being married to the baritone and wind musician William J. Payne. Belle plays the violin, the mandolin and the piano. The troupe of popular entertainers have toured widely and delighted audiences all around Australia and overseas, including exotic places like South Africa. For the moment, however, they reside in Beaufort Street with Belle’s mother, next door to Mrs Bowley and her tenants. 5


Something about Pelly antagonises William Payne. Perhaps he is making too much noise – it is by now about eleven o’clock – and disturbs his neighbour. Payne emerges; the men exchange angry words and a minor tussle erupts.


At this point a bicycle clatters upon the scene and Harry Bowley leaps from its seat. He is a good boy: man of the household now, with his father off prospecting. He manages to calm the Major and drag him away from the irate celebrity.


Harry bundles Pelly in through the door and ushers him up the stairs. He opens the Major’s bedroom door, and Pelly’s cat springs up to greet them. ‘It’s after eleven,’ Harry tells the Major, ‘time for bed.’


Major Pelly objects; he is not ready for sleep. He will go to Bunbury to do some sketching, he announces. And then he hesitates; he is feeling unwell. His heart troubles him and he needs the medicine that Dr Nyulasy prescribed. He has been taking a tonic for his heart for a year or so, though he has not mentioned it lately to Ambrosine for he is loath to worry her.


Forgetting this, he cries out to Ambrosine, who hovers downstairs: ‘Aunty, where’s the medicine Dr. Nyulasy gave me?’


Harry says: ‘I’ll get it,’ and bounds back down the stairs.


A moment later, when Harry reaches his mother, he hears the Major again.


‘It’s all right,’ he cries. ‘I’ve got it.’


Harry climbs back up the stairs, ready to turn in for the night. On the way to the bathroom, he comes across the Major.


Something is wrong: Major Pelly stands rigid in the corridor outside his bedroom door, staring dazedly at nothing. His eyes are wide and unfocused. His breath is shallow, his expression one of shock. In his trembling hand he holds a mug. Harry can smell something odd; something bitter. Almonds.


Cyanide.


Harry cries: ‘Major, don’t drink that, it smells like poison!’ The Major makes no reply; Harry takes a swipe and knocks the cup from Pelly’s hand to the floor. The cup rolls across the floorboards. There is no splash of liquid; the cup was empty. Too late.


Shocked, the boy flies down the stairs. The other lodger, Howard Stubbs, has come out to investigate the cause of the commotion. Harry exclaims that the Major has taken poison. The boy runs for the front door, mounts his bicycle and pedals furiously down to Newcastle Street to wake the doctor.


Howard Stubbs leaps upstairs, followed by the landlady. In the corridor they find Major Pelly lying insensible on the floor. Stubbs orders Mrs Bowley to fetch an emetic and she scurries out to get some salted water. When she returns she cradles the Major’s head and tries to pour the emetic down his unreceptive throat.


It is too late. The Major is dead: by his own hand, poisoned.


23 December, 1899: Saturday Morning, early.


Dr Nyulasy comes quickly; when he arrives it is scarcely past midnight. No matter what the time; the Major is beyond the doctor’s help.


With his tall upright posture and his fine straight nose, the doctor has an air of authority. He feels for the Major’s pulse and bends an ear to the blue lips. There is no need for hurry.


Harry has slipped into the Major’s room. He notices a bottle on the dresser: small, unlabelled and capped with chamois leather. He picks up the bottle and re-emerges to the corridor, where the doctor is kneeling over the body on the floor. He hands the bottle to the doctor, who lifts the cap. The smell is unmistakeable.


Gravely, Dr Nyulasy turns to Harry and asks him to fetch the police.


23 December, 1899: Saturday Morning, later.


In such a case of suspected poisoning, an autopsy is necessary. When Sergeant Lappin arrives, the men remove the body and proceed without delay.


Unlike Dr Nyulasy, Sergeant William Lappin is a married man. If life has been kind to him in recent years, it has not been easy; he has worked hard to secure his comforts. It is some thirteen years since he left his native Dublin with his young bride, and he has laboured to rise through the ranks to provide for his ever-growing brood. At last count, there were six mouths to feed besides his own and Olivia’s. At thirtyseven, Sergeant Lappin is a tall, fair-skinned man with brown eyes and hair. His service record is commendable; the favourable comments are numerous and his few offences have been minor and long past.6


Sergeant Lappin is known for his conscientious attention to duty. This is not to say that some of these duties are not distasteful. A sudden death in the early hours of the morning – and only two days before Christmas – is a hard thing. Nevertheless, the Sergeant accompanies Dr Nyulasy to the morgue and attends to his duty.


The doctor first makes an external inspection of the body. He notes the frothy matter about the lips and mouth. Then he takes up a knife and makes an incision down the length of Major Pelly’s chest and abdomen. He finds the organs congested with venous blood: consistent with cyanide poisoning, but also with many other conditions. He takes a scalpel to the heart, opening it and inspecting its interior. The left heart is empty and the right contains dark fluid blood: again, consistent with poisoning. He notes that the semilunar valves, which separate the aorta from the left ventricle and the pulmonary artery from the right ventricle, are encrusted with a calcareous deposit. Not unusual for a man of the Major’s age.


Dr Nyulasy then removes the stomach, opening it with his knife and unleashing the stench of its contents into the atmosphere. Again, he notes the strong smell of Prussic Acid. He decants the stomach’s mostly liquid contents into two jars and seals them with stoppers. Finally, he turns his attention to the Major’s brain. He must saw the skull open to inspect its contents. Opening the skull, he sees that the brain is engorged and its membranes adhered to the bone: again, a pathology from which a number of conclusions could be drawn.


It is quite clear to Dr Nyulasy, however, that Major Pelly’s death was caused by poisoning, and given the smell, he surmises that the poison in question was one of the cyanides. The doctor knows his patient well, having attended to him for over a year. He knows, for instance, that the Major was apt to become ‘excitable’ after several whiskies, and that a man in such a state might well mistake a small bottle of poison for his tonic. He has sniffed the bottle that Harry Bowley had retrieved for him – the bottle from which the Major was believed to have drunk – and the smell confirmed his opinion.


Nevertheless, Dr Arthur John Nyulasy is a thorough professional: an experienced and ambitious man. Born in New Zealand but of Hungarian heritage, his fondness for detail and correct procedure had led him early in life to study engineering in Melbourne. He soon turned his attention to medicine instead, studying in Edinburgh, London, Paris and Berlin. He has served as a surgeon and captain in the Boer War, a position which suited well his military inclination. After a stint back in Melbourne assisting his brother in medical practice, Nyulasy settled in Perth.


The doctor is better known for his passion for medical practice and research than for his personal warmth.7 His recent investigations into the cause of a typhoid epidemic located the contaminated water source and probably saved hundreds of lives; for this, then, he might be forgiven his sometimes uncompromising nature. Indeed, a dose of obduracy in medical matters is a virtue, and one that the doctor displays in his post-mortem examination.


Dr Nyulasy hands the two bottles of stomach contents to Sergeant Lappin and instructs him to deliver them, with the stomach itself and the bottle of poison, to the Government Analyst for further scrutiny. The sergeant obliges.8


Tuesday, 26-28 December, 1899: Perth.


Ambrosine must submit to the police questioning, distressing as the business is. She explains her relationship with the deceased: he has been her lodger for three years, and in that time they have become friends. She confirms that the Major was ‘always taking medicines’ on account of his fainting fits, although what the medicines were, she cannot say.


Harry, too, must make his statement. Poor Harry, who witnessed the tragedy, is only seventeen years old. His parents’ relationship is an unorthodox one: Harry was fourteen years old before they married. Now, only three years later, they live mostly apart. Officially his father, Henry, resides at Beaufort Street, but in fact he is rarely there. Official records describe him as a ‘prospector’ or a ‘miner’ and place him far from Perth, and the newspapers describe Mrs Bowley as a widow although her husband is very much alive.


There is some suggestion that young Harry owes his cadetship at the Geological Survey to Major Pelly’s intervention. Whether or not this is true, Harry takes his position seriously. He will steadily carve out a career in the department, becoming in time the Director of the Western Australian Government Chemical Laboratories. For now, however, he is a young man who has recently discovered his mother’s lodger and friend dead from poison in his home. Harry has conducted himself with admirable composure and sense: in breaking up the fight between the Major and his neighbour, in persuading him to settle, in detecting the cause of Pelly’s distress and in fetching the doctor without delay.


Harry’s statement to the police shows more of this level-headedness that seems characteristic of the boy. He describes the events of the fatal night, commenting that he is familiar with ‘that kind of poison’; they use it in the office. The Major, Harry supposes, probably procured the poison from the Geological Survey where he was employed.


Further witness statements are required, and Michael Callaghan and the other lodger, the ‘produce merchant’ Howard Stubbs, are questioned two days later. Callaghan faithfully recounts his version of events. The cagey Mr Stubbs, however, resists Sergeant Lappin’s questioning. ‘Oh, it will all come out in the inquest,’ he says. When pressed, he explains that the Major is ‘always very excited when he has liquor’. The Major has told him that he attributed his ‘excitement’ to the fact that his skull had been fractured some years ago.


The statements are duly recorded, and the witnesses warned that their presence will be required at the inquest.9


Saturday 30 December, 1899, 12:00 noon in the Coroner’s Court, Barrack Street: The Inquest


The death of an ageing civil servant – even if it is by poison – is not big news, particularly at Christmas time, when people have other matters on their minds. Major Pelly’s friends are few, and his unfortunate accident creates little more than a ripple in Perth society.


The inquest begins at noon in the Coroner’s Court in Barrack Street. It is conducted in the presence of a jury and presided over by the Acting Coroner, Dr Ernest Black.


When the Coroner enters the courtroom, the sombre little group arises. Besides Ambrosine, Harry, Michael Callaghan and Howard Stubbs, it includes the Government Analyst, Dr Nyulasy and Constable Joseph Creeper. Henry Holmes, the manager of the West Australian Bank, has also been summonsed.


There has been some dithering about the date of commencement of the inquest, occasioned by the matter of Pelly’s stomach contents. Initially set for 23 December, the inquest was postponed by Dr Nyulasy’s insistence on thoroughness until 4 January to allow time for the Government Analyst to examine the specimens. That business having been concluded sooner than expected, however, the evidence is ready to be heard by 30 December.


Dr Black swears the jury in. The Acting Coroner is barely forty, but an experienced doctor who is well-versed in the law. He has a vigorous interest in public health and the administration of hospitals and the public service.10


The foreman, Mr Charles Darley, looks to be a respectable sort of man: a solid type employed by the stock exchange; a family man. Then there is a Scotsman, the newsagent Patrick Fitzgibbon Ryan. He is a little older than the others – mid-fifties – and he speaks with a broad accent.


The final juror has a less wholesome reputation. He is a tobacconist; his name is James Washington, and his character is questionable. Already this year he has been charged for defying the early closing laws, although the case was dismissed before coming before the court. A minor offence, but one of a number of squabbles in which he has been implicated. Washington is yet to show the full extent of his unpleasantness – that will come later, when he deserts his wife, fails to support her, and conducts ‘business’ with prostitutes.11 For now he is simply doing his public duty, which is to hear the evidence of the witnesses and make a decision as to the cause of Major Pelly’s death.


The case proceeds without incident. Mr Stubbs is called first and his statement is presented to the courtroom. When asked if he knows of any reason the deceased might have taken poison intentionally, Howard Stubbs can think of none.


Dr. Nyulasy takes the stand next. With his tall military bearing, straight nose and dimpled chin, the doctor cuts an authoritative figure. He explains that he has attended ‘the deceased’ for a year for his heart disease. The last medicine he prescribed for his patient was a tonic; he knows nothing about the poison. His post-mortem examination has quite convinced him that Major Pelly’s death was caused by the poison. Questioned by the jury, the doctor describes the bottle from which the Major drank. It had no label, but its chamois leather cap should have distinguished it from an ordinary medicine bottle. In a state of drunkenness (to which the Major was inclined), however, it might easily have been mistaken.


The doctor knows his patient’s affairs well and makes mention of the Major’s life insurance. It seems that Pelly has confided his respect for Mrs Bowley to the doctor, as well as his intention to remember her in his will.


Edward A. Mann, the bright young Government Analyst, confirms that cyanide poisoning was the cause of death. He found 10.7 grains of cyanide of potassium in the stomach contents; more than twice a lethal dose. A man taking such a dose of cyanide, he asserts, would be dead in two to five minutes.


Next the court hears the statement of Michael Callaghan. He recounts the events of the fatal night and repeats Pelly’s words of praise – words that must have echoed often in Ambrosine’s memory this last week: Mrs Bowley is worth fifty of my own people.


Young Harry delivers his statement calmly. Of all of them, the Major’s death must be hardest on Harry. He has nothing new to add about Pelly’s death. Yes, he knows there is a will; he had heard Major Pelly, once when he was in poor health, ask Ambrosine to deposit the said document in the bank. But no, he does not know the contents of the will.


Ambrosine takes the stand. Constable Creeper asks her: ‘Do you solemnly, sincerely and truly swear that the evidence that you give at this inquest touching the death of Patrick Francis Marie Pelly shall be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth? So help you God!’


With her right hand on the Bible she says: ‘I do.’


Her statement, more or less, duplicates her son’s. She explains that her lodger used cyanide to remove the dye stains from his skin. When she is questioned about Major Pelly’s background, she answers to the best of her ability. He was a widower, she says. So far as she knows, he is childless. His brother, the Reverend C.P. Pelly, lives in Portumna, Ireland.


Yes, it is true that the deceased wrote a will. He lodged it at his bank and she took it out after his death. He wrote the will two years ago when his health was poor. Yes, the will is in her favour. Major Pelly had also told her that he was insured for an amount of £1 500. The insurance was mentioned in his will, but the name of the insurer was not.


Perhaps uncomfortably, the jury wants clarification regarding her relationship with the Major. ‘He was engaged to be married to my niece,’ she says. ‘But it was broken off twelve months ago.’12


Ambrosine has the Major’s will in her possession and its warm reiteration of his regard for her must have been some comfort in her bereavement.


‘This is the last will and testament’ it reads, ‘of me, Patrick Francis Marie Pelly, accountant in the Geological Survey Office, Perth, in the colony of West Australia: I give and bequeath to Ambrosine Bowley, of 162 Lincoln Street, Perth, all my household furniture, linen, wearing apparel, books, pictures, drawing materials, and also any salary due to me by the department of Geological Survey; and I also bequeath to the said Mrs Ambrosine Bowley my life assurance. I do this because of the great respect I have for her, and also because I am heavily in her debt (over £30). The expense of my burial is not to exceed, if possible, £5. I declare this to be my last will and testament; in Witness whereof I, the said Patrick Francis Marie Pelly; have to this my last testament set my hand this 29th day of January, in the year of our Lord, one thousand eight hundred and ninety-eight. She is also to have my cat. (Signed) Patrick Francis Marie Pelly.’13


Poor Mrs Bowley is not prepared for the shock that follows.


When an upright, whiskered gentleman takes the stand she recognises him as the manager of the Western Australia Bank: Mr Henry Diggens Holmes. She has spoken to him recently regarding Major Pelly’s life insurance. He is a sprightly gent reminiscent of Santa Claus. He has, however, no gifts to bestow.


‘No,’ he insists, ‘no man by the name of “Pelly” has had an account at his bank, nor taken out life insurance.’


The promised life insurance was, in short, a fiction.


Major Pelly had lied to her. But she is yet to discover the full extent of his deceptions.


Major Pelly, the jurors conclude unanimously, died by drinking potassium cyanide in mistake for medicine.


The coroner is satisfied. The case concludes.


1 January, 1900. Monday afternoon.


In an unknown home in Perth, an unnamed person settles down with the New Year’s Day issue of Perth’s Morning Herald.


A name catches this person’s eye: Patrick Pelly.


The person remembers the good Sister Mary Joseph, and is saddened for her sake. Portumna is so distant, and news so slow to travel. This friend of Sister Mary’s snips the article out of the Herald, slips it into an envelope, and takes up a pen and paper to convey the news.


Mid-January 1900: Karrakatta Cemetery, Perth


Patrick Francis Marie Pelly now lies in the Catholic section of the Karrakatta Cemetery on Government Free ground: a pauper’s grave. His burial on Christmas Eve, unlike his inquest a week later, went unreported and his grave is unmarked. He had boasted few friends and now his one loyal friend – his landlady Ambrosine Bowley – has been made rudely aware of his lies.


She had had no reason to expect an inheritance; she was no kin to Pelly. She had no claim upon his estate, though God knew, he owed her a sum. What she had lent him was given freely. Had he not grandly promised her riches in the form of life insurance, she would have had no cause for disappointment.


As it is, the hurt of Pelly’s perfidy and the dashed hope of wealth are compounded by a further cause for distress: despite the instructions in the Major’s will, the Government Geologist, it turns out, is not authorised to pay Pelly’s remaining salary to his beneficiary – not yet anyway, for the Treasury has frozen all money owed to him. It is the latest in a series of cuts: Pelly’s death, the discovery of his deceit, and now, bureaucratic obfuscations. It seems that any hopes of consolation in the form of financial reward have been thwarted.


He has left her his household furniture, linen, wearing apparel, books, pictures, drawing materials. Oh, and, of course, his cat.


February 1900; Sisters of Mercy Convent, Portumna, Ireland


On the other side of the world, Ireland is in the dark throes of winter. A slate sky bleeds sleet, and ribbons of wind sneak in through the frames of the windows and doors. In the convent, Sister Mary Joseph kneels in prayer.


A letter has reached her which is both puzzling and troubling. It has come from the Antipodes, from the hand of a family friend, and it includes a newspaper clipping from the Morning Herald of Perth.


THE DEATH OF MAJOR PELLY (it says)


CORONER’S INQUEST.


The Acting Coroner (Dr. E. Black) and the jury previously empanelled, resumed on Saturday the inquiry into the cause of the death of Patrick Francis Pelly, who died on the 23rd ult.


She knows of no Major Pelly, nor of any Patrick Francis Pelly, though there is one Patrick Edward Pelly who, in spite of everything, was once dear to her heart. She overlooks the discrepancies, presuming, perhaps, that the error was the newspaperman’s. The report describes the deceased as a native of Hearnsbrook Hall in Portumna, Ireland; convincing her that the unfortunate victim of poisoning was indeed her nephew.


In the face of such sad news the elderly nun has a duty to perform, and so she picks up a pen. There are others closer in relation to poor Patrick who must be informed: his brother, the shopkeeper James Pelly from Ballinisloe, and his younger brother Cornelius, known affectionately by his family as ‘Babs’ but by the wider community as Father Elias. Patrick was particularly close to Babs, she knows. She knows, too, how fervently Babs had prayed for his reform.


February/March 1900: Dr Black’s office, Perth


The coroner Dr Ernest Black is a busy man: a man of keen intellect and a man of action. He has fingers in many pies; he is well-travelled and worldly, and almost as well-informed in matters of the law and public affairs as he is in medicine.


As he leafs through his correspondence, a letter comes to his attention. He notes the sender’s name: James Pelly. That name – Pelly – must be still fresh in his memory; only a couple of months have passed since the curious case of poisoning. He opens the letter and reads.


Gintymadden,


Ballinasloe, Ireland


February 7, 1900


Dr Black, Sir,


In the ‘Morning Herald’ of the 1st January last I see a short account of an inquest held by you regarding the death of a Major Pelly. The Christian name is given as Patrick, and I notice that his landlady stated that he had a brother, the Rev. Mr. Pelly, who lived at Portumna, in this county. A brother of his, and mine named Patrick, went to Australia some years ago, and has only written home a few times. Can you kindly let me know any definite information that came under your notice regarding the deceased Major Patrick Pelly, as to his age, appearance, calling and as to the nature of his Will. You might also give me the address of his landlady. Excuse my troubling you. The sad circumstances of the case is my excuse, as I fear the deceased may be my brother.


Yours truly,


James V. Pelly.14


Dr Black now has an unpleasant task: he must write to James Pelly at once and confirm his brother’s death; at the same time, he must disclose that the scoundrel has indeed left all of his worldly goods to his landlady, and nothing – nothing at all – to his kin. He also sees fit to mention the alleged £1,500 worth of life insurance. It was almost certainly bogus but Dr Black decides to include the detail. Who knows? Perhaps the brother of the deceased might shed some light on the elusive insurance.


He signs the letter, seals it, and consigns it to the post.


Early 1900: Pentridge Prison


Inside the bluestone walls of Pentridge Prison an Irishman is doing four years for housebreaking. His name is not important – not yet. Over the years he has answered to so many names: Blake, Kelly, O’Kelly and Wilson to list a few. He has also acquired numbers: gunner number 718, prisoner 17267 and now, 27152.


The prisoner is something of an authority on colonial gaols, having spent most of his adult life as a guest of Her Majesty. He has sampled a range of penal establishments since his arrival in the colony more than twenty years ago: Melbourne Gaol, Sydney’s Darlinghurst, Brisbane’s Boggo Road and the island penitentiary of St Helena, the prisons at Deniliquin, Maitland, Toowoomba and Geelong and now, Victoria’s finest. He will, in time, also be under lock and key in Adelaide, but this he does not yet know.


In something like twenty-two years in the colony the prisoner has done time for forgery (twice) and uttering (thrice), forging a telegram, absconding from custody (twice), desertion, fraud, larceny (five times), mere suspicion of larceny (once), stealing (twice), receiving stolen goods (twice), drunkenness, riotous behaviour, resisting arrest, and now, housebreaking. The longest stretch he has spent out of custody is twentyone months, though twelve of them were on the run, and the other nine were spent in the Artillery which was, for him, another kind of prison.


His ‘career’ began in April 1879 with a conviction for forgery and uttering. The initial nine months of his sentence were extended by another six when he was recaptured after absconding from legal custody. Freed in 1880, he joined the NSW Artillery but, finding the life not to his taste, gunner 718 deserted the following year and spent the next twelve months laying low.


Another attempt at forging and uttering while he was at large sent him back to gaol for two years, after which he was punished for his earlier crime of desertion from the Artillery with an extra eight months of incarceration in Sydney.


That sentence served, he opted for a change of scenery: Queensland. Another brief but typically unsuccessful attempt at a career in crime landed him back in gaol in the Queensland town of Toowoomba. A string of convictions followed. Three months, nine months, six months for larceny. Time served in Brisbane’s Boggo Road and the Moreton Bay Penal Establishment of St Helena. And then a longer term: another three years on the island. Three years which would later prove significant in the lives of many.


He gained another short-lived freedom in 1890 and made his way back to Sydney. Still only in his early thirties, he was more or less institutionalised. By this time he had spent the best part of twelve years in prison and the opportunities for earning an honest living were diminishing by the day. He was a poor criminal; not wily enough to escape detection. By September 1891 he was back inside, this time as a ‘suspected person’. While in custody he was charged again with stealing (six months) then again ‘stealing in a dwelling’ (three years hard labour).


Another forty-eight hours in the lock-up for receiving stolen goods and then, perhaps hoping once again for better luck outside of New South Wales, he journeyed south to Melbourne. There he was promptly received as a guest of Her Majesty’s once more for ‘receiving’. Two more sentences followed in quick succession: a total of six more months. Sometime during a brief moment on the ‘outside’ he managed to pass a fraudulent cheque to a hotel keeper near Geelong. For this he was accommodated for three more years, first at Geelong and then


Melbourne’s Pentridge Prison.


He was released again at the end of 1897, but paid two more short visits to penal establishments for riotous behaviour (seven days) and resisting a constable (one month). Another three months were added for larceny and four years for housebreaking.


Today the prisoner is halfway through that sentence. His age is somewhere in the vicinity of forty-two years, although he looks older. Deep lines fan from the corners of his grey-blue eyes on what was once a handsome face. His skin has the insipidity of a fair complexion roughened and blotched by the Australian sun and drained of colour by endless incarceration. His cheeks are hollow, his cheekbones sharp. He has a noble profile: a nose, once straight and fine, now rendered subtly Roman by injury; a long neck, and sandy hair that recedes from a tall forehead.


The prisoner has received disturbing news from home. How far away he is now from the verdancy and misty freshness of Portumna, from the tall whitewashed walls of Hearnsbrook and the slate skies of Galway. Far from the soft accents of his sisters – Mary and Catherine – and the company of his brothers Joseph, George, James, Martin, Francis, William and his favourite, Babs. Far from Hyacinth, now almost a man, who was little more than a baby when they parted.


He is not an evil man, nor prone to violence – not without provocation. Family is still dear to him, despite the knowledge that he has been a bitter disappointment to them. The letter is perplexing. His brother, it seems, is dead…or is he? There has been a death: that much is certain; a death somehow stolen from him. They are calling the dead man Patrick, but this is impossible; the prisoner himself is Patrick, and although his life is worthless, he knows for a fact that he holds onto it yet.


The letter is from his beloved Babs. Babs, it seems, has received word of the prisoner’s death but refused to accept it, knowing as he does that his wretched brother is tucked up safe and sound in Pentridge. Babs – in spite of everything – still seems to cling to the belief that his brother’s life is worth something. But if it is not he, Patrick, who has taken his last breath, then the corpse must belong to the only other Pelly of Portumna in the Australian colonies: their brother George, a man far more deserving of life.


The prisoner is not close to George, but holds him in high regard; George is everything he is not. George is upright and respectable; robust in health, in character and in faith. He could not be dead, not in the manner and place that Babs describes. Not in Perth.


As he turns the matter over in his mind, a suspicion creeps up upon him. Anxiety regarding his brother gives way to a hunch that is almost as unsettling. Then his better instincts are replaced by something baser. It occurs to him that he might have something to gain.


He hails a warder. There is a serious matter that he must bring to the attention of the authorities.


Pentridge Prison, April 25, 190015




Dr Black







Sir, he writes, once permission has been granted and a pen and paper provided.





A letter received from my brother, Father Elias C. Pelly, on the 21st inst., and which was dated Dublin, March 11, and which informs me that a copy of the Perth ‘Herald’ was sent by someone in that city to an aunt of ours, Sister Mary Joseph of the Convent of Mercy, Portumna, County Galway, Ireland, containing the report of an inquest at which you, sir, officiated as coroner, and where it was deposed by the landlady of the house of the deceased, Major Pelly, that he informed her he had a brother, the Rev. C.P. Pelly, a Roman Catholic priest, at Portumna, Co. Galway, Ireland, and that his friends in Ireland had forsaked him.


Another clergyman besides my brother, named the Rev. Joseph A. Pelly, has been only recently ordained. He was the only priest of the name of Pelly stationed at Portumna as long as I can remember, and he is at present at Villinor, an adjacent parish. Indeed, I think the Irish electoral rolls would show that there is no other family of our name in County Galway. It follows therefore, that if the deceased was a brother of Father Pelly, lately of Portumna, he was my brother also. The mystery about the matter lies in the fact that the deceased bore the same name as me, if Edward be substituted for Francis (that is, if the newspaper reported it correctly), and this would not tally with the name of the only brother I have ever had in these colonies, George Kirkcaldy Pelly, who, as well as me, is a brother of Father Pelly, lately of Portumna, and a son of the late Michael Pelly, of Hearnesbrookhall, County Galway, Ireland, and of whom I have not heard for years.


My people were naturally very much shocked by the newspaper report referred to, because they believed it had reference to me, although, in truth, my position is little better.


George Kirkcaldy Pelly, my only brother in Australia, is a stout man of fair hair and complexion, auburn moustache, about 39 years of age, 5ft. 10 in. high, and about 16st in weight.


When last I saw him in 1890 he was clerk in the A.U.S.N. Co. at Brisbane, but I heard that he left there afterwards, and I have not heard from or of him since, except once, when I was told he was in Sydney. I think he has not been in correspondence with my people at home for some time.


When I heard he was in Australia in 1889 I sent him some photos and papers for safekeeping by a friend of mine who was going to Brisbane.


He goes on to describe the said photos and papers. If the description of his brother that he provided ‘does not tally with the deceased,’ he writes, then he is forced to believe that this friend to whom he has entrusted the papers has assumed his family name of Pelly.


Here is his description as he appeared to me in 1889…about 5 ft 7 in high, sallow complexion, long face, high straight forehead, iron grey hair stiff and standing up from his head without parting, large eyes and strong-jointed hands. He had a jerky way of walking caused by wounds received in thigh and hip; was of a passionate impulsive temperament, fierce when angry and affectionate in temper… a remarkably well-informed man and a particularly eloquent extempore speaker


To ‘allay the anxiety’ of his people he begs the coroner to let him know whether the said papers are in possession of Mrs Bowley; he hopes to discover that the deceased is neither his brother nor his friend.


He concludes the letter, adding, almost in afterthought:


Please do not make public the deplorable fact that I am in gaol


and signs it: Patrick Edward Pelly.
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THE BUSHRANGER


September 1868: Mooribee


For over a month the skies over the New South Wales village of Mooribee had yielded nothing; the grass withered and browned; the hooves of horses raised clouds of dust and graziers shook their heads with worry.


Near Walgett the Barwon River’s level dropped; yet despite the feebleness of its flow, a poor shepherd who had wandered into Mooribee seeking work had managed to fall into the river and drown. His body was hauled out, the police were fetched, and a doctor sought.


By chance a doctor had drifted into Mooribee only a short time prior: a man named Pearson. His age was about thirty, his origin unknown. The doctor was an odd sort of fellow with swarthy skin, long dark hair and the eyes of an undertaker, who trotted about the place on a scrawny black mare with one white hind foot – a laughably poor mount for a man who claimed to be a doctor and a Justice of the Peace. The doctor’s eccentricities had already attracted some attention in the tiny outpost of Mooribee. Though gentlemanly in his manner, his common sense seemed deficient. He spent money freely – though not, it was noted, on buying a decent horse, which to the folk of Mooribee was evidence of a serious want of wisdom.


Moreover, the doctor never went about his business without a bottle or two of champagne in a canvas water-bag strapped to his mare, so that he might help himself to a cool drink at any time of the day: a habit that was regarded with amusement rather than censure. In these far-flung parts of the colony a doctor of any sort was hard to come by.16


In any case, this particular patient was in no condition to complain. The police from Walgett took charge of the unfortunate shepherd and sent a messenger to fetch Dr Pearson from the Inn.


For Pearson’s part, he had a simple enough task. The discovery of the corpse in the Barwon; the blueness of the lips, the lack of a pulse: all of these could indicate nothing other than death by drowning. As required, Pearson examined the corpse, certified death by asphyxia, and signed a letter regarding his conclusions. This letter he gave to the police for delivery to the Police Magistrate.17


The letter and the body despatched, Dr Pearson was forced then to consider his next move. To return to the Mooribee Inn would seem unwise. He had spent the morning at the Inn in great companionship with his fellow drinkers, until the awkward situation had arisen regarding payment. He had rashly ‘shouted’ the bar – hoping, perhaps, that his gesture of goodwill would suffice as payment. It had not; and furthermore, the host had rejected the cheque for £10 that he had drawn up. The cheque was drawn in the name of ‘Ridge’ of the Macquarie; the doctor’s former employer, he protested in face of the host’s scepticism.


The innkeeper would not budge. His suspicions had already been aroused by the stranger’s unhealthy interest in the movements of the Bourke mail, which was soon due to arrive. The innkeeper’s suspicions were deeply offensive to the doctor, who told him angrily that he should ‘forward the cheque to the bank ere indulging in such unwarrantable remarks’.18


The matter of the drowning had provided a welcome opportunity to escape but now that it was settled, Dr Pearson must consider his next move. Considering his cash flow problem and the matter of the forged cheque, it seemed a prudent time to leave Mooribee.


Inspiration appeared in the form of a red-haired stranger who happened at that moment to pass through the village. The two men struck up a conversation and the newcomer mentioned that he had come from the wells owned by the Derra Company, some 35 miles from the Barwon, where he had been formerly employed. Dr Pearson expressed an interest in the company and the redhead offered to escort him there. They set off together; the stranger deposited the doctor at the said wells and resumed his journey.


Pearson was very likely scheming as he rode. The district was abuzz with stories of the bold escapades of the bushranger Fred Ward, known as ‘Captain Thunderbolt’. In fact, by this time Thunderbolt had been holding the New England district hostage for an incredible five years, helping himself with seeming impunity to the riches of passing mail coaches and the finest horse-flesh in the land. He was the scourge of the station-owner and the publican, the terror of the traveller. Thunderbolt was a romantic figure: an eloquent charmer, rich with stories and song. It was said that he was a gentleman, courteous even to his victims. Some compared him with Robin Hood, choosing to ignore his crimes against the common man.


To add to his intrigue, Thunderbolt travelled with a woman: Mary-Ann, reportedly the love of his life. She was a feisty and beautiful part-Aboriginal lady who loyally shared his exploits; a woman who rode astride like a man and employed her hunting and tracking skills to help her mate evade capture and survive in the bush. She called herself ‘Mrs Thunderbolt, the Captain’s lady.’ The pair was seemingly invincible.


If Dr Pearson envied and admired the bushranger, he was not alone. In a colony founded by convicts and cultivated under the lash, lawlessness abounded. Rural New South Wales was an uncompromising place in which the fittest survived. Small landholders struggled to endure while their neighbours, the wealthy squatters, bought up the land and thrived. Many poor farmers were ex-convicts who resented the rich. Their sons, the ‘currency lads’, were nurtured upon this resentment, growing up rebellious and suspicious of authority.


The discovery of gold had triggered a population explosion and a whole new set of expectations. Suddenly, the possibility of quick riches took hold. New towns sprang up: new hotbeds of greed, vice and crime. Police were in short supply and widely scattered. The temptations to ‘easy money’ were everywhere – and not just on the goldfields. Coaches carrying gold and money became targets for those disaffected young stockmen with little to lose.


Many had come before Thunderbolt. The notorious Frank Gardiner – handsome, clever and dangerous – had inspired many a young blood to follow him into a life of crime, to such an extent that his malign influence would even be given a name: ‘Gardinerism’. And Ben Hall, Gardiner’s most infamous disciple, had already achieved legendary status despite his violent end. The era of bushranging was still in its prime.


And Captain Thunderbolt represented all that was glorious about the era. The man was both feared and admired; his name was famous, his adventures the stuff of legend. He was known as a brilliant horseman, a fine singer, a lover of literature, and a loyal husband with a just and generous heart. Moreover, he had outsmarted the law: he had escaped from Cockatoo Island, which no man had done before or since. Now he lived according to his own law.


Five years Thunderbolt had prospered, and who knew how many more he might yet? Perhaps Dr Pearson, like many young men, felt an affinity with the outlaw. The unromantic truth was irrelevant; the legend was everything. Legend painted Thunderbolt as a literary man. The doctor was himself a voracious reader and a man of sound intellect and learning. Like Thunderbolt, too, he was fond of music; he appreciated the finer things in life. Unlike the bushranger, he claimed aristocratic birth, though he was vague about particulars. The stories of Thunderbolt’s chivalry – despite his low birth – must certainly have impressed a man for whom fine manners were paramount.


In any case, romantic notions of outlawry evidently appealed to the doctor more strongly than the unglamorous alternative of stock work. Soon after he had parted company with the red-haired stranger at Derra Wells, Pearson made the acquaintance of another young man. His name was Charley Rutherford – known by some as Charley Wilson, Charley Ruthers or Charley Redford. He was a stockman of twenty-two or so with the ruddy complexion of a fair skin exposed daily to the elements. He was smaller than Pearson, but strong; a good-looking boy with clean-shaven cheeks and bright eyes. He spoke with the flat accent of the native-born.


Charley had been employed by Mr Wilson at the Wells for some time. He was regarded as an excellent station hand, although his character appears to have had a shady side. A couple of weeks earlier Mr Charles William Hughes from Charlton Station on the Bogan River had reported his chestnut gelding missing – the very same horse that Charley had lately acquired, with a white stripe down its face and two white feet.

OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
THE
KILLER'S
GAME

MURDER, LIES
AND STOLEN LIVES





OEBPS/images/cop.jpg
A catalogue record for this.
book i avallable from the
National Library of Australa





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
KILLER'S

AND STOLEN LIVES

JANE SMITH





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
i s S

s} HEA
KILLER'S:

=GAME

 MURDER, LIES
AND STOLEN LIVES






