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For the wives


‘They also serve who only stand and wait’


Milton
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PREFACE





DIMMED LIGHTS, DUTY AND DARK DEEDS


I am of certain convinced that the greatest heroes are those who do their duty in the daily grind of domestic affairs whilst the world whirls as a maddening dreidel.


Florence Nightingale
1820-1910


Darkness clung to wartime Australia as a new decade loomed. War had been anticipated for some time and as Australia declared its support for Britain in late 1939, sacrifices were expected and a great anxiety was felt - for those who would serve in theatres of war - and eventually, for the protection of the home front from an encroaching enemy. People carried on as best they could, but the pall hung heavily.


Deeper than that noble and costly conflict was the furtive, skulking, recondite world of the bottom feeders, who sought to profit from malfeasance and the added opportunities offered by war; aided and abetted as they were, by state belligerence. Racketeers, black marketeers, pimps, prostitutes, thieves, thugs and gunmen, often one and the same, vied for turf within their old bailiwicks, where fealty to their overlords defined territory and scope; their louche deeds now broadened by the influx of allied forces.


The moral imperative of ensuring the good were protected from gaming, vice and general turpitude, was enshrined in legislation with an evangelical smugness that provided a warm inner glow, but offered up a panoply of opportunity to those who chewed at its edges to eke out a subsistence or sometimes, a bounty far more substantial. Sly grog undermined the temperate liquor laws, clandestine gaming houses and starting price bookmakers met the burgeoning needs of gamblers and those who baulked at the cost and limited opportunity to attend race meetings. Brothels, bawdy houses and rooms for the retreat of streetwalkers proliferated as demand grew with the inflow of troops. A trade in drugs existed, though it pales against the mammoth offerings of today. These ingredients swelled the undercurrent that gave succour to this shady world and to its protectors, enforcers and stakeholders. This was the ugly underworld of dishevelled people and disjointed lives.


The general public was well aware of the stratum that dwelt beneath them, after all it had been there from the beginning, transported from its melting pots in the old country. Class divides were enshrined, ensuring the higher echelon would never allow it to pass the gates of respectability. Those closer to the centre of this milieu understood its workings, but the further the distance its clarity was lost and the finer detail remained safely out of the sight of refined eyes. Glimpses of this sordid world would be provided by the fourth estate, to horrify and titillate in equal measure. At the other end of the spectrum were, and are, apparently respectable folk, who engage in ‘cleaner’ pursuits, or white-collar crime and whose deeds are well hidden from public gaze, until occasionally uncovered amid recusancy and feigned virtue.


In this period the wicked and devious flourished. The natural progression of their craft, their stock-in-trade, was enhanced by opportunity, which was grasped with both hands. The Second World War would provide other opportunities, particularly ready access to handguns and machine guns. Demobbed servicemen; some aimless, fractured and damaged souls who found it difficult to reintegrate into their former lives, or whose destructive pre-war traits, enhanced by being trained to kill, looked for meaning and graft. Theirs were skills not easily forgotten.


While tens of thousands of men were absent in various theatres of war, those who remained, either by choice, or who were denied active service by their essential input at home, carried on as best they could, providing basic, truncated services in stern times. Among the former, were many of the criminal class who saw no benefit in assisting a state they shunned and that spurned them in return. The plea of Prime Minister, John Curtin, upon announcing the commencement of the Battle of the Coral Sea in May 1942, fell on many a deaf ear. “As I speak,” he said, “Those who are participating in the engagement are conforming to the sternest discipline and are subjecting themselves with all that they have - it may be for many of them the last full measure of their devotion - to accomplish the increased safety and security of this territory. In the face of such an example I feel that it is not asking too much of every citizen who today is being defended by these gallant men in that engagement, to regard himself as engaged in the second line of service to Australia.”


Those considered essential to the home effort included policemen, who had to carry on with added burdens imposed by war, including counterespionage. Despite this, by 1944, five percent of the New South Wales Police Force was engaged on active military service. More were seconded to military intelligence, while others simply resigned to enlist. Country police stations were closed to reinforce coastal patrols. War was on their minds, but public safety needed to be maintained; more so than in peacetime.


This concourse begins in those times, when the recklessness of criminal activity was astounding.


While individual acts of hatred and violence were played out, loosely organised criminal activity was also dangerously applied. The police response was one of brawn and bravery and no small degree of derring-do. Finesse was not considered and scientific and sociological responses were yet to evolve. The murder of police officers, sadly, had not waned. Not all of them have been dealt with here. Arbitrary decisions were made to exclude some, painful as that has been, as this discourse is not meant as a catalogue of all tragedies. At another time perhaps, they will be dealt with in depth and context. This is a chronicle that narrates horrific and sad events and their impact on those affected by them. It begins in wartime, but extends beyond its end, shattering many who had fought to achieve victory and peace. It is hoped that in the telling, the fallen may have their true stories exposed and be remembered.
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2019










CHAPTER ONE





CHRISTMAS


I am as free as nature first made man,
Ere the base laws of servitude began,
When wild in woods the noble savage ran.


John Dryden 1631-1700
The Conquest of Granada


1944


The dank streets of Redfern, were deserted. The week, and Friday night, had taken their toll and it was too early for people to be about on a Saturday morning, even those who were expected to work their half day. Rows of terraced houses sheltered the strugglers, many divided to provide accommodation for those who scraped together a few shillings for rent. Tenements crowded people together, not because the suburb was popular; it wasn’t, but it was relatively inexpensive and close to industries that provided them with much needed work. Accommodation was in short supply and though governments had begun their investment in public housing, it had stalled due to post war supply issues. Clean and healthy housing was needed and city slums were earmarked for clearance. Australia-wide, 68,000 houses were identified as unsuitable for human habitation and Redfern had its fair share of them. Early in the 20th century Redfern slum clearances had been identified as a necessity. The fact that 388 Redfern houses, many deemed unfit for human habitation, were owned by the Scottish-Australian Company Limited, whose chairman of directors lived in comfort at Rothiemay Castle, Banffshire, Scotland, meant little to his tenants. They made do as rain poured through rotten roofs, extinguishing kitchen stoves and soaked bedding, and the chill of winter crept unimpeded through paneless windows, sometimes checking the life expectancy of their occupants.


Living in one such Cooper Street hovel was young boilermaker, Billy McKell, who had left school at thirteen to support his mother and siblings. Elected to State parliament at 26 years of age in 1917, he and his family were evicted, the landlord making clear a Labor Party member was not welcome as a tenant. McKell would become a barrister, Justice Minister, Treasurer and Premier of New South Wales, who resigned in 1947 to become Governor General of Australia. He was knighted in 1951. He was not the only survivor to struggle and make a name for himself, but most remained in the mire to endure knocks and torment with tired resignation.


In 1947, 81% of buildings in Redfern were sub-standard in natural lighting, and 90% sub-standard in ventilation. Most did not have bathroom or laundry facilities. As one tenant observed, ‘We can’t expect much. We only pay eight shillings a week.’ The comment echoed that of an earlier resident who noted earnestly ‘These places are not too bad in fine weather.‘


Solidly working class and close-knit, this part of Sydney could also be hard and mean.


* * *


Just before 5am on 13 January 1945, a dark Ford inched into Pitt Street and quietly stopped near one of the terraces. Number 84 had been sublet and the ground floor rooms were of particular interest to those in the western wireless patrol car, under the charge of detective sergeant Vic Hughes. With him were detective sergeant Victor Turner and constables Long, Julian and White. Hughes called for the extra men in anticipation of trouble, or the possible flight of his target, Stephen Cunningham, who was thought to be in the rooms. Turner was detailed to assist as he knew Cunningham well and had been responsible for one of his previous convictions. Afterwards, Cunningham had remarked, ‘I’ve never struck a fairer copper. He gave me a very good go. He’s alright with me’. It was thought Turner could act as peacemaker.


Cunningham, a petty criminal; thief, assailant, shop and factory breaker, was desperate. He needed money and legal pursuits were not open to him. He joined the army in 1941, allegedly at 19 years of age and was granted special leave without pay three days later. He entered leave, but never returned. After a protracted absence, he was declared a deserter. The decision was confirmed later when the authorities discovered that he had been imprisoned by a civil court. Arrested in April 1942, while on the run, he was charged with three breaking and entering, and one stealing offence. Convicted at the Sydney Quarter Sessions in May 1942, he was sentenced to various terms, which, in effect, required him to serve two years hard labour. He served 17 months of his sentences and was released on license on 25 October 1943. An account of his discharge from the army, due to him being under age, would be provided to the press by Cunningham’s brother. This was simply not true. His brother Sidney, had been charged in April of 1944, with assault and robbery, but the matter never came to trial. It was alleged that he and others had been dressed in Australian Army uniforms and committed the offence upon an American sailor, giving some cause to wonder why Stephen Cunningham wore uniform long after leaving the army. Truth was not a priority for some of this family.
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Stephen Henry Cunningham.
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Sidney Arthur Cunningham.


After his release from prison Stephen Cunningham eventually returned to his old haunts and old ways. He was said to have gone to Darwin with the Civil Construction Corps, although there is no record of him having done so. By late 1944 he was in Redfern. Although he and the wider community would not yet know it, a defining moment in the European theatre was about to begin. The Ardennes campaign, which became known as the ‘Battle of the Bulge’ was under way and the allies were resisting attempts by German forces to breach their lines. The battle raged between 16 December 1944 and 25 January 1945 with American casualties exceeding 75,000, including 19,000 dead. British and Canadian casualties totalled 1,400. The result turned the fortunes ofWWII towards the allied cause, though at great cost. That costly and noble effort would not be a consideration for the failed soldier, Cunningham.


With no income, he fell back on crime; a trade he knew well, but did not always master. He had been in trouble since the age of nine, a good twelve months before the age that would harness criminal responsibility. His behaviour, and that of some of his siblings, had brought them to the attention of the children’s court for being uncontrollable, or being neglected and exposed to moral danger, the most common causes of the separation of children and their parents. This was more so for aboriginal children and their families, who did not meet the expectations of a pious and beneficent society. From that launching pad he became ‘well known to police’, the old euphemism for having a criminal record. He was violent and his criminality explained his close acquaintance with them.


Cunningham sought out old associates and with two of them, conspired to rob the Abercrombie Street store of Chippendale pawnbroker, Abraham Sonenfield, late in the afternoon of Tuesday, 19 December 1944. He had obtained a loaded Colt .45 automatic pistol; not a difficult task in the war years, and had few qualms about using it. Aggression had served him well as a promising preliminary round boxer, but all of that had come to an end with the outbreak of war. He was powerfully built and could look after himself, but the pistol minimised the effort needed to convince his victim’s that he would be obeyed. It also played to his machismo.


One of his co-conspirators was tasked as ‘cockatoo’, to warn of the approach of danger, particularly the unwanted attention of the patrol constable, while he and his mate entered the pawnshop and lingered, pretending to be interested in purchasing a hat. Suddenly, Cunningham pointed the pistol at the pawnbroker and demanded money. Sonenfield made for the front door, but was savagely clubbed to the floor with two blows from the butt of the pistol. One of the men began to rifle through his pockets, but as a passer-by approached, they both ran off. A voice called out, ‘let him have it’, and a compliant shot rang out, echoing off a welter of bricks, stone and mortar. It was intended for the pursuing witness, but was well wide of its mark and fortunately found no-one else. Sonenfield stumbled into the street, but had the presence of mind to quickly retreat. when Cunningham pointed the pistol at him. The three would-be robbers ran off, pursued by some witnesses as they scattered into a labyrinth of laneways, regrouping at a local hotel from where they watched the arrival of police.


Abraham Sonenfield was treated at Sydney Hospital for head wounds before the police returned him to his shop. He found that nothing had been stolen. While there, he was shown a folio of photographs of known criminals and was able to identify Cunningham as one of the men who had assaulted and attempted to rob him.


The next day, the front page of the Sydney Morning Herald carried an account of the attempted robbery. Although it didn’t indicate a suspect had been identified, it alarmed Cunningham, whose gut instinct told him he would be implicated. He knew enough of police procedure to understand his crime was very serious and his moment of freedom would be short.


After reading the newspaper report, Cunningham made his way to the home of his girlfriend, Dorothy ‘Dot’ Johnson at 84 Pitt Street. He told her that he was in trouble and she would have to let him stay with her. ‘You can’t stay here, I have my baby to think of,’ she protested. ‘What do you mean when you say you are in trouble?’ Cunningham told her to go and get the paper and read it. Dot got a copy of the Herald and read about the attempted robbery. ‘That is what I am wanted for. I was in the hotel when police came down to it. The pawnbroker had a good look at my face and the police are after me for it,’ Cunningham blustered. Again Dot objected, but Cunningham retorted, ‘If I go, you and the baby go too!’
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Pitt Street, Redfern, 13 January 1945 - No.84 is the first terrace on left. Abandoned western wireless patrol car is inspected by a young boy on the running board.


Over the ensuing days, he menaced her if she spoke too loudly and on one occasion, when she threatened to go to the police, he glowered and said, ‘I will get you and the baby, before the police get me.’ He was agitated, cornered and still armed. Dot would later recall he did not leave the room for the first week of his stay, other than to go to the back yard. It was in this state that the three of them lived over Christmas of 1944, until the morning of 13 January 1945.
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Dorothy ‘Dot’ Johnson with her mother c. 1940.


It was a far cry from their first meeting at Sydney’s Luna Park. Dot recalled it was in October 1943 and Cunningham was in A.I.F., uniform. Either Dot’s recall was incongruous or Cunningham was up to mischief as he had been absent from the army for almost two years. He was released from gaol, on license, that same month and according to Dot, after discarding his uniform, he had gone to Darwin with the Civil Construction Corps. Whatever the case, Dot had immediately warmed to him. She lost her father when she was 15 years old, in 1937, and her mother three years later, in early 1941. She and Cunningham became friends and lovers, a relationship that persisted, despite his lengthy absences. He warned Dot he would be returning to Sydney in early October 1944, so she took the ground floor room at the Redfern terrace. They would not live together there, morality determining it was against the rules of the house. She adopted the persona, Mrs. Dee, for the sake of propriety, and he stayed with his father and sister, Beryl, at nearby Waterloo, but visited his girl and their daughter daily.


This tenuous and fraught arrangement was layered by events in August 1943, when Cunningham’s mother, Hazel, was killed in a motor accident in Flinders Street, Darlinghurst. The war had indirectly claimed another victim when she was struck by a U.S. army vehicle on a wet night while crossing the road during a ‘brown out’. She was wearing dark clothing and was described as being of very dark complexion. Dragged under the vehicle, she suffered head and chest injuries and died soon after. She lay in the city morgue, unidentified for days, until her daughter, Beryl, felt a description circulated in the newspapers matched that of her missing mother. Her fears were realised when she attended the mortuary and formally identified her body. She was a 43 year old non-drinker who worked in a Coles cafeteria, and had recently separated from her partner. Cunningham would learn of his mother’s death while he languished in gaol.
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Entrance Hall to 84 Pitt Street, Redfern. Johnson’s room is on the left. Note bullet marks on wall.


* * *


The police positioned themselves, knowing they had bigger things on their minds than the attack on Sonenfield. On the morning of 9 January 1945, the same day Turner had applied for and obtained the warrant for the arrest of Cunningham, a crime with similarities to the one Cunningham and his cohort had committed, had taken place at a gunsmith’s shop in King Street, Newtown. The manager, Maurice Hannigan, was struck a number of blows to the head with a heavy object. Handguns and money were stolen. The severely wounded Hannigan was found on the floor and a traffic constable was called to the shop to investigate. Detectives Don Ahearn and Dick Lendrum started their investigation and soon learnt they had a murder on their hands. Hannigan had died at Sydney Hospital, shortly after admission.


The attacks on Sonenfield and Hannigan were similar; lone shop attendants, robbery, severe bashings, close proximity and time to each other and each offence was committed on a Tuesday. Cunningham was also considered a suspect for the murder of Mary Gwendoline Bakewell, who was savagely bashed and stabbed on Tuesday, 10 October 1944. With no other suspects in the frame, Cunningham’s movements were worth looking into, especially as his crimes were often attended by violence. Turner and Hughes’ suspicions made them take extra precautions because they knew he was armed.


Cunningham lay on the bed in the room, fully clothed in shorts, shirt and sandals, ever vigilant and nervously ready for the anticipated knock at the door. It came just before 5am and he sprang to his feet. Turner and Hughes quietly walked into the hallway, which led off the street, and knocked on the door. One of them called Dot’s name. Not knowing if it was night or day, as the shutters over the window were closed, she asked who was there. As Cunningham stood near the baby’s cot, Dot donned a gown and unlocked the door. Turner said, ‘We are police. I want to see Cunningham.’ Dot held the door, which Turner pushed open and he and Hughes walked into the room. Cunningham stood at the centre of the room and was joined by Dot. Noticing the pistol in Cunningham’s hand, Turner stepped out of the doorway, leaving Hughes, who had been standing behind him, exposed. He called out that Cunningham had a gun, but in an instant two shots were fired, one hitting Hughes in the lower abdomen, exiting his right groin. Hughes was attempting to draw his pistol and called out, ‘He has a gun alright. I’m shot here,’ as he held his stomach. Turner drew his revolver and fired a shot towards Cunningham, which missed. Cunningham came to the doorway and exposing only his hand and arm, fired four or five rapid shots at the detectives. Turner fired four more shots across the bedroom door to prevent Cunningham leaving, before noticing he, himself, had been shot in the left leg and left arm. Cunningham’s high praise of Turner for giving him a ‘good go’ on a prior occasion now seemed a little hollow.


Hughes was in great pain and his offsider assisted him to the footpath, out of the range of fire and under the awning of the nearby Cricketer’s Rest hotel. He loosened his clothing and directed one of his constables to seek assistance. Returning to the front of the house and sheltered by a pole, he saw Cunningham come towards the front verandah, still holding the pistol. Turner, bleeding profusely, aimed at him, forcing his retreat. Seeking escape, he ran into the back yard where he was confronted by Sergeant Gerald Wood who had come from the nearby Redfern Police Station. Cunningham fired a shot in his direction, which thudded into a wall near his head. Wood returned fire, missing his target with each of two shots. Far from the marksmanship of the police being poor, their weapons were notoriously unreliable and inaccurate, a failing existing since police were first armed and would continue for another twenty years. The need to save ammunition during the war years exacerbated this want of precision as target practice was suspended. The shots, however, forced Cunningham back into the building. He was trapped and his options were diminishing.


After the two detectives were shot, Dot grabbed her baby and made to leave the room and run upstairs, but Cunningham pulled her back and put the pistol to her head. She pleaded with him not to be silly. His desperate reply was that he would take the baby too. Cunningham ran in and out of the room, exploring his potential for escape, which allowed Dot time to dress and prepare her baby. Miraculously, she and her child were unharmed.


A stalemate had been reached. More police arrived at the scene and Cunningham had nowhere to go. The wounded detectives were rushed to Sydney Hospital and others, with clear determination, took their place.


As they waited, a quickly scribbled, and disjointed note was thrown from the front window of the house. It was retrieved by Sergeant Gordon Stephenson. Written in pencil, it read, ‘go get my family 46 Mary Street waterloo I want to see them I give my self up sister and dad Let them come in and see me go get them in PD before I do’


[image: ]


First note written by Cunningham.


A car was sent to the address and Beryl Cunningham was brought to the house. She entered and was seen talking to her brother, who still held the pistol. He walked back inside and Beryl returned to the footpath. Stephenson said to her, ‘You did not get that revolver that I asked you to get.’ ‘No,’ she replied, ‘if you’ve got the bloody guts, go in and get it yourself.’ Beryl had a point. Even by the standards of the time, to expect a woman to enter premises where an armed man was trapped, despite being related to him, and to take his weapon, whether by force or negotiation, was roughshod, dangerous and clumsy.


Soon after, Cunningham came to the front door again and called, ‘I am writing another note and when I have finished it, you can send my sister back to get it. I will then give myself up.’ He closed the door and a few minutes later called out, ‘I have wrote that note. Send my sister to the window.’ Beryl was again sent to the front of the house, where her brother pushed a note to her through the shutters. Stephenson asked for it and Beryl replied, ‘It is my property. I will not give it to you.’ He forcibly took it from her, she claiming later, that he had kneed her in the stomach to make her let go of it. It read, ‘see she get this letter at bottom Dot did not no anything she is a fine girl I love her So long Dot I have always worshiped you so good bye darling look after my children I hope its a boy I love you.’


Dot was pregnant with their second child and Cunningham was making sure he absolved her from involvement in his misdeeds. His words belied his earlier aggressive and violent threats towards her, which were made in the desperately tense atmosphere of his flight and panic.


Beryl later disclosed that when talking with her brother inside the house in the presence of Dot, she asked him what was wrong. He told her the police were accusing him of the King Street murder and they weren’t going to take him alive. A plan was forming and he told his sister to put Dot out the front door, but she had already run off with her baby and into the rear lane. Beryl returned and tried to wrest the gun from him, but was pushed away.
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Second note written by Cunningham.


Clare Misner, who lived in the room directly above Dot with her mother while her husband was away at war, saw some of the struggle but returned to her room. She saw Dot leave the premises. Cunningham came to her room and asked, through the closed door, ‘Did Dot get round the corner all right?’ She replied in the affirmative and he said, ‘Are you sure?’ She reassured him and he returned to his room.


He had made very bad decisions, which had magnified over a short period. Yet he had to make another, between facing his accusers and at best, a very long prison sentence, or what he described in his note to Dot, ‘the best way out of it.’ In the few seconds he had left, he saw that he could still escape. He was now accused of murder, which made his other offences pale by comparison, and he knew his denials would not be accepted. Attempted murder charges would in all likelihood follow the shooting of the two detectives. Blind to any sense of hope, he put the pistol to his head and pulled the trigger. He had lived by his wits for most of his 21 years and died at his wits end, ‘ ... ere the base laws of servitude began.’


The besieging police, hearing the shot and a thud as Cunningham’s body fell, entered the room and found him on his back on the floor with a bullet wound to his head. Nearby was a Colt .45 calibre automatic pistol. On a mantlepiece above him, rested a framed photograph of his daughter and another of himself in army uniform.
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Cunningham’s body on the floor with his pistol beside him. Photographs of himself in uniform and his daughter sit on the mantlepiece.


Stephenson found yet another note written by Cunningham on a table near his body. It read, ‘To Beb my sister So long I love you all family good bye Dot did not no anything so long Dot This is the best way Dot Beb.’ After a turbulent life, he was gone; lifeless but for his blood oozing onto the bare floorboards. Few would mourn him, or celebrate his life, which had been two decades of waste, save for the child he had fathered. Beryl Cunningham was called upon again, to identify a family member at the city morgue. She must have been a very strong woman.
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Third note left by Cunningham and found after his suicide.


Later, two witnesses to the events surrounding the Hannigan murder claimed Cunningham was very like the man they had seen near the gun shop. Their unreliable identification gave the investigators hope. Dot Johnson was interviewed at length and could not provide information on the Hannigan case. A search of her premises failed to disclose any evidence connecting Cunningham with the murder, but the police were keen to keep the press informed of their suspicions and the moves they were making to settle the matter. Their only hope of solving the murder, was to find clues connecting Cunningham to it. The notes he left were ambiguous and although he sought to relieve Dot of any suggestion of involvement in his deeds, he was referring to the Sonenfield offence and no other. The police could have read them as referring to both the Sonenfield and gun-shop offences. With no other leads, they were optimistic they had their man. The connections needed to be made, but progress was discouragingly slow. They made the mistake of trying to find evidence of Cunningham’s guilt, rather than open-mindedly eliminating suspects as they progressed. The press reported their suspicions, the witnesses belief Cunningham was like the man they saw running from the gunsmith’s shop and that police were interviewing a young woman and searching her room. Dot could not help. She knew nothing. In the meantime Cunningham was eliminated as a suspect for the murder of Mrs. Bakewell, presumably because he was still travelling from Darwin at the time of her death.


* * *


Stephen Cunningham’s path was set well before he was born. His birth and very existence would ensure his disenfranchisement and alienation from society’s mainstream. Hazel Victoria Jacobs, Cunningham’s mother, who was also known as Fuller; was a Yuin woman, a member of the aboriginal groups that are the traditional custodians of the land and adjoining waters of the south coast of New South Wales. Her survival is testament to her toughness and the strength of her people who were decimated by smallpox and venereal disease after the arrival of Europeans. The Yuin population was estimated to stand at 600 by the mid 1800’s, reduced from 11,000 within their ne plus ultra, their ultimate place, which extended from the European defined New South Wales-Victoria border, to Bateman’s Bay in the north.


Hazel, 10 years old, her sister and two brothers, who were all under the age of 16, were removed from their mother Emily Elizabeth Fuller and their father, John Jacobs, by the presiding magistrate at a specially convened Children’s Court at Windsor in 1911. They were found living in a cave on the Colo River, a tributary of the Hawkesbury River. Proceedings had been initiated by the State Children’s Relief Department and the children were sent to an institution for protection. Care included fostering, apprenticeships, informal adoption or institutional detention. The Department relied on local ladies and priests to supervise the children, which today’s reader might consider with a cold chill close to their heart. Hazel had been born in Windsor in 1901, but it seems her removal from her parents ended her connection with the area.


Cunningham claimed he was born on 21 September 1922, when joining the army as Steve Henry Cunningham. Though not his birth name, it was the surname he and his siblings adopted from their father, Sydney Arthur Cunningham. It was the date used by his brother Sidney too, though it was not his correct birthdate either.


Stephen Cunningham identified as a Yuin man and had strong ties to his family, the female line of which, was staunchly Aboriginal. The police dismissed him as being quarter or half-caste Aboriginal in keeping with supremacist societal norms.


* * *


The pressing question when Turner and Hughes burst into the room, was how did Cunningham know the police wanted to speak with him about Hannigan’s murder? Their suspicions must have been announced. It is clear he was shocked by being told he was wanted for questioning over it. He must have been told this by one of the detectives when they entered the room as he had no other way of knowing he was suspected of having committed this crime. The detectives claimed he merely said, ‘stick ’em up,’ before shooting them. They omitted mention of him being told he was a suspect, as the Hannigan case had been solved by the time they prepared their statements for the coroner. Beryl Cunningham told the subsequent inquest her brother had told her the police were accusing him of the King Street murder...‘and that they wasn’t going to take him alive.’ This accusation was a turning point. Cunningham’s troubles were escalating, he entered a vortex so intense it had drawn him inextricably in, tipping the scales and provoking him to take his own life. Turner and Hughes must have known this, giving them further reason to omit mention of it to the coroner. Distasteful as this was, placing their suspicions before him was procedurally the proper thing to do, though it could have waited, especially as they were not well founded or supported by sound evidence. The most likely scenario was that when the allegation about Hannigan’s murder was made, Cunningham presented his weapon and fired rather than face his accusers in an uneven competition in the police interview room.


Why the two detectives approached their suspect, who they knew to be armed, with their service pistols still in their holsters is a mystery. One answer may be that in that period and a good deal later, police were disinclined to draw arms. It was just not the done thing. They may also have considered Turner’s presence might calm the situation. Whatever the case, they were heavy-handed and they blundered.


Though poor communications impeded early notice of it, the police would soon discover Stephen Cunningham had not killed Maurice Hannigan. 










CHAPTER TWO





NEW YEAR 


'I had a go. I didn’t squib it!’


1945


Just after 9am on Tuesday, 9 January 1945, the man who entered Cowles and Dunn, gunsmiths store, at 71 King Street, Newtown, asked the 68 year old manager, Maurice Joseph Hannigan, to show him some sinkers for outside deepwater fishing. As Hannigan reached down for the items, the man took a length of heavy pipe from his clothing and struck him several times to the head, until he crumpled to the floor. As he lay there, life ebbing from him, his assailant took six handguns from a display case, boxes of ammunition and cash, but was disturbed by taxi driver, James Donovan, who was entering the shop. He rushed to the rear but finding himself unable to get out, waited until Donovan hurried into the street. Following immediately after, he fled. Donovan alerted a traffic constable who was working nearby and Hannigan was rushed to Sydney Hospital, where he died soon after admission. Detectives ‘Don’ Ahearn and Dick Lendrum responded to the call of the traffic constable and began their inquiries.


Irish born, Hannigan came to Australia from South Africa in 1905 and worked at several occupations before taking up the manager’s position at Cowles and Dunn in 1941. The investigating detectives would later learn his senseless killing was premeditated, the weapon having been disguised and brought to the scene for the express purpose of killing the shopkeeper, who knew his killer.
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