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INTRODUCTION


H


‘Crime is terribly revealing. Try and vary your methods as you will, your tastes, your habits, your attitude of mind, and your soul is revealed by your actions.’


Agatha Christie


Australians love true crime. A 2022 study placed Australia as the top country in the world for investment in ‘true crime entertainment’. Listening to podcasts about serial killers, murderers, cannibals and sociopaths has become a national pastime. As I’m writing this, the number-one Netflix series in Australia is a true crime docudrama. For a country of easygoing larrikins, we sure enjoy stories of bloodshed, betrayal and ruin.


Given one in five Australians is descended from convicts, it’s perhaps unsurprising that we’re intrigued by the criminal element lurking in our collective DNA. According to Brendan Kelly, Professor of Psychiatry at Dublin’s Trinity College, people’s obsession with true crime comes from a fascination with their own human nature: ‘We are obsessed with the darker side of humanity. The bad things other people can do and the extent to which, maybe, we could do these things too if we had different circumstances or maybe life had been different to us.’


True crime teaches us that humans can be horrible. But we can also be annoying, creative, courageous, dramatic, dishonest, dimwitted, hopeful, hypocritical, impulsive, ingenious, inventive, loving, noble, passionate, prejudiced, remorseful, selfish, self-sacrificing and weird – really weird. That’s what this book is about.


Australia’s Most Bizarre Crimes is a collection of quirky and ridiculous, scandalous and preposterous, sublime and humorous crimes from across the decades. You’ll read about abducted garden gnomes, teddy bear beheadings, life-threatening hatpins, goldfield ghosts, fake poets, sex magic, egg assaults, stolen hair and a lawn-stealing Minion. You’ll explore micronations, zoological specimens, the opening of the Sydney Harbour Bridge and 19th-century poop collection. You’ll learn about a host of bizarre laws, which make it a crime to scoop up bird droppings, speak with pirates, fight a duel, crash a wedding and vacuum loudly at night. You’ll also discover that the dumbest thing you’ve ever done (probably) pales in comparison with the monumentally stupid mishaps described in this book.


They say crime doesn’t pay, but it can give you a good chuckle at someone else’s expense. Enjoy!









BULL BALLS AND A BIG MANGO


H


Australia is a big place. It’s the sixth-largest country on the planet and the only nation to span an entire continent. We’re known for our big spiders, big personalities and Big W. Australia is also home to somewhere between 150 and 600 ‘Big Things’, but there’s no official count and numbers vary depending on what you class as a Big Thing.


Australia’s love of Big Things began when the Big Banana was erected in Coffs Harbour in 1964 (although some say Adelaide’s Big Scotsman was the nation’s first Big Thing). The Big Banana was the brainchild of banana salesperson John Landi, who was inspired to create a giant replica banana after hearing about the Big Pineapple in Hawaii. The monument was constructed out of timber and concrete in less than three months. The 13-metre-long and 5-metre-high banana soon became a cultural icon. It inspired a banana-themed fun park featuring water slides, mini golf, laser tag and ice-skating. The Big Banana was named the ‘most bizarre and grotesque tourist attraction in the world’ in 1995 (a worthy title) and remains a must-see attraction for any visitors to the north coast of NSW.


The Big Banana also inspired a national love of making Big Things, including the Big Beer Can, the Big Boxing Crocodile (it looks exactly like it sounds), the Big Bogan, the Big Captain Cook, the Big Cockroach, the Big Golden Guitar (in Tamworth, of course), the Golden Gumboot (not all Big Things have ‘Big’ in the title), the Giant Koala (some Big Things have ‘Giant’ in the title), the Big Lollipop (the world’s largest freestanding lollipop), the Big Merino (the biggest Big Thing in Australia), the Big Owl (aka the ‘Penis Owl’ because of its phallic appearance when seen from behind), the Big Stubby (constructed out of 17,000 regular-sized stubbies), the Big Ugg Boot, the Big Western Rock Lobster (not to be confused with the Big Lobster) and the Big Wine Bottle … to name a few.


Included in this monumental mix are the six Big Bull statues in Rockhampton, Queensland, which is known as the ‘Beef Capital of Australia’. The Big Bulls were erected between 1978 and 2000, and the replicas were designed to represent the main breeds farmed in the region. There’s the Braford Bull, the Santa Gertrudis Bull, the Droughtmaster Bull, the Romagnola Bull and two Brahman Bulls. One stands at the south-eastern entrance of the city and the other is on a median strip adjacent to the Red Hill Homemaker Centre. The statues were made with a keen eye for detail, right down to colouring and anatomy.


It’s only natural Rockhampton’s Big Bulls would have big balls. These larger-than-life imitation concrete testicles have drawn considerable attention over the years, and not just because of their ample size. Ever since the Big Bulls first graced the city, unidentified thieves have been making off with their gonads at night. Some residents point the blame at visitors, claiming no local would ever perform such heinous acts of vandalism. There are rumours of a website that lists the Big Bulls’ family jewels as a ‘top 20’ souvenir for any visitor to Australia. (The existence of this website has never been verified.) It probably doesn’t help that the Braford Big Bull stands directly across the street from a Liquorland. To add insult to injury, there are two campuses of Central Queensland University in Rockhampton. (What happens in O-Week stays in O-Week.)


For years, the Rockhampton City Council employed the services of a local tradesperson to make replacement replica reproductive organs. But as one set of balls was replaced, another disappeared. The council eventually chose to take drastic action and installed metal rods to secure the nuts in place. This succeeded in slowing, but not stopping, the testicular theft rate. Where there’s a will, there’s a way (and some thieves aren’t afraid of using power tools). Despite the council’s best efforts, Rockhampton’s Big Bulls continue to be the victims of clandestine criminal castrations. The mystery of the knocked-off knackers remains unsolved.


Another disappearance caught the public’s eye when the Big Mango in Bowen, Queensland, went missing in February 2014. Staff at the Bowen Visitor Information Centre told media outlets that the three-storey-high replica mango had vanished from the concrete platform where it was first erected in 2002. CCTV footage showed an unmarked mobile crane approaching the 10-tonne replica tropical fruit in the early hours of the morning, helped along by workers in disguise. According to the Bowen Visitor Information Centre, there were tyre marks indicating the mango had been transported south, but there were no reports of it spotted on the Bruce Highway (which was surprising, because a gigantic mango careening down the road is kind of hard to miss).


Staff denied any knowledge of the apparent ‘theft’, but questions were raised when a PDF file of a media release was linked to an advertising agency. The agency claimed they were only helping in the search, but journalists were unconvinced. Their suspicions grew when a ‘wanted’ poster of the missing mango appeared on social media bearing the logo of a local radio station. Police also confirmed the $90,000 statue had never been reported stolen.


The case was cracked when a fast-food chain claimed responsibility for the ‘theft’. The whole palaver was nothing more than a promotional stunt for a mango-flavoured sauce. The Big Mango had been safe and sound in the bushes behind the Bowen Visitor Information Centre the entire time.


The local icon was returned to its rightful spot, where it remained undisturbed until 2022 when an accounting software company pulled another stunt and replaced the Big Mango with an inflatable half-mango (resembling a mango cut in half with the seed still inside). The promotion was to draw attention to the fact that almost 50 per cent of invoices owed to Australian small businesses were paid late. The original mango was soon back in place, but I’m guessing it won’t be long before another PR company steals it away again.


Maybe next time the dairy farmers of Rockhampton could collaborate with Bowen Tourism and transform the Big Mango into a Big Mango Smoothie. Or Queensland Health could wrap it in a giant condom to promote safe sex? How about bringing the Big Banana, the Big Mango, the Big Melon, the Big Orange(s), the Big Pineapple, the Big Strawberry and the Big Watermelon together in one spot to make a Big Fruit Salad?


In the land of Big Things and big dreams, anything is possible.









TRAM BOY


H


Melbourne is famed for its hipster coffee, record-breaking lockdowns, erratic weather and electric trams. Electric trams have been a staple of the city’s public transport system since 1906 and are still an easy way to get around. Melburnians love their trams. Sometimes a bit too much …


On 17 April 2005, a 15-year-old boy snuck into the South Melbourne tram depot under the cover of night. The teenager was wearing a jacket that closely resembled the standard-issue tram driver uniform. He carried three sets of tram keys secured three weeks earlier. He boarded a low-floor Citadis tram, inserted the keys and took it for a ride – and the story of ‘Tram Boy’ was born.


Tram Boy drove the 28-tonne vehicle through Melbourne, picking up and dropping off passengers as he went. He even reversed at one point when he overshot a tram stop (no passenger left behind!). Officials later expressed amazement at Tram Boy’s skill. He successfully used the brakes, crossed intersections and manually changed tracks without any formal training. For the most part, the passengers had no idea they were being chauffeured by a pubescent hijacker. Tram Boy was a tram-driving savant.


Forty minutes after leaving South Melbourne depot, everything ground to a halt. Literally. The electricity was shut off and the vehicle was surrounded by several police cars. Tram Boy was arrested at gunpoint, pushed against a seat and handcuffed. Passengers protested the rough treatment of their young driver. The joy ride was over.


At a national press conference, Detective Senior Constable Barry Hills (who was rocking an amazing walrus moustache) spoke fondly of Tram Boy: ‘He’s a nice lad, he’s a good lad. I think his obsession just got the better of him.’ Who can blame a young man for following his passion?


Senior Constable Hills didn’t believe this act of grand theft tram would stop Tram Boy from pursuing his dreams later in life: ‘He loves them and speaking to him, he enjoys watching trams but I believe that if he stays on the straight and narrow, then it’s certainly not going to affect his future.’


Tram Boy was charged with nine offences and appeared before Melbourne Children’s Court two months later. We don’t know what became of him, but it’s nice to think that Tram Boy is living a blissful existence at the helm of one of Melbourne’s many trams. Whatever the outcome, Tram Boy remains a modern hero who will inspire latte-sipping Melburnians for generations to come.













Bizarre Law #1


most of us agree that incest is a no-no. It’s a one-way ticket to genetic abnormalities and awkward family dinners. Everyone knows it’s illegal to marry parents, siblings or children (because it’s gross). But marrying relatives isn’t entirely off the menu. According to the Marriage Act 1961 (Australia), it’s legal to marry your first, second or third cousin. If you think that’s weird, it’s also legal to marry your aunt or uncle, niece or nephew. Think about that the next time you get a birthday card from your Auntie Joan …


In a curious legal twist, the prohibition against marrying parents, siblings or children extends to adoptive family. Under the law, an adopted relative has the same status as a genetic relative. This makes it a crime to marry your adopted brother or sister, even if you didn’t grow up together or only met as adults. Meanwhile, it’s perfectly legal to marry your mother’s or father’s identical twin. (Don’t worry if you just threw up in your mouth – we all did.)















FAECAL FELONIES


H


Before the advent of modern sewage, the toilet situation in Australian cities was less than ideal. Mid-to-late-19th-century city-dwellers would typically dispose of their poop by leaving it in a sanitary pan at the back of their homes. The contents were called ‘night soil’ and they were collected once a week by the ‘nightmen’, who had the crappy task of collecting the night soil and transporting it by horse-drawn wagon to manure depots on the outskirts of town. They worked at night to avoid exposing residents to the stench.


Unsurprisingly, the whole ‘leaving a pan of poop at the back of your house to be picked up by a dude with a horse’ wasn’t the most hygienic waste disposal solution. At the time, diseases such as typhoid, cholera and dysentery ran rife. The problem was made worse when nightmen couldn’t be effed taking their cargo to the manure depot and made unauthorised drop-offs. This created some legitimately shitty situations.


SHITTY SITUATION 1


On 3 April 1875, three nightmen – Edward Kinsella, Alfred Kingsford and John Raine – appeared before Melbourne’s City Police Court on charges of polluting the Yarra River with night soil. Beechworth’s Ovens and Murray Advertiser used strong language in describing the case:


The filthy brutes, to save themselves trouble and expense, had formed a shallow reservoir for nightsoil on the bank of the river, and had then cut a race from the reservoir to the bank. Fifty-two loads had been emptied in this way.


Ew.


SHITTY SITUATION 2


On 30 May 1888, The Herald reported that Melbourne nightman William Patterson had appeared before court on night soil pollution charges:


Constable Green stated that at 1 o’clock this morning he was on watch in the St. Kilda Road, when he observed the prisoner coming along with his night cart. He went towards the footpath, and then returned to the cart, and deliberately opened the door and allowed the foul contents of the cart to escape on the road.


Gross.


SHITTY SITUATION 3


On 15 April 1889, John Beck appeared before Caulfield Police Court on charges of ‘spilling nightsoil on the public street within the bounds of the shire of Malvern’. The Age referred to the case as ‘The Nightsoil Nuisance’:


The evidence went to show that this was a most deliberate and filthy act on the part of the defendant. An eye witness named Richard Alexander said that … he heard a night cart coming along High-street about 9 o’clock in the evening, and looking round saw it was in charge of [the] defendant. It was driven along Jordan-street out of High-street a short distance, when the accused deliberately let down the trap door, spilling the contents along the street and over a vacant piece of ground contiguous thereto.


Yuck.


SHITTY SITUATION 4


On 9 November 1900, a sanitary contractor was fined £5 at Camberwell Court for ‘carrying on a business offensive to the public without consent of the council’. The arresting officer said that the contractor had set up sheds in Burwood that were used as a makeshift ‘night soil depot’:


On 11th October witness saw men emptying the pans out of the cart. There were also two men washing the pans, and there was a very offensive smell.


Barf.


The wide-scale implementation of water-borne sewage mostly fixed the problem of shit in the streets. But like a turd that won’t flush, the issue was back in the news in 2018 when residents of Greenslopes, Brisbane, were plagued by a bowel-movement bandit known as the ‘Brisbane Poo Jogger’.


SHITTY SITUATION 5


Like any serial offender, the Poo Jogger followed a set pattern of behaviour. (Cue the opening theme song of NCIS.) He would take a break from his early morning run, pop down the private path of a Greenslopes apartment block, do his business and be on his way. There was often used toilet paper left at the crime scene, indicating preparation and malice aforethought.


An alliance of Greenslopians resolved to catch the culprit. They set up a night camera to determine the timing of the early morning movements. Once the window of ‘poop-portunity’ was confirmed, a resident named Steve staged a stakeout. On the morning of Friday 11 May 2018, the Poo Jogger took his usual route down the private path, dropped his daks and started to defecate. Steve sprang from his hiding spot behind some shrubs and took candid pics of the offender mid-act.


‘There’s a red light which goes on before the camera’s flash goes off,’ Steve explained in an interview with news.com.au. ‘He saw that and looked at me as the photograph was taken. Then he just said, “Hello”. At that point I decided to walk away.’ (Can’t say I blame him.)


The photographs finally led to the identification of the culprit. The Brisbane Poo Jogger was 64-year-old Andrew [Redacted]: a pillar of the community, Brisbane City Council Board member and national quality manager for a chain of retirement villages. Images of the grey-haired gentleman caught with his pants down (literally) soon plastered the pages of newspapers everywhere. There was even a story featured in The Washington Post and #poojogger briefly trended on Twitter.


In June 2018 a spokesperson for Andrew’s employer confirmed he had resigned from his position. The spokesperson said the organisation was ‘distressed and disappointed at the alleged incidents’. (Understandable.)


The Poo Jogger was arraigned before Holland Park Magistrates Court where he was issued with an infringement notice and fined $378.


More importantly, the good people of Greenslopes were safe to walk the streets without fear of human faeces. The hard work of Steve and his allies had paid off. Power to the poo-ple!












Bizarre Law #2


Before you accept a Facebook invite from a one-eyed, peg-legged man with a parrot on his shoulder, it’s worth knowing that Victorian law prohibits correspondence with pirates. Section 70C of the Crimes Act 1958 (Vic) makes it illegal to knowingly do business with a pirate, supply a pirate with munitions (you’ll have to find another home for that pile of cannonballs in the backyard), fit out a vessel to trade with a pirate or ‘conspire or correspond’ with a pirate. Contravention of this law can result in up to ten years in prison. Any Victorian wanting to catch up with their pirate BFF would be well advised to cross the Murray and share tales of the high seas at the South Wagga Bakery.















MEDIA HORE


H


It was the first Tuesday of November 1997. Thousands of spectators in suits and pretty dresses were gathered at Flemington Racecourse for the Melbourne Cup – ‘the race that stops a nation’.


The starting gates opened at 3pm. Might and Power took an early lead, with 1995 Cup winner Doriemus in hot pursuit. Punters watched in tense anticipation as Doriemus gained ground in the final leg. But then something strange happened. A slender, shirtless man with wild hair ran onto the track and spun around. Fortunately, nobody was hurt, and the race carried on regardless. But it was such a weird thing to do. Why would anyone run onto a track with 24 stampeding horses galloping as fast as they can?


Might and Power finished first, beating out Doriemus in a nailbiting photo finish. The race was a defining moment in the horse’s illustrious career. Might and Power would go on to become the first reigning Melbourne Cup winner to win the Cox Plate since Phar Lap.


It was also a defining moment in the ignominious career of Peter Hore, Australia’s premier ‘serial pest’. Hore’s interruption of the Melbourne Cup was the first of many interruptions to come. He would soon become a household name. Australians everywhere would watch in tense anticipation to see which public occasion he was going to crash next, like a real-life, deranged version of Where’s Wally?


I honestly don’t have the mental or emotional energy to outline the complete history of Hore’s public disturbances. His CV is way too long. Instead, here are some selected highlights for you to enjoy:





	[image: ] 	Hore ran onto the field during the 1997 Australia vs Iran World Cup Qualifier and pulled down the goal net. Play was suspended while the net was fixed. Prior to the interruption, Australia was up 2–0. The stunt apparently took the wind out of the Aussie team’s sails. Iran levelled the match 2–2, qualifying them for the 1998 FIFA World Cup. Many blamed Hore for the loss.




	[image: ] 	 Hore burst into the chambers of South Australia’s Parliament House while eulogies were being read for the former state governor Dame Roma Mitchell. He stripped his shirt off and made several difficult-to-decipher statements before being escorted off the premises.




	[image: ] 	  Hore disrupted the 2000 Sydney Olympics men’s marathon by running onto Oxford Street carrying a didgeridoo. (Why he was carrying the didgeridoo or whether he can play the instrument remains a mystery.)




	[image: ] 	  Hore lunged at supermodel Sarah Murdoch while she was on the catwalk at a 2001 lingerie fashion show in Brisbane. Sarah escaped the encounter unharmed. Police successfully applied to have Hore remanded in custody until his hearing (making him unable to attend several upcoming, high-profile events in Queensland).




	[image: ] 	  Hore appeared at EnergyAustralia Stadium in Newcastle before the opening whistle of a Newcastle Knights vs Parramatta Eels rugby league match in 2006. (He had warned Knights captain Andrew Johns of his desire to kick-off the match beforehand.) He entered the grounds riding a tricycle, carrying two cats in a basket. He picked up the ball and kicked it to Johns. Less than impressed, Johns threw the ball at Hore (but missed).




	[image: ] 	  Hore interrupted the Cole Inquiry into the Australian Wheat Board kickbacks scandal in 2006. Hore introduced himself to the Royal Commission ‘as a future Prime Minister of Australia’. He would later run as an independent candidate (under the name ‘PM Howard’) in the 2007 Federal election race against Kevin Rudd in the electorate of Griffith. He won a surprising 2264 votes.






After his unsuccessful bid against Prime Minister Rudd, Hore largely retired from public life, with a few notable exceptions, including interrupting another Knights vs Eels match in 2008 by running onto the pitch with a guitar case on his back and jumping onto Eels forward Fuifui Moimoi mid-tackle before being crash-tackled himself by Eels halfback Brett Finch. Memories of the ‘serial pest’ soon faded and event organisers everywhere began to taper off their anxiety medications.


But on 4 April 2014, Hore was back in the news again. Sporting ragged hair, a long beard and wearing a ‘WTF’ T-shirt, he created a kerfuffle at a hearing of the Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) in Sydney. It took six staff to remove him, and a police constable was injured in the scuffle. He shouted ‘I’m Peter Hore, serial pest’ as he was led away.


Hore later claimed he had gone into the ICAC building to use the bathroom. He was fined $600 and put on a 12-month good behaviour bond. That must have been challenging. ‘Good behaviour’ never really was Peter’s style.













Bizarre Law #3


Until the law was repealed in May 2021, it was an offence for Western Australians to transport more than 50 kilograms of potatoes unless they were a member or authorised agent of the Potato Marketing Corporation. Unauthorised transportation of 50 kilograms (or more) of potatoes could result in a $2000 fine for the first offence and a $5000 fine for any subsequent offence. Under Section 22 of the Marketing of Potatoes Act 1946 (WA), potato inspectors could stop and search a person’s vehicle if they suspected an excess of spuds.


We don’t know why this law was originally put in place. Food security was something of an issue in 1946, so that may have played a part. Perhaps a powerful potato magnate was working behind the scenes? Either way, Western Australians are now free to pack their car with as many starchy carbs as they like.















BONDAGE, MACHETES AND EGGS


H


It’s great to mix things up in the bedroom. Who hasn’t at least entertained the idea of playing around with handcuffs, a spanking paddle or a can of full-fat whipped cream? But sometimes things get out of hand and you end up needing a lawyer (or getting something removed in an emergency room).


In 2019 a man living in Goolgowi in western NSW (let’s call him ‘Fred’) put out the call for gentlemen who might be interested in a spot of role-play. Fred was looking for fellas willing to break into his home, tie him up and rub a broom handle around his underwear. Standard stuff. Fred was happy to pay for the privilege. He would give $5000 to anyone who made it a ‘really good’ event.


Terence [Redacted] and another Sydney man (let’s call him ‘Stanley’) were up for the job. They were booked to stage their break-in on 14 July. The daring duo, committed to scoring that sweet five grand, brought along machetes to drive home the ‘realism’ factor. This was Meryl Streep–level method acting.


Things went awry when they broke into the wrong house. The home’s occupant (let’s call him ‘Bob’) thought it was a friend who would often pop over for coffee. According to reports, Bob shouted: ‘Bugger off, it’s too early!’ (Bob obviously had a candid relationship with his coffee buddy.)


Bob heard someone ask if his name was ‘Fred’. Bob removed his sleep apnoea mask and went to investigate. He arrived in the lounge room to discover two machete-wielding men, ready for action. Bob explained that his name was not ‘Fred’. It was ‘Bob’. Embarrassed by the mix-up, Terence and Stanley apologised, shook Bob’s hand and departed. Bob called the police.


Terence and Stanley finally reached the correct address. Fred noticed that one of them had a ‘great big knife’ in his pants. Machetes weren’t part of his fantasy scenario, so he asked them to leave all deadly weapons in the car.


Fred was the consummate host. He prepared a breakfast of coffee, noodles, bacon and eggs. Tuckered out from his early morning hijinks, Terence retired to the couch for a nap. That’s when the cops arrived. After they discovered machetes in the car, Terence was arrested. He was charged with entering a home with the intention of intimidation with an offensive weapon. Fred’s session of bound-in-underwear-and-rubbed-with-a-broomstick fun had gone horribly wrong.


Fortunately for Terence, he was found not guilty. His attorney demonstrated that even though his client had broken into a home brandishing a machete, he had not done so with the ‘intention of intimi­dation’. His intention was to bring pleasure and make money. An innocent mistake.


As for Fred, let’s hope he’s found a guy who can tie a good knot, handle a broom and knows how to use Google Maps.









CREATURE CRIMES


H


Australia is renowned for its distinctive and fascinating wildlife. Granted, some foreigners find the country’s fauna less than appealing. It’s common to hear fearful Americans complain they would never venture Down Under because of the ‘snakes and spiders’, and it can be hard to convince an anxious American that most of us don’t step over red-bellied black snakes on our way to work in the morning. But when it comes to furry friends such as koalas and wombats, almost everyone’s a fan. Sadly, the nation’s cute critters aren’t always treated with the respect they deserve.


In August 2015, a four-year-old echidna named ‘Piggie’ was abducted from the Currumbin Wildlife Sanctuary on the Gold Coast. A 24-year-old man and an accomplice broke in on the evening of Saturday 1 August and stole away with the prickly monotreme. Piggie was dumped 44 hours later on the outskirts of the sanctuary, where she curled up and hid under a log. According to Currumbin Wildlife Sanctuary’s senior veterinarian Dr Michael Pyne, echidnas ‘are difficult to hold, difficult to feed and … stinky’, which probably explains Piggie’s sudden return. The main culprit was arrested and charged on 4 August. Fortunately, Piggie escaped the ordeal in one piece. She was back to living her best echidna life in no time.


A similar crime was committed in 2012 when a penguin was stolen from Sea World on the Gold Coast. (What is it with people abducting wild animals on the Gold Coast?) Twenty-one-year-old Rhys [Redacted] and 20-year-old Keri [Redacted] were visiting from Wales on working holiday visas. After enjoying themselves at a beach party, the lads thought it would be a good idea to break into Sea World, let off a fire extinguisher in a shark enclosure, swim with dolphins and steal a seven-year-old fairy penguin named Dirk.


The dynamic duo awoke with hangovers and a penguin waddling around their apartment. They tried to care for Dirk by feeding him and keeping him wet, but penguin maintenance proved too much. The pair dropped the small sea bird off at a canal where they were spotted by onlookers and the police were called. The Welshmen were arrested, and Dirk was returned to Sea World unharmed. Rhys and Keri pled guilty to theft and were fined $1000 each.


In the name of balanced reporting, it’s worth noting that Australian wildlife isn’t always the ‘victim’ of a crime. Sometimes it’s the ‘criminal’. In 2017, a brushtail possum was filmed shoplifting in the nursery department of a Brisbane Bunnings. The creature was caught on camera busily chowing down on lettuce seedlings in the middle of the day. Possums are nocturnal animals, so onlookers were surprised to see such a bold-faced case of daylight robbery.


A staff member eventually encouraged the intruder to leave (Bunnings declined to press charges). Meanwhile, the recording of the crime went viral on Facebook. Viewers of the video seemed much more concerned with the welfare of the culprit than any damage done to the store’s property. ‘He must be soooo hungry,’ wrote one commenter, ‘to brave it and stay chomping down those little succulent greens where people can clearly see him, poor little munchkin.’ Poor little munchkin indeed.


A similar (but more extreme) case of theft was perpetrated in Mooroolbark, Victoria, in 2023, when nursery owner Humphrey Herington lost thousands of seedlings at the paws of a rogue koala. Humphrey had noticed seedlings were going missing overnight but wasn’t sure who or what might be responsible. The mystery was solved when he arrived at work one morning to discover ‘Claude the koala’ sitting on a bench next to the seedlings, hugging a pole.


Humphrey safely removed the adorable menace by wrapping Claude in a towel and delivering him to a neighbour’s paddock where he was released into a tree. Undeterred, Claude returned a couple of days later for a midnight meal. His illegal incursions were only stopped when Humphrey erected koala-proof fencing. It is estimated Claude’s feasting cost the nursery $6000.


But the capers of Claude the koala and the Bunnings possum pale in comparison with the most celebrated Aussie animal crime of all – Rags the kangaroo bashing up Marty Monster on live children’s television.


The year was 1987 and kids across the nation would jump out of bed on a Saturday morning to watch The Early Bird Show. The five-hour-long variety program was hosted by rock singer Daryl Cotton, TV personality Marie Van Maaren and Marty Monster (performed by a man in a furry yellow monster suit). Marty boasted a giant head, broad red lips, crooked teeth and a surprised expression – he was quite the looker!


The show took an unexpected turn one morning when Daryl, Marie and Marty were visited by a ginormous nine-year-old red kangaroo named ‘Rags’. Daryl was interviewing Rags’s handler when Marty approached (Marie was wisely standing at a safe distance). Perhaps troubled by Marty’s unusual facial features, Rags proceeded to physically assault the monster. After throwing a few punches, Rags grabbed Marty’s head and dragged him to the ground. Unsympathetic to the monster’s plight, the audience burst out laughing. As Marty wrestled with the muscular marsupial, Daryl exclaimed: ‘I now pronounce you Monster and Kangaroo!’


The handler intervened and freed Marty from the kangaroo’s powerful grip. As he recovered from the attack, Marty staggered around in a daze. Daryl checked on the monster’s welfare by asking, ‘Do you know what day it is?’ Meanwhile, the handler fed Rags a slice of bread to help soothe the savage marsupial.


Showing a blatant disregard for his own personal wellbeing, Marty approached Rags for a second round. True to form, the kangaroo punched Marty a couple of times before clutching his head. After disentangling the pair, the handler scolded Marty: ‘Go and sit down … you’re only a troublemaker.’


It was clear that Rags was getting aggravated. After attempting to soothe the beast, the handler asked Marty to bring another slice of bread. Marty approached the kangaroo with the peace offering but Rags was having none of it. He punched Marty square in the middle of the face and the monster dropped to the floor. The audience was delighted.


The word ‘iconic’ doesn’t even begin to describe this classic moment of Australian television. The clip was shown around the world and remains a landmark cultural event to this day.









MYTHIC PRECAUTIONS


H


From time immemorial, there have been reports of large, hairy, ape-like creatures roaming the world. The Tibetans have the Yeti, the Canadians have the Nuk-luk, the Americans have the Sasquatch and Australians have the Yowie. To date, no definitive evidence of their existence has been uncovered (photographs always tend to be conveniently blurry). Most card-carrying zoologists dismiss these creatures as nothing more than a joke. But for believers, they’re no laughing matter.


In October 2020, a 46-year-old woman appeared before the Gympie Magistrates Court in Queensland. Helen [Redacted] pleaded guilty to charges of producing marijuana and possessing illegal weapons. On a search of her home in Cooloola Cove, police found knuckledusters, knives, tasers and an illegal laser pointer. According to the Courier-Mail, they also discovered 33 marijuana plants and a glass pipe Helen had used for smoking meth.


Helen’s lawyer claimed the marijuana plants were for personal use. But what about the weapons? The explanation was simple: she had amassed them in case of a Yowie attack.


Indigenous mobs across the country describe upright, ape-like creatures wandering the Aussie outback. There are several names for them, including ‘Yahoos’ or ‘Yowies’. Settler sightings of Yowies are said to date back to 1795, but the first documented accounts come from the mid-to-late 1800s. One of the earliest accounts was written by amateur naturalist Henry James McCooey in 1882, who supposedly spotted a Yowie on the coast between Batemans Bay and Ulladulla:


I should think that if it were standing perfectly upright it would be nearly 5 feet high. It was tailless and covered with very long black hair … Its eyes, which were small and restless, were partly hidden by matted hair that covered its head. The length of the fore legs or arms seemed to be strikingly out of proportion with the rest of its body … On the whole it was a most uncouth and repulsive looking creature, evidently possessed of prodigious strength, and one which I should not care to come to close quarters with.


Helen shared the same concerns 138 years later. In fact, she was so concerned that she procured both a butterfly knife and a credit card knife. ‘What would a credit card knife do against a Yowie?’ asked Magistrate Chris Callaghan. Helen argued she needed the knife for protection when camping in the bush.


Magistrate Callaghan remained sceptical: ‘They’re mythical, aren’t they? They don’t exist. You’re talking about a mythical character.’ He said Helen would need a more ‘reliable’ reason for stockpiling weapons than defence against cryptids. But he wasn’t entirely unsympathetic. He accepted the marijuana was for personal use and let her off with a fine of $800.


The ruling was a win for Helen. It was also a win for any innocent Yowie who might have encountered Helen and her portable armoury.
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