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INTRODUCTION

After this book’s initial publication in New Zealand in 1978 a great deal of nonsense and fantasy was written and reported by that country’s news media concerning the circumstances and the reasons surrounding my initial involvement in what since 1970 has always been referred to as ‘the Thomas case’.

It was said that I had been paid a huge amount of money to come to New Zealand and investigate this case. The amount would vary, as would my benefactor, depending on who was telling the tale, but the thrust was always the same. I was commissioned, so it was confidently asserted, to investigate then write a book that concluded that Arthur Thomas was innocent of the murders of Harvey and Jeannette Crewe.

That this book exists and that as a result of it Thomas is a free man is solely because of two love affairs. The first, with my wife Anna, continues. The second, with New Zealand, well, that is another story.

In late 1976 I flew with Anna from London to Wellington to meet my future wife’s parents for the first time. For Anna this was a return to her homeland, for me a first visit. Some months before our departure I casually mentioned this intended trip to colleagues at my then British publisher, Hodder and Stoughton. They had recently published my second book, The Day The Laughter Stopped, not only in the United Kingdom, but also in what publishers still identify as ‘The Commonwealth’. To the Sales Director at Hodders it was an opportunity to exploit. To this particular author it was a moment when I wished I had kept my mouth shut. This was intended to be a holiday and a strictly private trip. There are undoubtedly times when reporters are invaluable to an author. The first meeting with prospective in-laws is not one of them. We reached a compromise. Two weeks of anonymity before any interviews.

During those two weeks that second love affair began. How could it fail not to? A country more or less the same size as my own but with only some three million people. That amount of space ensured less aggression, less stress, less violence, less crime; a greater degree of gentleness, of tranquillity and of something that was called when I was young a caring Christian community.

I had read before this first trip to New Zealand that it was ‘a country in a time warp, some thirty years behind England’. In some respects that is exactly what I found in December 1976 and I revelled in it.

During the third week the first of a series of interviews took place. The interviewer, Margaret Hayward, had in another existence been the personal and private secretary of Prime Minister Norman Kirk. At the time of our meeting Kirk had been dead for a number of years. I recall being particularly struck by the fact that notwithstanding her close professional relationship with the ex-Premier and despite the fact that he could only be referred to in the past tense, whenever she spoke of him it was always ‘Mr Kirk’. There was something else about that interview that I also very clearly recall.

‘Of course many people in New Zealand are wondering why you are here.’

‘Really? I’m surprised that anyone knows that I’m here.’

‘Oh, it’s a small country.’

It isn’t, but over the years I came to know exactly what she meant. On one occasion two years on I fell down a flight of stairs inside Noah’s Hotel in Christchurch. Twenty minutes later I had a telephone call from a lawyer friend in Auckland. His opening observation, ‘I hear you were pissed in Noah’s this afternoon,’ was slightly wide of the mark, but it indicated that Margaret Hayward had a point. I told her that the trip was merely an extended holiday. She smiled and shook her head.

‘The Press think you’re here to investigate the Thomas case.’

‘Thomas who?’

‘Arthur Thomas.’

‘Margaret, until this moment I have never heard of Arthur Thomas. Who is he and why would the Press think I’m here to investigate his case?’

Thus I learned a little of the farmer from Pukekawa.

At every subsequent interview much the same scene occurred. After questions about a teenager named Derek Bentley1, who had been taken out one cold January day in 1953 and, courtesy of the British Government, murdered, and questions about sweet, talented, funny Roscoe Arbuckle2, who had been murdered in quite a different way at the bar of American public opinion, the assertion that I was in New Zealand to write about Thomas would be made, to be followed by my denial and a request for information. I would listen while the reporters outlined the case from their own knowledge and perspective. Putting to one side the variable quality of the information, one fact shone out like a beacon. If these reporters were representative of the country as a whole then the nation was split right down the middle when it came to consider the guilt or innocence of Arthur Allan Thomas.

After the interviews Anna and I continued our holiday and I rapidly saw the truth of Margaret Hayward’s ‘small country’ observation. I concluded that I was shortly going to marry into a family with three million members, certainly everyone seemed to know everyone. I was enthralled with the country and my desire for knowledge of it was insatiable. The fact that it was high summer helped, but there was an easy-going ‘she’ll be right’ philosophy that was quite new to me. Nobody in England went around saying ‘she’ll be right’. Looking back now, seventeen years later, it is obvious that even an extended holiday of six weeks is no way to come to terms with a country, but hindsight always has twenty-twenty vision.

After Christmas in Lower Hutt we began to drive North to visit other members of this, by my only-child experiences, vast family. From time to time at a barbecue or dinner party I would raise the Thomas case, then sit back and listen. Opinions always divided: a wife disagreeing with her husband; a sister with her brother. These experiences stimulated within me a memory of another warm summer’s evening in London, more than three years earlier.

As a result of the publication of To Encourage The Others and my television play of the same name, the then British Government had been forced to re-open what is known as the Craig–Bentley murder case. Their secret inquiries concluded that all was well, that justice had been done. Many remained unconvinced, among their number the Lords Arran and Goodman. In June 1973 they provoked a full-scale debate on the case in the House of Lords. Speaking without recourse to notes for some forty minutes, Lord Goodman made a speech that for lucidity and clarity of thought surpassed anything I have ever heard in my life. Sitting in a variety of New Zealand homes nearly four years later a particular part of that speech kept resounding in my mind:



‘Very occasionally, as I have said, cases occur in our criminal courts in which, although they have been concluded, and concluded with the finality with which these cases were concluded, that is to say, by a capital sentence, there nevertheless remains a stir of public anxiety and concern. Where this happens and where that stir of public anxiety and concern fails to be allayed by the passage of time, it appears to be a pretty historic certainty that there is something that needs to be looked into. If you examine the occasional cases where this has happened, public concern is a pretty good index of the need for examination and re-examination. This has happened with very great rarity. It is difficult to put a finger on any number of cases of which this observation could be made; but where it has happened – as in the case of Oscar Slater, the case of Evans and a few others – time does not enable one to bury the situation.’





In early February 1977 our visit to New Zealand was coming to a close. We had returned to Auckland. I was recounting to Neil Robinson, my editor, my feelings about his country. My love affair with ‘God’s Own Country’ was now in full flower. Neil smiled at me tolerantly.

‘Hodders would like you to come back here and write a book for them.’

‘Would they now.’

‘Yes, very much. We can’t afford to pay you much. The advance would be two thousand dollars.’ [At that time a little over one thousand pounds Sterling.]

‘Any particular subject that you have in mind?’

‘Yes, David, there is. Have you ever heard of a man called Arthur Thomas?’


AUTHOR’S NOTE

The reader will see that from time to time I refer within the book to ‘this country’ and to ‘now, eight years later in 1978’. The Introduction and the Epilogue are of now. The main text is of a time when Arthur Thomas was still serving a life imprisonment inside New Zealand’s maximum security prison.
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‘Throughout the web of the English Criminal Law one golden thread is always to be seen, that it is the duty of the prosecution to prove the prisoner’s guilt … If, at the end of and on the whole of the case, there is reasonable doubt, created by the evidence given by either the prosecution or the prisoner … the prosecution has not made out the case and the prisoner is entitled to an acquittal.’ —Viscount Sankey L.C. expressing the unanimous opinion of the House of Lords in the case of Woolmington v. D.P.P.

‘It is no business of the defence to prove innocence or even prove reasonable doubt. The defence, if it can show any weakness in the Crown case, if it can bring you to the stage where you have a reasonable doubt, then, of course, you ought to acquit, but that is only argument on the evidence. The burden of proof, as we call it, to prove the crime and to prove who was the criminal, rests and rests always upon the Crown.’ —Mr Justice Henry (now Sir Trevor Henry). From his summing-up to the first jury. The Queen v. Arthur Allan Thomas March 1971.

‘Now the words “beyond reasonable doubt” mean exactly what they say. It means you should not be deterred by a fanciful or frivolous doubt. But that you must feel sure. If guilt of the accused is not established beyond reasonable doubt, then the accused is entitled to be acquitted.’ —Mr Justice Perry (now Sir Clifford Perry). From his summing-up to the second jury. The Queen v. Arthur Allan Thomas April 1973.


Prologue

Pukekawa, 17 June 1970. Night-time. The gusting southwesterly wind buffeted the car as it sped along the deserted country roads. The strange collection of items in the trailer behind bounced and rattled as one of the wheels hit a pothole. At the wheel of the Hillman, Arthur Thomas turned his head at the sound, anxiously checking that none of the items had been thrown into the road. Satisfied, he turned back to peer through the moving windscreen wipers at the road ahead. Still staring in front, his left hand reached out to the front passenger seat and came into contact with his .22 rifle. The feel of the wooden butt gave him that measure of reassurance he had been seeking. He glanced at his gold wristwatch. It was a few minutes after 11 p.m. At this time of the night if his luck was in he would get to his destination without meeting another car. As it transpired his luck was indeed in.

Switching off ignition and lights he stared out of the window at his ultimate destination. The farmhouse of Harvey and Jeannette Crewe. The lounge and kitchen lights were still on, indicating that at least one of the Crewes was still not in bed. Good, that would make the task he had set himself that much easier. That left hand went out again and reached for the Browning. Quietly getting out of his car, he moved unseen and unheard on to the Crewe farm. The dogs were kennelled well away from the house and the rain and the wind were proving useful allies as he approached the house. Opening the garden gate, he moved cautiously from the path that led to the front door on to the front lawn. Pausing, he stared with unblinking eyes into the lounge a short distance away. Thoughtful of them not to draw the curtains. Harvey was sitting in one of the armchairs, his back towards Arthur Thomas, the smoke from his cigarette curling up into the air. On the sofa facing him sat Jeannette, the knitting needles in her hands moving quickly as she talked to her husband.

Thomas began to walk across the lawn to the side of the house. At the kitchen window and the back door he paused with a frown of concentration on his face. Harvey was in profile to him now and Jeannette completely masked. The frown was replaced with a smile at the sight of the open louvre windows. It was all going to be so easy. Moving to the back door, he quickly climbed onto the small wall. Familiar with the house and its layout he knew that the sliding kitchen door was never closed. He could see right through into the lounge. Harvey was still chatting to his wife. Thomas flicked the safety catch and pushing the rifle through the open louvre windows aimed at the side of Harvey’s head. Thomas held his breath then squeezed the trigger. The impact of the shot jerked Harvey’s head to the right arm of his chair. As Thomas jumped from the small wall he quickly reloaded. Bursting into the house through the back door he was down the short passage across the kitchen and into the lounge within a few seconds. Jeannette was on her feet staring in shock at the dying body of her husband. The shock turned to fear at the sight of Harvey’s murderer standing there smiling. With equal rapidity the fear switched to anger. She swung her arm to bang that smile from his face but Thomas was quicker. He parried the blow with his rifle then smashed the butt of the gun into her face. Screaming with pain she fell back. Then, standing over her, he shot her in the head. As with Harvey, it required only a single shot.

He stood still, looking at the two bodies. Harvey’s sprawled grotesquely in the armchair, the six feet two, sixteen stone man appeared to be sleeping – only the blood running from the head to the arm of the chair then the base of the chair and finally to the carpet indicated that he would never again rise from that chair. He glanced down at Jeannette’s body. For the first time he realized that the blow he had struck with the rifle butt had broken her nose and smashed a number of her teeth. Her face was covered with blood. Her black hair was fast turning red. This was not the image that he had carried in his mind for so many years. The image that had driven him with an ever tightening jealousy to destroy her husband and then her. The passion within him was now spent. Picking a cushion up from the couch he placed it over her face to hide the reality. As he did he became aware for the first time of somebody calling and crying out.

‘Mama. Mama. Want you, Mama.’ How long the child had been calling out he had no idea. Time had frozen from the moment that he had got Harvey in the sights of his rifle. Walking through the lounge and the front hallway he entered the bedroom of Rochelle Crewe, the eighteen-month-old daughter, now orphaned. She was standing up in her cot.

The sobs turned to frightened screams as the young child saw not the comforting face of her mother but that of a stranger. For a moment Thomas stood staring at her; then, speaking softly, reassuringly, he laid her down in her cot. She clutched at the teddy bear he handed her. The comfort of the familiar toy soon stifled the tears. Wrapping the blankets around her Thomas patted her on the head and, retracing his steps, closed her bedroom door.

Back in the lounge it occurred to him the shots and the sounds that had disturbed Rochelle might have been heard by others. From the lounge windows he anxiously scanned Highway 22, some sixty yards away. No sign of activity there. The Chitty farm on the other side of the road was just a sea of blackness, their farmhouse was out of sight. He waited for a few minutes to see if there were any car lights approaching. There were none. Pulling the lounge curtains, he discovered to his annoyance that the wealthy Crewes did not possess a complete set of drapes.

Ahead of Arthur Thomas lay many hours’ work. He returned to his car and drove it up the paddock to the garden gate. Taking some lengths of wire from his trailer he re-entered the house. He had no intention of leaving the bodies there to be found. Dead men do tell tales, particularly when they have traceable bullets in their heads. Stripping blankets and bedspreads from a couple of the bedrooms he tied them around the bodies with the wire brought from his own farm. A nearby wheelbarrow was utilized to serve as a macabre vehicle to move the remains of what such a short while ago had been a happily married young couple. First Jeannette then Harvey was put into the car trailer. Sheets of black polythene that would later be destroyed ensured that no blood dripped on to the trailer itself. Weights were attached to the two bodies to ensure that when they were dumped into the Waikato river the bodies would stay down until they had disintegrated. For Jeannette a piece of scrap metal served as a grisly ballast. For Harvey an old car axle.

The carpet that had served as Jeannette’s last resting place within her own home and the cushion that he had placed over her face were burned in the fireplace. Thomas began to clean the bloodstains that abounded throughout the kitchen and lounge. Eventually he realized the impossibility of completing the task successfully. The wheelbarrow presented an easier problem and he was able to wash it out before replacing it by the water tank.

Once more he returned to the lounge. Picking up his .22 rifle he idly flicked on the safety catch as he surveyed his efforts to hide, at least for a little while, his double murder. As his hand flicked the catch a sudden thought struck him. He had reloaded immediately after killing Harvey. That reflex action would have ejected a .22 cartridge case. He searched in vain for minute after desperate minute in the garden. Despite the light from the kitchen and an outside light that small case was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps if he could not find it the police would not be able to either? Leaving the louvre windows open and the back light on, Thomas walked to his car. Minutes later he was on his way to the Waikato river. As a local boy he had an intimate knowledge of the area and knew a dozen places where the two bodies could go into the river. If his luck was in he could get to the Waikato, dump the bodies, and return to his own farm without being seen. As it transpired his luck, yet again, was indeed in.

The above account of the murders of Harvey and Jeannette Crewe is based entirely on the Crown prosecution case that was subsequently and successfully brought against Arthur Allan Thomas. The case for the Crown has triumphed not once, but twice. It has convinced two juries. It has survived two Courts of Appeal. It has withstood an official examination by a senior retired judge. Even a further referral to the Court of Appeal has left the Crown’s case persuasive enough to ensure that Arthur Thomas remained in New Zealand’s only maximum security prison.

Yet that above account of the deaths of the Crewes is demonstrably inaccurate, riddled with error and palpably false. I do not claim that this book contains all the evidence or all the facts pertaining to what has become known as ‘The Thomas Case’. I do claim that it contains new facts and new evidence that have never been laid before a jury. The question is at once both simple and complex: ‘When all the evidence contained in this book is duly considered, has Arthur Thomas been proved guilty, beyond reasonable doubt?’


1

It Begins

Pukekawa, 17 June 1970. Daytime. The day that preceded the events I have just described held no hint of the horror that was about to burst upon this small and friendly farming community. Situated twenty-five crow-flying miles south of Auckland, its population of six hundred people undoubtedly regarded it as just a run-of-the-mill day when they rose from their beds. The weather was as typical as the tasks that lay ahead of them. A cold wet windy wintry New Zealand day. Something largely to be endured rather than enjoyed. They little knew then that two gunshots that would be fired that evening at 8.30 p.m. would still be reverberating throughout the district nearly eight years later.

Opinions differ as to the meaning of the Maori name Pukekawa. Some believe it means ‘Bitter Hill’, others ‘Fertile Hill’, still others ‘the Hill of the Kawa Tree’. Whatever its origin the district has a history that belies its quiet rolling hills. Where sheep and cattle now graze in peace violence has erupted on a number of occasions. In 1820 the local Maoris were confronted by the Ngapuhi warriors from the Bay of Islands armed with muskets obtained from early Europeans. The Maoris of Pukekawa died in great numbers.

In 1863 Governor George Grey found he had a full-scale war on his hands in the Waikato. Killing was again in the air of Pukekawa.

In 1920 it returned yet again, this time in sensational form, when a Pukekawa farmer, Sidney Seymour Eyre, was murdered in his bed on the night of 24 August. That murder has some extraordinary parallels with the investigation of the deaths of the Crewes and the subsequent trials of Arthur Thomas. Those parallels will be examined later in this book.

In 1932, just fourteen miles from Pukekawa, farmer Sam Lakey and his wife were murdered in what was to become the most sensational murder case in New Zealand’s history. The most sensational, that is, until the night of 17 June 1970. Like the murder of Eyre this double murder also has strange counterparts to the deaths of Harvey and Jeannette Crewe. It will also be the subject of comment within this book.

On 17 June 1970 it is unlikely that any of this violent heritage was the subject of conversation in Pukekawa. Cows and sheep do not wait while a farmer considers his heritage.

Down at the Mercer Ferry end of the township, Ted Smith, having completed the morning’s milking and checking of stock, returned to his house to wrestle with that bane of all farmers’ lives, forms. His wife Margaret, although suffering from an influenza attack, told him of her determination to play indoor bowls at Glen Murray that evening.

David Payne sat in his farm studying the minutes of the last ratepayers’ meeting, and wondering who had not been contacted and advised that there was a meeting in the local hall that evening. As secretary of the association he had more than a passing interest in a good attendance. Glancing out of a window at gusting wind and rain, he opined to his wife that they would be lucky to get twenty.

Arthur Thomas and his young English wife, Vivien, mulled over a problem of their own. A lunchtime appointment with their dentist in Tuakau plus a garage check-up on their car in the same town would keep them away from their farm for a number of hours. The problem was cow No. 4. It was due to calve but a recent heavy fall had left the animal partly paralysed. Slings and supports acquired from local veterinary surgeon Henry Collett had taken the weight off the cow’s rear. The first fight was to keep it alive until it calved, the second to see if its survival could be sustained beyond that time.

Len Demler stayed close to his farm most of the day. He for one would not be going to any ratepayers’ meeting that evening, but then he never went. Having spent the previous evening at his daughter Jeannette’s farm he decided to catch up on some letters that needed writing.

Up at the Crewe farm there was greater activity. While next door his father-in-law merely pottered about, Harvey was sitting in his lounge discussing the potential purchase of a bull with stock agent John Gracie. The stock agent had arranged for Harvey to accompany him to Glen Murray to check on a particular animal. Meanwhile Jeannette was preparing for a visit from an old friend, Thirryl Pirrett. Harvey told his wife that if he didn’t like the look of the bull at Glen Murray then they would both drive to a clearing sale at Bombay and check the stock there.

These, then, were the kind of events that were going on in the community of Pukekawa, that day. Plebeian, mundane and so ordinary. The ‘Hill’ of Pukekawa, rising over nine hundred feet above sea level, had looked down on such events for many years. In a district noted for its prime lambs, beef and excellent dairy produce, life had a settled stable quality. Farms tended to pass from father to son. A considerable number in the area could trace their families’ first involvement in Pukekawa back to the late nineteenth century. Roads, some still little more than dust tracks, bear names that recall early settlers – men whose descendants still farm there: Marshalls, Brewsters, Logans. By big city standards, the work is hard and the pleasures simple. Even now, the community relies on a single store, the focal centre for exchanging gossip. In 1970, the quickest route across the Waikato river was by boat at the end of Mercer Ferry Road. Pukekawa still awaited the bridge it had been promised for over one hundred years.

Even after the end of the Second World War children could still be seen riding ponies to the primary school although by that time the school bus had been operating for a number of years.

The occasional dance at the Pukekawa Hall, attended not merely by the teenagers but by entire families. The mobile library with a membership that dwindled from a mid-1930s high of fifty-nine to a total of twenty by 1970. A tennis club which had opened and closed over the years so many times that to chart its exact history would drive a historian mad. A rugby football club that from early Spartan times when the players rode on horseback to the field, used a manure shed to change in and a cattle trough for a shower had, by 1954, finally admitted reality and amalgamated with nearby Onewhero. A thriving golf club with an ever-growing membership. An equally popular bowling club complete with a pavilion erected piece by piece by the local people. Indoor bowls, table tennis matches. Talk of lambing or the current price of a bull. Talk of fruit preserves or of taking a trip to Tuakau to look at the latest fashions. Of a rabbit shot or some whitebait caught. People who stopped, not merely to pass the time of day but also to take a genuine interest in each other. Like all small communities it had its groups, its cliques. It had its class structure. It still does. It had its scandals, its extra-marital sex. A little bit of rustling. The odd piece of poaching. But any big skeletons were securely locked away in the back of older minds.

Curious, now, how many can recall the plebeian, mundane, ordinary things that they were doing on 17 June 1970. If it had not been for what occurred at the Crewe farm that evening it is extremely doubtful if those everyday things would have stayed within the recall and memories of the individuals concerned for more than a few weeks at most. In the event, nearly eight years later, most of those remaining in the area who were there on 17 June 1970, can tell you, if they care to talk about that day, exactly and precisely what they were doing and where they were doing it.

The first indication that something dreadful had occurred on the Crewe farm did not come until Monday 22 June. For five days various people had phoned the Crewes without success, yet no-one became alarmed. Until the Monday Emmett Shirley had continued to deliver milk, bread, newspapers and mail to the Crewe box. Despite the fact that he could clearly see that none of the deliveries for Thursday, Friday and Saturday had been collected, he did not become alarmed. He merely considered they might have gone away without telling him, something they had never done before, and refrained from leaving any further deliveries on the Monday.

Jeannette’s father, Len Demler, having dined with his daughter and son-in-law on the eve of their deaths, was apparently not perturbed when he heard no more from them. He did not become alarmed when his son-in-law, a good footballer and a keen follower of the game, failed to put in an appearance at the Onewhero Jubilee match on Saturday 20 June. He equally did not consider it was cause for concern when the young Crewes did not appear at the dinner and dance that followed the match.

I believe that the fact that these people and others did not show concern in those five days is as much a comment on Harvey and Jeannette as upon those who others, with the wisdom of hindsight (always a valuable weapon when conducting an armchair investigation), have criticized. The fact that no-one had any social contact with the Crewes for those five days, that none saw them or spoke to them is, for me, confirmation of a fact that I have established from countless sources. Harvey and Jeannette Crewe were antisocial people. I am sure that if the stock agents who phoned without success, the delivery man who allowed provisions to pile up, and the father who ignored their absence for five days had experienced the same lack of contact with any of their other clients or relations then their reaction would have been markedly different. It has been said that those reactions were not normal. I contend it was the Crewes who were abnormal, at least by social definitions.

On Monday 22 June Len Demler received a telephone call from stock agent Ron Wright. He wanted to send trucks to pick up sheep from the Crewe farm but despite continuous phoning had not been able to contact Harvey. Earlier, Demler had received a call from another stock agent advising him that he, too, was unable to contact either of the Crewes on the phone. This earlier call at about 8 a.m. from Jerry Moore had been to the effect that Moore and another agent had actually called at the Crewe farm and could find no sign of either Harvey or Jeannette. As a result of the call from Ron Wright, shortly before 1 p.m., Demler finally decided that he should take a drive up to his daughter and son-in-law and see what was going on. If Demler’s actions to this point are explicable, from this moment on, try as I might, and I have tried very very hard, I cannot find an explanation for what he did and for what he did not do. Neither for that matter can the police, the Crown prosecutor or any of the other eighty people I have interviewed. I let Demler speak for himself:

‘I went up there about one o’clock. I went up in the car and left the car at the gate and walked in. The road gate was shut when I got there. There were ten sheep in the paddock between the gate and the house. When I got up towards the house, I went in the front gate, I heard the baby talking to herself in there and I went round to the back door and I saw the light was on at the back and the light was on in the kitchen, and the key was in the door. That was on the outside of the door. Harvey had a wheelbarrow to use on the farm and that was normally kept down at the back door down by the fence there. On this Monday it was there, it was in its normal place, not far away from where it was generally kept. I did not touch it at all. I went into the house and first of all the dishes on the table with all the flounder on it, just eaten, were all just there and then I walked on and I could see there was blood on the carpet and went in and had a look at the baby and then I looked into the bedroom and the bed was still made and there was no-one in there and I didn’t know what to do for the best and thought I would have to find somewhere for the baby. The blood that I mentioned I saw along the carpet mainly at the time, towards the bedroom, towards the passage. At that time I noticed no other blood. I didn’t look anywhere else. Rochelle looked very thin. She had been crying a lot and her eyes were sunk in but she wasn’t crying at the time. She had a pyjama top on and napkins and she had no blankets on her at all. The napkins were dirty. At that point I didn’t know what to do exactly so thought I had better go home to stop those trucks coming for the sheep, then I thought I would pick up Owen Priest on the way back and have a good look around to see if they were perhaps about the farm somewhere. I left the house and went down home and rang Ron Wright …’

That extract comes from Len Demler’s sworn deposition, made in November 1970. Some five months after his daughter and son-in-law had vanished off the face of the earth. Five months in which he had had time to consider his actions. Lights on in the middle of the day, bloodstains on the carpet, blood drag marks clearly in evidence, a distressed child in her cot, yet the grandfather comes to the conclusion that above all else, he must drive back to his farm and phone a stock agent to cancel trucks that were due to come out for sheep. Why leave little Rochelle in her cot? Why not immediately phone the police? Why not immediately phone a neighbour? Or go to the Chitty farm, immediately opposite? Why not look over the entire house? Having returned to his own house and phoned the stock agent, he discovered that Ron Wright was not there. Instead of merely leaving a message about the trucks, he waited until Wright came back into his office and returned the phone call. Then, and only then, did he drive to the Priest farm and ask Owen Priest to accompany him to the deserted, bloodstained farm that contained a young distressed child.

During the course of my interviews with Owen and Julie Priest, Owen described to me that June afternoon when Len Demler called:

‘I was working in a paddock between my house and the hatchery. Heard a car pull up on the road. When I got to the gate I recognized it as Len’s red Cortina. He asked me to go up to the Crewe farm with him and said, “I don’t know what the hell’s happened up there. But there’s a terrible bloody mess.” With that Len turned and walked back to his car. On the way up Len turned to me and said, “They’re not there. I wonder where the bloody hell they’ve gone to.” He made no mention of any bloodstains. Then when I went in and saw all this blood, it stopped me stone dead. Len was behind me. I recall him saying, “I want to know what’s happened. But I don’t want to find them.” I moved forward to search the farm not knowing what to expect. I comforted myself with the thought that if there was any funny business going on Len was right there behind me. Although I was pretty composed and my mind was working clearly I was nevertheless apprehensive. I found Rochelle and then continued to explore the house. When I got to the bathroom and toilet I looked around to make some comment to Len. He was standing by the back door! I realized that I had gone over the entire house on my own. With perhaps some joker waiting to attack me. That rocked me a bit. Initially when we had entered the house Len kept saying, “The bugger’s killed her and done himself in. I tell you Harvey’s killed her.” It began to play on my nerves after he’d come out with this two or three times. I turned to him. “Look Len, we don’t know what’s happened. It could have been a third party.” He was silent after that.’

They searched the outbuildings and surrounding area for about twenty minutes and found nothing. Returning to the farmhouse, they took Rochelle from her cot. Of her parents, apart from the ominous bloodstains, there was not a trace. Back at his own farm Owen Priest phoned the local police. Len Demler meanwhile had taken the little girl to the house of a friend. The news that would shock a nation had finally become known. Soon, apart from Constable Wyllie who had come from Tuakau, well-meaning neighbours were pouring on to the Crewe farm. Now they had something far more important than stock prices or last night’s bowls results to concern themselves with. They little knew it then, but for many of them their lives were about to be changed irrevocably. As the news flew around Pukekawa it was also reaching places further afield.

In another ten minutes Inspector Hutton would have been out of the building that houses Auckland CIB. But waiting for him when he emerged out of the lift on the ground floor was his superior, Mr Ross, with an offer that Hutton could not refuse: ‘Would you pop down to Pukekawa?’ At that time Bruce Hutton had behind him some thirty homicide investigations that he had either led or been involved with. Forty-one-year-old Hutton was in many ways the ideal man to head the Pukekawa investigation, one of the few senior officers in Auckland who had intimate knowledge of farmers and a way of life totally different from that of the average Auckland sophisticate. Born in a small country community, he had been a farmer before turning policeman in 1948. After two years in the force he returned once more to the land having married a farmer’s daughter. In 1956 he went back to a career in the police force. Now in June 1970 he was returning once more to the land, but this time as a detective inspector in charge of a potential homicide inquiry.

When I interviewed him in the summer of 1977, that first marriage and his career in the police force were over. He had remarried, yet again a farmer’s daughter, and was master of a superb farm. He left the force early, very early, and many breathed a sigh of relief when he resigned, not least I suspect the criminal fraternity of New Zealand. Still only forty-seven, his mind is as sharp as a pin. It is not only a highly organized mind, it is a very controlled one.

‘I vividly remember going out there. It was late afternoon. Never been to Pukekawa in my life. I arrived at the farm and was immediately horrified. My first reaction was, “If this is a homicide what are all those vehicles doing parked on the farm?” I got the vehicles and the people out, but by that time the damage had been done. Irrevocably. Now this is no criticism of the local people. They had rushed in to help. The most natural thing on earth to do.’

Having taken his first look over the farm with some of his men, Bruce Hutton was deeply troubled. Despite the bloodstains he held the view initially that ‘there were no obvious signs that it was a homicide’. Within a few days he was even more deeply disturbed.

‘It became apparent as information was assimilated that we were dealing with something very unusual. Something very, very, complex. It bore no relationship to the many other investigations that I had undertaken. Or any that I had read or studied. To New Zealand, this was something very odd indeed. Even by the standards of the Bayly murders, it was still unique. Not just one but two persons missing and a child alive in a cot.’

It is easy to understand the bemusement of the man who led the police investigation. The Crewe farmhouse was a landlocked Marie Celeste. The remains of a flounder fish meal on the dining-table set for two. A third flounder virtually untouched in the middle of the table. No signs of forced entry. Rochelle in her cot, unfed, from who knew when. The furniture clearly not in its correct place and some of it heavily bloodstained. More bloodstains on the carpet and lino. More bloodstains spattered in the kitchen, still more on the wall outside the front door. There the trail stopped abruptly. Dirty nappies on top of the refrigerator. The clothes drier still on, as were the kitchen and outside lights. Television still switched on but disconnected at a double plug on an extension lead in the hall and also turned off at a bedroom switch. Attempts to clear up the carnage were clearly indicated by the diluted bloodstains on the kitchen lino and saucepans in the sink that contained diluted blood. Bedclothes missing. Knitting lay on the couch but one of the needles lay bent on the floor. A woman’s slipper in the vicinity of a fireplace that contained the remnants of a fire. No fingerprints within the house other than the Crewes’. They had last been seen on Wednesday 17 June at the stock clearing sale at Bombay. That had been at about 1.30 in the afternoon. Later that day Beverly Batkin, a friend of Jeannette’s, had seen their car drive through Tuakau. Later still at about 4.30 in the afternoon their car had been seen parked alongside their fields. But in terms of actual positive sightings of Harvey and Jeannette there were none after they had been seen with Rochelle at that cattle sale.

The experts descended upon the farm. Men like Dr Donald Nelson and Rory Shanahan of the DSIR, a Government forensic unit that the police always use. Men like pathologist Dr Francis John Cairns.

Nelson and Shanahan and their colleagues from the DSIR put in their initial appearance at the farm on the morning of day two – that is, the day after Len Demler walked in and found the scene previously described. The first question they had to answer was, ‘In view of the fact that two people are missing do the bloodstains represent one or two people?’ At least, Dr Nelson told me that was the first question they determined to answer. My interview with him made it clear that they never considered the possibility that the bloodstains could have represented three people. Having taken blood samples they were able to advise the police as early as day three that the blood was from at least two people and that they were either dead or seriously injured. The reasons that they were able to come up with those conclusions so quickly are very simple. Harvey’s blood group, it was quickly ascertained from previous blood tests, was Rhesus-positive, Jeannette’s was Rhesus-negative. Both types were present in the lounge. On what was to be subsequently known as ‘Harvey’s chair’ they found brain tissue which almost certainly meant that Harvey was dead.

Unable to obtain access to such information, a number of the newspapers in New Zealand thrashed around in search of copy that would sell copies. Bruce Hutton, reluctant to release information that might alert the third party involved – and within forty-eight hours it was established beyond any doubt that a third party was involved – played his cards close to his chest. The press, or at least some sections of it, were determined not to be thwarted by lack of facts. On Sunday 28 June the Sunday News ran a front page headline that screamed ‘He’s Alive’. Underneath the story told of a ‘rumoured sighting’ of Harvey Crewe at a Taupo motel. According to the Sunday News, Harvey had been accompanied by a woman.

Anyone reading that paper and also the Sunday Times of the same date must have been very confused. The front page of the latter paper told its readers ‘Double Death: Blood Clue They are Both Dead’. It was bang on target. It quoted its source as Inspector Hutton, much to his chagrin. He’d made no such statement.

According to the Sunday News, their source advising that Harvey was alive was also the CIB. Accurate and responsible coverage of the deaths and the subsequent trials has not been, over the past eight years, a highlight of the saga. There are numerous examples that could be quoted from press, television and radio. Even after the first trial in 1971, ridiculous errors were still occurring.

The New Zealand Herald published a booklet entitled ‘The Crewe Murders’ written by one of their crime reporters, Evan Swain. Demonstrably Swain had police co-operation when compiling his booklet which makes the following passage even more remarkable:

‘Dr John Cairns, an experienced Auckland pathologist, had been taken to the Crewes’ house on the day their disappearance had been noticed. From knowledge assimilated over many years of practice, he was able, by careful examination of the bloodstains and the position of the furniture, to suggest how the pair might have been killed. Months later a senior detective was to say privately that Dr Cairns’s theory was amazingly accurate.’

In fact, a study of the evidence given at the first trial by Dr Cairns suggests that the initial theory put forward by him was amazingly inaccurate.

Having studied the condition of the entire house, Dr Cairns discussed with Hutton and his fellow-officers his view of how the Crewes had been killed. He considered death had been caused by a blunt instrument, a heavy piece of wood that had been subsequently burned on the fire, an axe or a tomahawk. There was some discussion about the possibility of bullet wounds but Dr Cairns ruled this out on the grounds that no weapon was in evidence and there was no indication in the room that bullets had been fired. I find great difficulty in following his reasoning. That a man of the undoubted experience of Dr Cairns could rule out bullet wounds after a ‘brief mention’ is hard to understand. I invited the pathologist to discuss this and other aspects with me. He was one of the very few people who declined to be interviewed. I pointed out to him that there were a number of questions that should have been put to him during the trials that had not been put. He observed, ‘There were a great many questions that should have been put that were not.’

While the police searchers combed the countryside looking not only for Harvey and Jeannette but for a non-existent axe or tomahawk, Inspector Hutton quickly moved into the national investigation pattern for homicide. The CIB concentrated on the house and its immediate surroundings while the uniformed men were responsible for the wider search. This aspect of the investigation was controlled by Inspector Pat Gaines. The magnitude of his task can only be fully appreciated by touring the area. To begin with there was the 365-acre farm of the Crewes. There were streams, the Waikato river, steep hills, valleys, gorges, volcanic holes, some of them hundreds of feet deep and full of water. Apart from the local residents, Gaines had the assistance of soldiers, Navy frogmen and Air Force helicopters. The search was conducted for the most part in appalling weather conditions, heavy winter fog that did not lift sometimes until well into the afternoon. A few minutes in that and a man was soaked through.

While this systematic search was covering an ever wider area the CIB were making progress, but it was progress of a most mystifying kind. On the one hand not a single report reached them of any activity, be it usual or unusual, occurring on or around the Crewe farm on that fateful Wednesday evening. But on the morning of Friday 19 June, a young man had been working on the farm directly opposite, owned by Ron Chitty. His name was Bruce Roddick. He didn’t know it that Friday morning, but he was soon to become one of the many casualties in New Zealand’s most famous murder case. Roddick’s evidence had direct bearing on one of the most important questions to arise out of the deaths of Harvey and Jeannette Crewe, a question that has remained unanswered for nearly eight years: ‘If eighteen-month-old Rochelle Crewe was fed between Wednesday 17 June and Monday 22 June, who fed her?’

In view of the massive controversy that has surrounded that question it cannot be examined too closely. Here published for the first time is Bruce Roddick’s original statement to the police. This is not evidence given months or years later. This statement was made within twenty-four hours of Len Demler’s discovery of that bloodstained farm and the crying child.

After giving details of his date of birth and address and stating that he is a self-employed casual labourer in the area who works for whoever needs a workman, it continues:

‘Last Friday morning at about 7.30 a.m. I was at home when Mr Chitty telephoned me. He asked me if I could come up and help him to feed out hay. He was going to be busy at 10 a.m. with some buyers from Gisborne. I said “All right. I could work for a couple of hours in the morning.” I left home at about 8.15 a.m. so it would have been about 8.30 a.m. when I passed the Crewe house. I did not notice anything. Later I was feeding out hay just behind Ron Chitty’s old cottage where the police are now. This would be just after 9 a.m. The car was just parked on the grass outside the small front gate. I have seen the car before, it is a green Hillman, the modern shape, bigger than the Imp. It was facing north. There was a woman standing just inside the fence from the gateway. She seemed to be looking in my direction. She would be in her thirties, and about 5ft 10ins to 5ft 11ins. I am 5ft 10ins and she looked very tall to me. Her hair was not blond, but light brown, her hair was cut short but curled up at the bottom. I was about seventy-five yards away, and she looked quite good-looking to me. She was wearing dark slacks but I don’t know about the rest. It was a dull day, no sunshine at all.

‘I was there for about two or three minutes and I did not see anybody else. I don’t know Mrs Crewe and I have never worked for them. I don’t know whether the woman I saw was Mrs Crewe or not.

‘If I saw this woman again I think I could recognize her. I have just remembered she would be about medium build, I would not say she was slim.’

Having made this statement the roof fell in on Bruce Roddick. He had heard on the previous evening’s radio news of the discovery of the bloodstained farm and that the police thought that whatever had happened had happened on Wednesday 17th. In view of what he had seen on the Friday, he turned to his parents and said, ‘The police have got it wrong. I saw Mrs Crewe on Friday morning.’ Now, of course, as his statement makes clear, he did not know Jeannette Crewe and had never worked for either her or Harvey; but seeing a woman standing by their gate on a Friday he reasonably assumed that it must be Jeannette. The thought process leading to that assumption is easy to see. If one took a man who had never seen a photograph of the Queen of England and stood him outside Buckingham Palace and told him the Queen lived there, and a short while later he saw a woman being driven out in a Rolls-Royce and waving to the crowd, he might reasonably assume he had seen the Queen, when he might well have seen Princess Margaret. All of that might seem rather obvious but in view of subsequent developments and the present attitude of Bruce Hutton it has become essential to state the obvious.

When he told his parents, they advised him to go to the police. Unsolved murders like that of Jennifer Beard were very much on their minds. It occurred to them that the same maniac might have paid a visit to Pukekawa. Bruce, like many country people, was reluctant to get involved with the police, an attitude that ex-farmer Bruce Hutton explained to me:

‘Something that I was reminded of again and again during that particular investigation at Pukekawa were remarks made many years ago by a very great New Zealand detective, Frank Aplin. He used to say, “When you are dealing with farmers or cow cockies you are dealing with a totally different breed of human being. You don’t just see a farmer once. You see him many times before you pop the old question. You have a look at his stock. Go over his best cow.” And I think what became apparent to me in those early stages was that my field detectives were city detectives, dealing almost with foreigners. They were just not getting out of those farmers what they should have been getting. The farmer is very much like the canny Scot. He only tells you so much when he first meets you. But if you call back a few times … Oh, this has been proved so very many times with such an investigation. It was proved true again in Pukekawa. You know, there is a great tendency with farmers and folk that live in the countryside not to want to get involved in such an inquiry. I feel they consider that it is in some way shameful that this has happened in their neighbourhood. In my view town dwellers do not feel the same way at all.’

Having spent many weeks in Pukekawa I would endorse every single word of that. The great pity is that neither Bruce Hutton nor the men working under him in the CIB adopted such an approach in Pukekawa.

The same week that Roddick made his statement, the police asked him to come up to the Chitty farm. One of the places they were using as a control base was the cottage that Roddick refers to in his statement. Situated on the edge of the Chitty property and virtually opposite the Crewe farm with Highway 22 bisecting the two farms, it was ideal. It was a measure of the goodwill that the local farmers felt that men like Ron Chitty and Ian Spratt happily gave the police use of such buildings. Perhaps if these men had witnessed the treatment handed out to Bruce Roddick during his second interview they might have thought twice. They took specimens of his fingerprints. They asked him to account for his movements, minute by minute from the Wednesday of the previous week. They asked him what girlfriends he had. When he told them that he did not have a current girlfriend they asked him if he was homosexual. They thought it odd that having reached the ripe old age of twenty-four he was still unmarried. They asked him if he had ever slept with a girl. It was not just the questions, it was the heavy manner of the interrogation that shook Roddick. It also shook his parents when they saw their distressed, disturbed and distraught son return home. What they felt then was still clearly evident when I interviewed them. Mr Roddick recalled:

‘When Bruce came back home the police descended on our farm. They stripped his car, a Standard Ten. I told them, “Don’t be bloody silly, the lad can hardly get into it himself. Where do you think he put the bodies, in the glove compartment?” There was an old blanket on the passenger seat. Mum used it to protect her clothing when she was in the car. They got very excited about that, didn’t they, Mum?

‘ “Oh yes,” one of them started shouting, “it’s got a bloodstain on it. Look, it’s covered in blood.” I said to him, “Don’t be silly, that’s raspberry ice cream. I dropped it on the blanket some time ago.” You could tell just by smelling the stain. No, they were sure it was blood. Took it away for forensic tests. When they eventually brought it back I asked them what the DSIR had made of the stain. “Oh, it’s raspberry ice cream” I was told.’

While Bruce had been getting a verbal third degree up on the Chitty farm Myra Lindbergh, a local woman that Bruce also worked for, walked in with tea for the police. Seeing Roddick there she exchanged a greeting, then smilingly remarked, ‘Oh, they’ve finally caught up with you have they, Bruce?’ This led to Myra and another woman being taken home by the police and subjected to heavy questioning along the lines of, ‘Has he ever attempted to sexually assault you?’

I can see a logic in treating the young man who came forward to help the police as a suspect. As Bruce Hutton said to me:

‘Oh, you’ve got to. When there is no apparent motive. When there is no apparent suspect. At that stage you treat these sorts of people as suspects. That type of murder can just be something out of the blue. Something happening at the gate. You know, farmer telling some car wreckers to get on their way and all of a sudden it’s on. That can happen.’

Indeed it can and does, but what is not justifiable is to alienate in this way the people who are being questioned. In many respects the CIB investigation in Pukekawa resembled Apaches running wild. Nevertheless, despite police methods rather than because of them, the police had been given by Roddick a vital and crucial piece of evidence as they considered the puzzle of Rochelle Crewe. The second piece of crucial evidence was not long in coming.

As a result of Bruce Roddick’s statement, Bruce
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