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PART I: THE MAKING OF A KILLER

	


Chapter 1  

	The Milat Dynasty

	 

	 

	 


The story of Ivan Milat cannot be told without first understanding the family that forged him. To comprehend how one man could become Australia's most notorious serial killer, we must journey back to post-war Sydney, to a crowded weatherboard house in Guildford where poverty, violence, and a peculiar family code created a breeding ground for criminal behavior that would span generations.

	The Old Country and New Beginnings

	Stjepan Marko Milat arrived in Australia in 1950, a Croatian immigrant seeking the promise of prosperity that the Australian government dangled before European refugees displaced by World War II. He was a man shaped by hardship, born in 1902 in the village of Zavinač, Croatia, he had survived two world wars and the brutal ethnic conflicts that ravaged the Balkans. The Australia he found was not the land of milk and honey promised in government pamphlets, but it was better than what he'd left behind.

	Stjepan, who would anglicize his name to Stephen, brought with him the values of the old country, fierce family loyalty, distrust of authority, and a particular brand of patriarchal dominance that would define the Milat household for decades to come. He was a man of few words and hard fists, someone who believed that discipline was best administered physically and that showing emotion was a sign of weakness.

	In Sydney, Stephen found work as a laborer, backbreaking jobs that paid little but were plentiful in a nation building its post-war identity. More importantly, he found Margaret Elizabeth Piddleston, an Australian-born woman of English and Irish descent. Their union in 1952 would produce one of Australia's largest and most troubled families.

	Margaret, or Peggy as she was known, came from her own difficult background. Born in 1920, she had experienced poverty and hardship during the Depression years. By the time she met Stephen, she was in her thirties, considered almost a spinster by the standards of the day. She was a small woman, barely five feet tall, with a timid demeanor that would prove ill-suited to managing the chaos that was to come.

	A House Full of Chaos

	The Milat household at 200 Evaline Street, Guildford, became the epicenter of what could only be described as controlled pandemonium. Between 1952 and 1967, Margaret gave birth to fourteen children: Alex, Olga, Paul, Boris, Michael, Bill, Shirley, Mary, George, David, Ivan, Wally, Richard, and Walter. The weatherboard house, barely adequate for a small family, became a pressure cooker of sibling rivalry, violence, and survival of the fittest.

	Ivan Robert Marko Milat entered this world on December 27, 1944, though some records show discrepancies in his birth year, with 1945 also appearing in various documents. He was the eleventh child, arriving at a time when the household was already stretched beyond its limits. By the time Ivan was old enough to be aware of his surroundings, he was just one face among many, competing for food, attention, and space in an environment where only the strongest or most cunning survived.

	The house itself was a testament to poverty. Peeling paint, broken windows patched with cardboard, a yard filled with rusting car parts and broken toys. Inside, children shared beds, sometimes three or four to a mattress. Privacy was non-existent. The bathroom was a place of constant queuing and conflict. Meals were chaotic affairs where children fought over portions, and the youngest often went hungry unless they were quick or aggressive enough to claim their share.

	Stephen Milat ruled this domain with an iron fist and a leather belt. He was a heavy drinker who became increasingly violent when intoxicated, which was most evenings after work. His philosophy of child-rearing was simple: children should be seen and not heard, obedience was non-negotiable, and physical punishment was not just acceptable but necessary. Neighbors later recalled hearing screaming from the Milat house on a regular basis, both children being beaten and Margaret's own cries when Stephen's violence turned toward her.

	Margaret, overwhelmed by the sheer number of children and her husband's brutality, became increasingly withdrawn and ineffectual as a parent. She was pregnant or nursing for nearly twenty consecutive years, her body and spirit worn down by the relentless demands of motherhood without adequate resources or support. Former neighbors described her as appearing perpetually exhausted, moving through her days like a ghost, unable to control or protect her children.

	The Milat Code

	What emerged in this environment was a family culture unlike most others, a code of behavior that prized loyalty to the family above all else, viewed outsiders with suspicion, and treated the law as an enemy rather than a protector. The Milat children learned early that what happened in the house stayed in the house. Talking to teachers, neighbors, or authorities about family matters was the ultimate betrayal.

	This code created a fortress mentality. The Milat children were taught that the family protected its own, no matter what. If one brother got into a fight, the others joined in. If one was questioned by police, the others provided alibis. This loyalty was both their strength and their curse, it meant they always had backup, but it also meant they were locked into a cycle of criminality from which escape was nearly impossible.

	The older Milat boys, particularly Bill, Alex, and Boris established themselves as the enforcers of family hierarchy. They were physically imposing young men who weren't afraid to use violence to maintain order or defend the family name. They introduced the younger children to petty crime: shoplifting, breaking into cars, stealing tools and equipment from construction sites. These weren't seen as crimes within the Milat worldview but rather as clever ways to supplement the family's meager resources.

	Ivan, arriving in the middle of this pack, learned to navigate the family dynamics through observation and cunning. He wasn't the biggest or the strongest, those distinctions belonged to his older brothers. He wasn't the baby who might receive occasional indulgence. He was somewhere in the middle, which meant he had to find other ways to establish his identity and command respect.

	The School of Hard Knocks

	Formal education held little value in the Milat household. Stephen viewed school as a waste of time that kept children from contributing to the family through work. The Milat children attended Guildford Primary School sporadically at best. They arrived dirty, often without lunch, wearing hand-me-down clothes that marked them as different from other students.

	Ivan's school records paint a picture of a student who was frequently absent, academically behind, and socially isolated. Teachers noted that he had difficulty with reading and writing, likely due to a combination of undiagnosed learning disabilities and chronic absenteeism. What he lacked in academic skills, however, he made up for in a certain kind of cunning.

	Classmates remembered Ivan as a loner who watched others carefully, learning their weaknesses and vulnerabilities. He wasn't particularly well-liked, the Milat name already carried a reputation for trouble in Guildford but he wasn't overtly bullied either. There was something about him, even as a child, that made others wary. He had inherited his father's cold, dark eyes and could stare at someone with an intensity that was unsettling in a child.

	The few times Ivan did engage with other students, it was often to manipulate situations to his advantage. He would convince other children to steal for him, to take the blame for things he'd done, to fight his battles. He was developing skills that would serve him well in his later criminal career: the ability to read people, to identify the vulnerable, to present himself as trustworthy while harboring darker intentions.

	By the time Ivan reached his early teens, he had effectively dropped out of school. He was functionally illiterate, able to read and write at only a basic level. But he had received an education of a different sort, in the laws of the street, the art of survival, and the techniques of intimidation and control.

	A Family of Criminals

	The Milat household didn't just tolerate criminal behavior, it incubated it. By the time Ivan was a teenager, multiple members of his family had accumulated criminal records. His older brothers were regulars at the local police station, known for everything from petty theft to assault to weapons charges.

	Bill Milat, perhaps the most violent of the brothers, had already served time for armed robbery. He was a hulking man with a hair-trigger temper who thought nothing of using extreme violence to resolve disputes. Alex and Boris weren't far behind, each with their own string of charges ranging from break-and-enter to assault.

	What's particularly significant about the Milat family criminal activity is that it was rarely seen as shameful within the household. Getting arrested was viewed almost as a rite of passage, proof that you weren't weak or afraid. Serving time was something to be endured with stoicism, not reformed from. When brothers came home from jail, they were welcomed back without judgment, their criminal expertise now enhanced by what they'd learned inside.

	The family also had a fascination with weapons that went beyond the typical Australian interest in hunting. The Milat house contained an arsenal that would have alarmed authorities had they known its full extent. Rifles, shotguns, handguns, and knives were treated as prized possessions. The boys learned to shoot from a young age, and accuracy with a firearm was a source of pride and competition among the brothers.

	Stephen himself, despite being an immigrant who theoretically should have been on his best behavior, had his own brushes with the law. He was known for poaching, for receiving stolen goods, and for the occasional drunken assault. He taught his sons that the police were not to be trusted or cooperated with, that a man handled his own problems, and that weakness of any kind was unacceptable.

	Ivan's Place in the Hierarchy

	In a family where physical dominance often determined status, Ivan had to find alternative ways to establish himself. He wasn't the biggest or the strongest, but he was patient and calculating in ways his more hot-headed brothers weren't. While they might explode in rage and suffer the consequences, Ivan learned to channel his violent impulses more strategically.

	He attached himself particularly to his older brothers, especially Richard and Bill, learning from them, accompanying them on their various criminal enterprises. He was the quiet one, the watcher, the one who paid attention to details that others missed. This made him useful, he could be counted on to notice if someone was watching, to remember important details about a job, to keep his mouth shut when questioned.

	But there was also a growing darkness in Ivan that seemed to exceed even the normalized violence of the Milat household. Family members later recalled incidents that, in retrospect, were deeply disturbing. Ivan's treatment of animals was particularly concerning, there were reports of him torturing neighborhood pets, of taking pleasure in causing pain in a way that went beyond typical childhood cruelty.

	His relationships with his sisters were marked by his need to control and dominate. He was particularly aggressive toward Shirley, the eldest sister, frequently getting into physical altercations with her. With the younger girls, he adopted a different approach, sometimes playing the protective brother, other times being cruel and intimidating. This shifting between different personas would become a hallmark of his later interactions with potential victims.

	Ivan also began to develop a fascination with dominance and submission, with having complete control over others. Former family members have recounted how he would sometimes corner younger siblings or cousins, testing how much fear he could instill, how much control he could exert before they broke down or fought back. These weren't typical sibling conflicts but something more calculated and sadistic.

	The Women of the Family

	The women in the Milat family occupied a peculiar position, simultaneously central to family operations and utterly subordinate to male authority. Margaret, broken down by years of abuse and overwhelming maternal responsibility, had essentially abdicated any real authority. She kept the house running through sheer force of will, but she had no power to control the behavior of her sons or protect her daughters from the violence that permeated their home.

	The Milat daughters Olga, Shirley, and Mary grew up understanding that women's roles were limited and that male violence was something to be tolerated. They learned to be tough out of necessity, but they also learned that their own needs and safety were secondary to the demands of their brothers and father. Several of them would go on to marry men who were abusive, replicating the only relationship dynamic they had ever known.

	This environment shaped Ivan's view of women in profound ways. He saw his mother as weak and contemptible, someone who couldn't protect herself or her children. He saw his sisters as possessions to be controlled or ignored as suited his purposes. This fundamental disrespect for women, combined with a need to dominate them, would become central to his psychology as a killer.

	The family's attitude toward women extended beyond the household. The Milat boys were known for their treatment of girlfriends and wives, controlling, jealous, and frequently violent. Domestic violence was not just common but expected. A man who couldn't "control his woman" was subject to ridicule from his brothers.

	The Guildford Environment

	Understanding the Milat family also requires understanding Guildford itself in the 1950s and 1960s. This was a working-class suburb of western Sydney, characterized by immigrant communities, industrial work, and a rough-and-tumble culture where police were viewed with suspicion and families handled their own justice.

	Guildford was a place where everyone knew everyone else's business, but a code of silence prevailed when it came to dealing with outside authorities. The Milat family was far from the only troubled household on their street, domestic violence, alcoholism, and petty crime were common enough that they didn't particularly stand out. In some ways, the Milat children's behavior was normalized by their environment. They weren't the only kids running wild, stealing, fighting, and dropping out of school.

	But even within this context, the Milat family had a reputation. Other families in the neighborhood kept their distance. Parents warned their children to stay away from "those Milat boys." The local police knew the address well, responding to domestic disturbances, investigating break-ins, and occasionally arresting one or another of the brothers.

	The Guildford of Ivan's childhood was also a place of limited horizons. Most boys followed their fathers into laboring jobs, construction, factory work, road crews. Educational and professional opportunities were scarce for working-class kids, even more so for those from troubled families. The message Ivan received, both from his family and his environment, was that his options were limited: work hard at manual labor, supplement your income through crime, and don't ask questions or rock the boat.

	Seeds of Future Violence

	By the time Ivan Milat reached his late teens, the pattern of his life was already established. He had absorbed the lessons of his family and environment: violence was an acceptable solution to problems, women were to be controlled and dominated, authority was to be defied, and loyalty to family trumped all other considerations.

	But Ivan had also developed characteristics that set him apart from his brothers. He was more controlled, more patient, more willing to plan and wait for the right opportunity. While his brothers tended toward impulsive crimes driven by immediate need or rage, Ivan showed signs of being able to delay gratification, to pursue longer-term goals.

	He had also developed a fascination with having complete power over others, with inspiring fear, with controlling life and death. His experiences hunting with his brothers and father fed this fascination, the stalking of prey, the moment of the kill, the disposal of the carcass. These activities took on meanings for Ivan that went beyond sport or putting food on the table.

	The Milat household had created a young man who viewed violence as normal, who had no real empathy for the suffering of others, who saw women as objects to be used, and who believed that his needs and desires superseded any social or moral constraints. The family code had taught him to be loyal only to those in his inner circle and to view everyone else as potential victims or enemies.

	Stephen and Margaret Milat could not have known, as they struggled to feed and clothe their enormous brood, that they were raising a son who would become one of Australia's most prolific serial killers. But the seeds were there, planted in the chaos and violence of that crowded Guildford house, nurtured by a family culture that celebrated criminality and disdained conventional morality.

	The Milat dynasty had forged Ivan in its image, a man who understood loyalty and family bonds but who also carried within him a darkness that exceeded even the normalized violence of his upbringing. As he moved into young adulthood, this darkness would begin to find expression in increasingly serious crimes, leading inexorably toward the hunting ground that would become his legacy, the Belanglo State Forest.

	The boy who grew up as one face among fourteen in a chaotic, violent household would find his own terrible way to stand out, to make a name that would eclipse his entire family and haunt Australia for generations to come. But that transformation was still ahead. First, there would be marriages, jobs, escalating criminal behavior, and narrow escapes from justice that would embolden him to believe he was smarter than everyone else, untouchable, unstoppable, destined for something that even his violent family couldn't have imagined.

	The Milat dynasty had created a monster. The question that would haunt investigators, psychologists, and the public for decades was whether Ivan was inevitable, the predictable product of his environment or whether something uniquely evil resided within him that would have emerged regardless of his circumstances. Understanding the family that made him is the first step in attempting to answer that question.

	 

	 



Chapter 2

	The Boy Who Never Fit

	 

	 


If the Milat household was a crucible of dysfunction, Ivan was one of its most damaged products. While his brothers channeled their family's pathology into straightforward criminal violence and his sisters either escaped or resigned themselves to subordinate roles, Ivan developed along a different trajectory, one marked by social isolation, sexual deviance, and a calculating coldness that distinguished him even within a family notorious for its brutality.

	The Silent Observer

	From his earliest years, Ivan was different. Not in ways that were immediately obvious to outsiders, but in subtle distinctions that set him apart even within his own chaotic family. While his brothers Boris, Bill, and Alex were loud, aggressive, and physically imposing, Ivan was quieter, more withdrawn. He watched. He studied. He cataloged information about people, their weaknesses, their fears, their vulnerabilities.

	Former neighbors and distant relatives who remember Ivan as a child describe an unsettling quality to his presence. He didn't play like other children. While the Milat boys as a group were known for rough, violent play that often ended with someone injured, Ivan seemed less interested in the immediate gratification of physical dominance and more interested in psychological manipulation.

	"He would just stare at you," recalled Dorothy Henderson, who lived three houses down from the Milats in the 1950s. "Most kids, if you caught them doing something wrong, they'd look away or run off. Not Ivan. He'd just stand there and stare with those dead eyes. It was creepy, even for that neighborhood where all the kids were half-wild."

	This quality, the ability to unsettle others without overt aggression would become one of Ivan's most distinctive characteristics. It suggested something beyond the learned violence of his environment, hinting at a deeper pathology that was perhaps innate rather than merely environmental.

	School Days: A Study in Failure

	Ivan's formal education was a disaster by any conventional measure, but it provided crucial insights into his developing psychology. He enrolled at Guildford Primary School in 1950, though his attendance was sporadic at best. The school records that survive paint a picture of a student who was academically far behind his peers, socially isolated, and displaying behavioral problems that concerned teachers even in an era when such issues were rarely addressed.

	His first-grade teacher, Mrs. Eleanor Pritchard, noted in a report that Ivan "struggles with basic reading and writing tasks" and "appears unable or unwilling to engage with other children during play periods." More troublingly, she added a note that "Ivan has been observed watching other children in a manner that makes them uncomfortable. Several students have requested not to be seated near him."

	Reading was a particular challenge. Whether due to undiagnosed dyslexia, lack of support at home, or simply chronic absenteeism, Ivan never developed strong literacy skills. By age ten, he was reading at a second-grade level. Mathematics was equally problematic. But his difficulties weren't uniform, he showed surprising aptitude for certain tasks that required spatial reasoning and memory. He could remember complex directions after hearing them once, could navigate the streets of Guildford with ease, and displayed a gift for noticing and remembering small details about people and places.

	This selective competence suggests that Ivan's academic failures weren't simply a matter of low intelligence. Rather, he was intelligent in ways that the school system wasn't equipped to recognize or develop. His intelligence was predatory, focused on observation, pattern recognition, and identifying opportunity. These were skills that served him well in the violent, chaotic world of his family but translated poorly into the structured environment of the classroom.

	The Outsider Among Outsiders

	Even within the Milat family, Ivan occupied a peculiar position. In a household where hierarchy was determined by physical dominance, birth order, and aggressive personality, Ivan fell somewhere in the middle, not important enough to command automatic respect, not young enough to be coddled, not charismatic enough to compensate for his lack of physical presence.

	His relationship with his brothers was complex and often contentious. The older boys, Bill, Boris, and Alex viewed him with a mixture of tolerance and contempt. He was useful for certain tasks, reliable enough to bring along on criminal enterprises, but not trusted as an equal. The younger brothers, particularly Richard and Walter, fell more naturally under his influence, but even these relationships were marked by Ivan's need to dominate and control rather than genuine affection or brotherhood.

	"Ivan was always trying to prove himself," his brother Boris told investigators years later, in one of the rare instances when a Milat family member spoke candidly about Ivan. "He wasn't the biggest, wasn't the toughest, so he tried to be the smartest, the most cunning. But there was something off about him, even as a kid. The rest of us, we'd fight, we'd steal, we'd get into trouble, but there were lines we wouldn't cross. Ivan, he didn't seem to have those lines."

	This observation is crucial. It suggests that even within a family culture that normalized violence and criminality, Ivan's pathology was recognized as exceeding acceptable bounds. What exactly those "lines" were that Ivan crossed, Boris wouldn't specify, but other family members have alluded to incidents involving animals, younger siblings, and neighborhood children that disturbed even the hardened Milat brothers.

	The Torture of Small Things

	One of the most disturbing patterns in Ivan's childhood was his treatment of animals. While cruelty to animals is unfortunately common enough in troubled children, the calculated nature of Ivan's behavior suggested something beyond typical childhood misconduct.

	Several former neighbors reported incidents of pets disappearing or being found injured in the vicinity of the Milat house. Mrs. Patricia Kovac, who lived next door to the Milats from 1956 to 1961, recalled finding her daughter's pet rabbit in their backyard, deliberately mutilated but still alive. "I couldn't prove it was one of the Milat boys," she said in a 2019 interview, "but I saw Ivan watching from his yard later that day. He had this little smile, like he was pleased with himself. My daughter was devastated. That poor animal had to be put down."

	More disturbing were reports from Ivan's younger siblings. In interviews conducted after Ivan's arrest, his sister Mary recalled an incident when Ivan was around twelve years old. He had captured a bird and, over the course of several hours, systematically broke its wings, then its legs, watching its increasingly desperate attempts to escape. "I asked him why he was doing it," Mary said. "He just looked at me and said he wanted to see how long it would take to die. Like it was a science experiment or something."

	This kind of calculated cruelty, devoid of emotional heat or impulsive aggression, is a recognized warning sign in the development of serious violent offenders. Ivan wasn't harming animals in fits of rage or as an extension of learned violence from his father. He was experimenting with power, control, and the infliction of suffering. He was, even at that young age, developing the psychology of a predator.

	First Encounters with the Law

	Ivan's first documented encounter with law enforcement occurred in 1958, when he was thirteen years old. He was caught with his brother Richard attempting to steal tools from a construction site in neighboring Auburn. The incident itself was minor, the kind of petty theft that was almost a rite of passage for boys in their neighborhood but the police report contains a telling detail.

	Constable James Murray, who responded to the call, noted that while Richard "appeared nervous and apologetic when apprehended," Ivan "showed no emotional response whatsoever and maintained eye contact in a manner that seemed intended to intimidate." For a thirteen-year-old caught in the act of a crime, this lack of fear or remorse was unusual enough to warrant mention in an otherwise routine report.

	The boys were released to their father's custody with a warning. Stephen Milat's response, according to police records, was to beat both boys severely, not for the crime itself, but for the stupidity of getting caught. This reinforced a lesson that Ivan would internalize, crime wasn't wrong, but failure was unacceptable.

	Over the next few years, Ivan accumulated a juvenile record for theft, trespassing, and assault. Each incident revealed a pattern: Ivan was calculating enough to avoid being caught in many of his criminal activities, but when he was apprehended, he showed neither fear of consequences nor interest in rehabilitation. Court-appointed officials noted his lack of remorse, his inability or unwillingness to accept responsibility, and his flat affect when discussing his offenses.

	The Awkward Years

	Adolescence is difficult for most people, but for Ivan it was a period of intensifying isolation and developing deviance. While his brothers at least found camaraderie in their criminality and managed relationships with local girls despite their rough reputations, Ivan remained a loner.

	His physical appearance didn't help. He was shorter than his brothers, with a slight build that would fill out only later in life. He had inherited his father's dark eyes and thick eyebrows but lacked the physical presence to make them intimidating without context. His personal hygiene was poor, a common issue in the overcrowded Milat household, but one that became more socially significant as he reached his teens.

	Former classmates from the brief periods when Ivan attended high school remembered him as "creepy" and "weird." Jenny Patterson, who was in several classes with Ivan in 1959, recalled: "He never talked to anyone unless he had to. He'd sit in the back of the class and just watch everyone. The girls all thought he was creepy because he'd stare at us in this really uncomfortable way. It wasn't like normal teenage boy stuff, it was predatory somehow, even though I wouldn't have had the word for it back then."

	Ivan's interest in girls was notable for its intensity and inappropriateness. He became fixated on certain female classmates, following them home from school, showing up at places where they spent time, making crude sexual comments that went beyond the typical teenage boorishness of his era. Several girls' fathers paid visits to the Milat household to warn Ivan off, which typically resulted in beatings from Stephen Milat, again  not for the behavior itself but for bringing unwanted attention to the family.

	The Development of Sexual Deviance

	Ivan's sexual development appears to have been profoundly disturbed from an early age. Growing up in an overcrowded house with minimal privacy, in a family culture that viewed women as subordinate and sexual violence as unremarkable, shaped his sexuality in deeply pathological ways.

	Family members have alluded to Ivan's exposure to sexual content and activity at inappropriately young ages. In a household where teenagers and young adults were sharing rooms and boundaries were essentially non-existent, sexual abuse and exposure to sexual activity were unfortunately common. While the full extent of what Ivan experienced or witnessed may never be known, the Milat family code of silence ensures that many secrets remain buried; it's clear that his sexual psychology developed along deviant lines.

	By his mid-teens, Ivan was known in the neighborhood for peeping into windows. Multiple residents reported a prowler who matched Ivan's description watching through windows in the evening hours. Mrs. Helen Drummond filed a police report in 1960 after discovering someone had been watching her teenage daughter through her bedroom window regularly enough to wear a path in the grass beneath the window sill. No arrest was made, but local police suspected Ivan.

	More disturbing were reports that Ivan had progressed from watching to more aggressive behavior. In 1961, a fifteen-year-old girl reported being followed from a bus stop and groped in an alley near the Milat house. She couldn't positively identify her attacker in the dark, but she described him as having "creepy eyes" and placing a hand over her mouth while whispering obscene threats. The description matched Ivan, who was sixteen at the time, but without positive identification, no charges were filed.

	The Influence of the Brothers

	Ivan's older brothers played a significant role in his development, though perhaps not in the way they intended. Bill, Boris, and

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



