
Table of Contents

The Rhynie Poisoning Case: The True Crimes of Alexander Newland Lee (Needle-Lee Cases, #2)

Dedication

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN | Epilogue


The Rhynie Poisoning Case: 

The True Crimes of Alexander Newland Lee

[image: ]

By Samantha Battams

About the Author

[image: ]

Samantha Battams 

(Photo credit: Tania Gaylor)

Dr Samantha Battams is an Adjunct Associate Professor at Adelaide University and has been a university lecturer and researcher, community development worker, advocate, health service manager and management consultant. She has published academic articles and book chapters in the fields of public health and global health, social policy and sociology. She lives in Adelaide and has lived and worked in Switzerland in global health. 

Also by the Same Author

By Samantha Battams:

The Secret Art of Poisoning: The True Crimes of Martha Needle, The Richmond Poisoner (2019)

Paving the Way: Pioneer Ancestors from England, Ireland, Prussia and Bavaria to South Australia and New Zealand (2026)

By Les Parsons & Samantha Battams:

The Red Devil: The Story of South Australian Aviation Pioneer, Captain Harry Butler, AFC (2019)

​

The Rhynie Poisoning Case: 

The True Crimes of Alexander Newland Lee

Samantha Battams

First Published 2021, Samantha Battams, Hendon

Copyright ©Samantha Battams, 2021

This version 1.1, printed 2026

https://www.samanthabattams.com/ 

Twitter: @BattamsSamantha  

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced or transmitted, copied, distributed or otherwise made available by any person or entity or in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the publisher. Enquiries should be addressed to the publisher.

ISBN EBOOK: 978-0-6483728-6-8

ISBN POD:  978-0-6483728-4-4

Cover designed by Rose Miller

Edited by Glenda Downing

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication



[image: ]


To the memory of Muriel Lee nee Glen, and Raymond, Walley and Ina – and to the survivors Amelia, Dorothy and Ronald, and their descendants.

CONTENTS

1. Innocent of the crimes 7

2. Alec and Muriel Lee 13

3. Dolly Scholz 24

4. The Burra Cheer Up Society 43

5. Police Investigation 69

6. Inquest at Riverton 116

7. Adelaide Supreme Court Trial 148

8. Confessions 168

9. The Verdict 219

10. Epilogue 243

Chronology 270

Acknowledgements 272

References 273

​

Wilde was not far wrong when he said that most people know that in the concoction of a modern novel crime is a more important ingredient than culture, and that the books which the world calls immoral are books that show the world its own shame.

Everybody may not admit this, but it is perhaps nearer to the truth than some allow. In the everyday book of life, as its pages are unfolded in our Law Courts, there is a wealth of interest for the world and many lessons that may be learned.

The Mail, 19 June 1920
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CHAPTER ONE​
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Innocent of the crimes 

Easter 1920 was a solemn time across Australia and the feeling among religious celebrations and family gatherings was mixed. For many, it would be a time of acute loss as husbands, sons and fathers, as well as some daughters and sisters, had failed to return from the First World War. Others were celebrating the return of loved ones from the United Kingdom. For First Class Detective ‘Wylie’ Nation and Detective William Goldsworthy, this Easter would be a memorable one. On Good Friday they travelled from Adelaide to the small town of Rhynie by train to investigate possible multiple murders.

The weather was cooler than average in South Australia, but nothing could dampen the excitement in the week leading up to Easter. South Australian airmen the Smith brothers and their crew, flew their Vickers Vimy into Captain Harry Butler’s airfield at Northfield. They were arriving back at their hometown after their first UK-to-Australia flight and celebratory tour around Australia, and thousands turned out to greet them at Northfield airfield. By Easter weekend, however, a sensational murder case had hit the press. Alexander Lee was arrested for murder on Easter Sunday, while many attended religious ceremonies. 

The trial of Alexander, or ‘Alec’ Lee, in July 1920 was a public event. It coincided with a visit to the state by HRH Prince of Wales, who would become King Edward VIII. The Prince met with returned soldiers, sailors and airmen in recognition of their war service. Meanwhile, the Lee case was demanding attention and loomed so large in the public eye that people clambered to get into South Australia’s Supreme Court. They climbed over locked gates to obtain a seat or waited outside the court to hear news of the case. People wrote impassioned letters to the state’s daily newspapers either trying to prevent Lee’s hanging or showing their support of it. 

Perhaps the most poignant moment of the Rhynie Poisoning Case was when eight-year-old Muriel ‘Amelia’ Lee took to the stand in the trial against her father. The Advertiser newspaper described her as ‘a pretty little girl, who appeared quite undisturbed and gave her evidence clearly and without faltering’.​[1] The pressure on her was palpable, but the meagre family dinner appeared to be an important detail for the young child to focus on – or the press to report on.

All eyes were turned upon the next witness called—Muriel Amelia Lee, a charming little girl, eight and a half years of age. It was not deemed necessary in her case to administer the oath, and she was given a seat beside the judge. Looking towards the dock she said her father was in court. Her father came home in the afternoon on March 31. The family had stew for dinner. At the evening meals she had bread and butter and jam, Alice and Ina had an egg, and her father and mother and Walley and Ray had bread and butter.

The Adelaide Chronicle, 12 June 1920

On the final day of the case, The King versus Alexander Newland Lee for Murder, Alec Lee approached the dock to plead his innocence through a written statement, which he read out to the judge and jury. Interest in the case had climaxed, and while there was no more room left in the court’s public gallery there was a large crowd outside. The gallery was silent, eager to hear Lee’s wavering voice as he stated, ‘I am innocent of this awful charge’.

Alec’s pleas of innocence were to no avail, and he was convicted and sentenced to be hanged. On 15 July 1920, he was led to the long drop in the Old Adelaide Gaol. Far from the peaceful and lonely town of Worlds End, where Alec had grown up, there would be much pomposity, ceremony and public debate surrounding his death. Two hundred thousand people, nearly the entire population of Adelaide, had lined the streets of the city to catch a glimpse of HRH Prince of Wales. The event was so popular that tickets were sold for a seat in specially erected stands with an elevated view. The sound of a plane was overhead as pioneer aviator Captain Harry Butler had followed the Prince’s train into the Adelaide station and then performed his acrobatic displays over the excited crowd. 

The date would also be auspicious for South Australia, as it had been chosen for the most significant public event of the Prince’s visit, as reported by The Register:

The most historically noteworthy of the numerous and varied engagements of the Prince of Wales in this State will take place today, when His Royal Highness will unveil the statue erected on North Terrace in honour of his grandfather, King Edward VII.

The Register, 15 July 1920

North Terrace was just around the corner from the Old Adelaide Gaol, and the solemn gathering at Lee’s hanging would have been able to hear the throngs of the nearby crowd waiting to see HRH Prince of Wales. The subsequent unveiling of the statue of King Edward VII on King William Street, Adelaide – known as ‘the playboy Prince’, much like his grandson – would be forever tied to the death of Alexander Newland Lee. 

After his death, questions as to Alexander’s innocence remained for some. Nearly a hundred years later a descendant of the Lee family wrote in a family genealogy newsletter suggesting that Alexander may have been innocent, citing his claims of innocence before the Adelaide Supreme Court trial, along with the circumstantial evidence:

There was no real evidence that Alex did commit his crime – he was convicted on circumstantial evidence. He claimed he was innocent right to the end. On the day prior to his hanging he was visited by his parents and other members of his family at the Adelaide Gaol... he is buried just outside the New building in which he was [hanged]. He was the first man to be convicted under the new Poison Act.​[2]
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CHAPTER TWO​
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Alec and Muriel Lee 

Rhynie is a small, isolated agricultural town 90 kilometres north of Adelaide in the Gilbert Valley. It is dry wheat and sheep country, surrounded by wide open space, undulating crop paddocks, bright yellow canola fields in spring, occasional clusters of eucalyptus trees, and endless sky. Locals had to lobby for the provision of Rhynie’s railway station to enable them to take their produce to Adelaide. The Spalding railway line leading up to the Burra copper mines and beyond is now abandoned and the track is part of the Rattler cycling trail. It has featured little in state tourism and is relatively unknown to city dwellers. Rhynie is an overlooked town with a forgotten crime tied to its name.

When Rhynie is referred to in tourist brochures, the main attraction is the local pub, which was founded in 1860 as the Baker’s Springs Hotel, the town’s former name. Bakers Springs was named after William Baker, a man who had a wild fortune and was the first European to come across the springs. An adventurous sort, Baker spent his early life working at sea and was once marooned on an island near Mauritius for two years. He was rescued by a ship, The Emerald Isle, as it voyaged to South Australia. On the ship he met and fell in love with a young governess. Once in South Australia he became a resident of Undalya, located north of Rhynie, with his new wife, and they went on to have a large family.

Nearby to Rhynie is Woolshed Flat Wesleyan Methodist Church whose pews parishioners used to rent out to raise funds, and which now stands alone with its cemetery among the wheatfields. The town’s first school, adjacent to the church, has long gone. But a one-time student was the controversial Annie Lock, born at Woolshed Flat in 1876. Annie worked for the Australian Aborigines Mission on remote stations and would bring to public attention the 1928 Northern Territory’s Coniston Massacre, when she worked at the Mission at Harding Soak, and would provide key evidence in the inquiry.​[3] 

Alexander Newland Lee brought infamy to the town last century, however. He was born in 1888 in Marrabel, in the mid north, one of fifteen children, including three sets of twins, though not all the children survived childhood. His parents, Ellen and Joseph Lee, soon moved to Worlds End in Kooringa, a township of Burra, on the lands of the Ngadjuri people. This is a dry, semi-arid region outside the infamous Goyder Line of rainfall, and as its name suggests farming outside this area would be disastrous. Now, Worlds End Gorge and Creek, otherwise known as Burra Creek Gorge Reserve, is an area of beautiful towering gum trees. 

Ellen and Joseph Lee’s life was difficult, and eight of their fifteen children died young, including a set of twins that died at birth. Life was particularly tough for Ellen and Joseph. Although they had a small farm, Joseph was a well-known blade shearer and to make ends meet was frequently away from his family working on other farms and remote stations in the far north of South Australia. At one time, Joseph was a union representative of the Australian Services Union at Warcowie station, 350 kilometres from Adelaide, near Hawker in the Flinders Ranges. 

Their twelve-year-old son Leonard Lee wrote to ‘Aunt Dorothy’ at The Adelaide Chronicle in 1913, describing their daily life at Worlds End. Dorothy’s response indicated that boys infrequently wrote to her, and his letter showed a caring, sensitive boy looking for connection on an isolated farm.

Dear Aunt Dorothy,

I have not written to you for a long time, so I thought I would try again. We have finished cutting our hay, and father is now away reaping. We had some terribly wintry weather up here lately. I am still going to school. We have nearly two weeks to go before we break up for our Christmas holidays. I think I will be in the Burra for a while then. I hope all the little children at Minda​[4] and Uncle George and yourself will have a Merry Christmas and Happy New Year. Enclosed 6d for Minda. My age is 12 years 5 months. I remain, your loving nephew,

Leonard Lee. 

His brother Alexander was of a different character. Much like his father, Alexander was largely employed in itinerant jobs such as a railway employee, farmhand, shearer, sheep seller, horseman and drover. Alexander knew all about sheep and shearing, and in the same year his brother wrote the letter he won a prize at a Riverton show for correctly guessing the weight of a sheep. 

At nineteen years of age, Alexander severely injured his hand in an accident when he was working as a farmhand at Riverton. He was driving a harvester when he got out to remove the choke and noticed a long wheat head on top of the harvester’s combe. When he reached for it, the horses bolted, and his hand was caught in the harvester’s beaters. A passer-by took Alexander to Dr Robert Glynn for treatment, but he was 36 kilometres away in Hamley Bridge, so Mrs Glynn applied first aid until her husband’s return. Alexander’s hand was repaired but weakened. This may have been one of the reasons why he did not sign up to serve in the First World War. Another reason may have been his family and young children.

Alec married his sweetheart Muriel at Riverton when she was four months pregnant, in the heat of February 1911. Alexander was 23 years old and shearing at Myponga at the time, while Muriel was 27, relatively old to be getting married for that period. Reverend W. Hanton officiated at the ceremony and the witnesses were the bride’s father, Charles T. Glen, and her younger sister Clarice Glen, later Clarice McMillan of Milang. Muriel’s mother was Amelia Glen. Muriel had two other close sisters: Anna Amelia Elizabeth, who married Walter Giles and lived at Riverton; and Edith Alice, married to Oliver Mitchell, from a well-known Riverton family. Her brother, Charles Ray Glen, also lived at Riverton, and Charles and his sister Anna would frequently visit Alec and Muriel. Little is known about Muriel, except that she came from a farming family and from all accounts was a dedicated wife and mother protective of her children. Her father Charles Glen had a farm of 335 acres at Riverton, where the family kept cows, poultry and pigs and produced butter, wheat and hay.

After her marriage, Muriel would have the same initials as Mary Lee, who was the trailblazer for women’s suffrage and the rights of women and children. Mary Lee was noted for increasing the age of marriage for girls (Alec’s own grandmother was only thirteen when she married, the legal age of marriage at the time). But Muriel’s life would be nothing like Mary’s, and she would have eight children in nine years. The children’s birthplaces tell of the itinerancy of the Lee family, related to Alec’s precarious work. 

The first two children were born at Riverton: Muriel Amelia, known as Amelia after her grandmother, was born in July 1911; and Ray, named after his uncle Ray Glen, was born in 1913. Their son Walter, named after his uncle Walter Lee, was born in 1915 at Hindmarsh. The same year, Alec Lee lost his 30-year-old brother Edwin Charles ‘Ted’ to double pneumonia. Alec and Muriel placed a memorial in The Advertiser newspaper. It seemed to convey Alec’s bitterness about not being informed of his brother’s illness and his quick passing:

We did not say good-bye, dear brother, 

Of your illness we did not know;  

We could not say good-bye, dear brother,  

That was the hard and severe blow.

–Inserted by his loving brother and sister-in-law, 

A.N. and M.E. Lee

Another memoriam also conveys the suddenness of the passing:

In Memoriam

Lee – In loving memory of Dear Ted who died February 25, 1915.

I often sit and think of you, 

And think of how you died,

But oh, it is so hard to think that 

You could not say goodbye

Short and sudden was the call 

Of him so dearly loved by all.

Armice

Burra Record, 23 February 1915

Six months later, on 16 August 1916, Alec’s brother Private Albert Stanley Lee of the 50th Battalion,​[5] which consisted mostly of men from South Australia, was killed by a shell in a trench at Pozières, near Mouquet Farm. Just three months later, in November 1916, Alec and Muriel had a baby boy whom they named ‘Teddie’, after Alec’s deceased brother. 

Although Alec mainly worked in itinerant jobs, he briefly worked as a railway employee from March 1914 to November 1916, possibly at Riverton.​[6] Lee likely had a relative working for the railways as there were many employees named Lee. For an unknown reason, Alexander Lee suddenly left the railways in 1916 and later returned to sheep shearing. 

Sadly, like his namesake, the baby Teddie died aged four months at the Adelaide Children’s Hospital in February 1917. Alec lost his two brothers and a baby in a period of two years. The family held out for news of Albert’s death, as he was initially posted as ‘missing in action’, which was later updated to ‘killed in action’. A death notice was finally placed in The Chronicle of July 1917, which read ‘his duty nobly done’.​[7]

There was no rest for the family, as the same year that Teddie died, Muriel and Alec’s daughter Ina was born at Tolderol, south of Langhorne Creek. Shortly thereafter, Alice Laura Lee was born at Strathalbyn in 1918. In early 1919, the family moved to Rhynie and the twins, Ronald and Dorothy, were born at Riverton in September 1919. 

***
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The twins were only a few months old when Alec severely injured his hand in another shearing accident and lost his ability to clench objects and his capacity to work. He was required to have a long stay of six weeks in the Willows Hospital at Light Pass in the Barossa Valley. In a time of no welfare from the government, Alec’s younger brother Len moved in with his family to help support Muriel and the seven children and ‘keep the family together’. The Willows was a private fee-paying hospital, costing around £12 for his six-week stay, when the average wage was around £5 per month. It is likely that Alec had to rely upon extended family to fund his rehabilitation, or perhaps called upon favours to be able to stay at the hospital.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Dolly Scholz 

As Alec was lying in his hospital bed, he caught glimpses of a blonde nurse whisking along the corridors. She worked quickly and efficiently, going through her morning routine, and making up the beds. She always had a ready smile and exchanged words with patients, with a slight accent. Alec was not the only one to notice the young woman, with her blue eyes and strands of hair escaping her cap. She was the most attractive woman he had seen in a long time, especially after the long days spent droving.

At their first meeting at the Willows Hospital, when she entered the room to deliver breakfast, Alec Lee boldly seized the moment to ask, ‘What’s your name, Blondy?’

‘My name is Vera, but my nickname is Dolly.’ 

‘You certainly are a doll,’ said Alec.

‘Mr Lee!’ Vera exclaimed, as she felt her face go red. Vera was just 22 years old, nine years younger than Alexander. 

Vera was affectionately known as ‘Dolly’ perhaps because of her innocence and doll-like features, or through being objectified by the male patients. She may have been nicknamed after the contemporary Dolly Sisters, glamorous dancers and silent film stars of the 1920s who led scandalous and dramatic lives and starred in American films such as The Million Dollar Dollies (1918). Vera attracted a lot of attention from the patients, but she liked that of the good-looking Alexander Lee. She wanted to be seen for more than just her good looks, and practiced friendliness
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