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I was both honoured and surprised when asked to write the foreword for Graeme Crowley’s book, Fool’s Gold? 

Honoured, because I have long admired Graeme’s work, particularly his compelling podcast, Where is Bruce Schuler? which he so expertly researched, scripted and presented. 

Surprised, because, as a writer of fiction, I am accustomed to crafting stories from imagination. Yet, when I consider the true story that Graeme unfolds in Fool’s Gold? I realise that no work of fiction I could conceive would ever match the sheer intrigue, complexity, and unsettling reality of this case.  

As the old saying goes, you just can’t make this stuff up. 

How tragic it is that a man, Bruce Schuler, could simply vanish without a trace, and how much more tragic still that the pursuit of justice in his case has been so deeply flawed. We live in 2025, and yet the handling of this case by the Queensland legal system defies belief. The failures, the missteps, and the unanswered questions are nothing short of astonishing. 

Graeme Crowley’s Fool’s Gold? is more than just a book, it is an unflinching examination of justice denied, an investigation that demands attention, and a story that will leave you questioning everything you thought you knew about how the system is supposed to work.  

Max Barrington.   
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Only once in a lifetime would a case like the disappearance of Bruce Schuler cross your desk. A ‘straightforward’ murder, (if such a beast ever existed) and this murder was anything but straightforward. Isolation and lawlessness reign supreme on a cattle property the size of Hong Kong, in Australia’s vast, still untamed, arid north. Claims of gold fever, drug cultivation, murder and trespass have coexisted for decades on one of Australia’s biggest and most famous goldfields.  

It was a disorganised murder by two ‘bushies’ who seemingly descended into madness, but who managed to leave no evidence, at all, behind. No eyewitnesses, no physical evidence, no forensic evidence, no body. They made no admissions and continue to deny any involvement in his disappearance to this day. No motive was offered. It was a solid circumstantial case.  

Or was it something completely different? 

It is not known what happened on Palmerville Station that Monday 9 July 2012, but it is known the story told by the prospectors was embraced with gusto and adopted as fact by police and prosecutors alike, despite the known and acknowledged discrepancies within the evidence. The story that played out in the Cairns Supreme Court murder trial in July 2015 was very unlikely to be the same story that occurred on Palmerville Station that fateful Monday three years earlier. 

Is it possible experienced detectives were seemingly blindsided by gold prospectors with limited education but unlimited cunning, with a hidden agenda telling a story nothing short of incredulous? 

Husband and wife leaseholders who describe themselves as kidnapped. Convicted of murder and sentenced to life in prison with no chance of parole for a crime they vehemently claim they did not commit; their claims strongly supported by the now uncovered (but previously ghost) evidence. The bizarre story continues to this day. 

This is a work of non-fiction. But what if the entire story, as told to the jury, was fabricated, from start to finish? 

Fool’s Gold? has it all. 

This is the definitive account of what became known as The Bruce Schuler Murder. 
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The main characters in this 21st century tragedy: 

	Bruce Schuler 

	
	Victim 


	Fiona Splitt 

Lisa Schuler

Stephen Struber

Dianne Wilson-Struber

	
	Bruce Schuler’s partner

Their daughter

Palmerville Stn Lease Holder

Palmerville Stn Lease Holder 


	George Wilson

Bertie Callaghan

	
	Palmerville Stn resident

Next door neighbour


	Daniel Bidner    

Jo Bidner

	
	Prospector and witness 

Dan Bidner’s wife


	Tremain Anderson 

Kevin ‘Rusty’ Groth

	
	Prospector and witness

Prospector and witness



Detective Sergeant Brad McLeish    Arresting Officer  

Acting Detective Sergeant Nicholas O’Brien    Police Investigator  

Detective Sergeant Graham Camp       Police Investigator 

Detective Senior Constable Alina Bell      Arresting Officer  

Senior Constable Scott Ezard    Forensic Investigator 

Nigel Rees    Crown Prosecutor 

Peter Feeney    Barrister for Stephen Struber 

Joshua Trevino    Barrister for Dianne Wilson 

I refer to Dianne Wilson-Struber as Dianne Wilson. 
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1. Background to a Murder 
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Set on Palmerville Station on remote Cape York, Queensland in July 2012. Station Lease Holders Stephen Struber and Dianne Wilson claimed they were going about their business, unaware of the disappearance of Bruce Schuler on their property, until their arrest. Both lease holders were ultimately convicted of his murder and sentenced to life imprisonment and destined to die in prison due to no body no parole legislation. 

Four prospectors were trespassing and gold detecting on Palmerville Station when the lease holders, Stephen Struber and Dianne Wilson came across them. Prospectors Daniel Bidner and his mate of more than twenty years Tremain Anderson, Bruce Schuler and Bruce’s long time mate Kevin Groth. Groth had only met Bidner and Anderson for the first time, the previous day. The three prospectors told police they heard gunfire and now Bruce was missing.  

The three prospectors never saw anyone fire a weapon. Never saw Bruce Schuler shot or killed. Never saw the offenders removing the body. They heard two shots, very little else. Police arrived the next day and spoke with the lease holders who denied any knowledge of the matter and claimed they had spent the day on another party of their holdings. The police arrested and charged the Strubers with Bruce Schuler’s murder there and then. 

The subsequent trial was circumstantial: no body, no cause of death, no admissions, no actual witnesses, blood stains on leaves and rocks identified as Schuler’s and a small amount of other forensic evidence. The Crown claimed the Strubers murdered Bruce Schuler using a .22 calibre rifle and a .357 magnum revolver. Both weapons are suspiciously now missing. 

I became involved as a true crime podcaster in 2023, to tell the story of the murder. Hoping to perhaps, find some evidence that may lead to the whereabouts of Bruce Schuler’s remains. Not just a one episode per murder type podcast, but as many episodes as it took to cover the case. Almost immediately, there was difficulty scripting the story as the prospectors’ versions of events consistently changed and did not align. Initially confusing, it turned to concern and dismay as more discrepancies in their evidence were identified. 

The police investigators were obviously aware of the discrepancies as it was difficult to ignore them. The prosecutor was aware of some discrepancies​[1], as he acknowledged at trial.  

The murder of Bruce Schuler and the conviction of the Strubers is a story that needs to be told. The problems with the evidence in this case casts serious doubt on the credibility and honesty of the three main witnesses and by default, on the guilt of the convicted murderers. 

As the result of a legislation change in Queensland from these very convictions, the Strubers have been handed a death sentence. They will die in prison unless they reveal the whereabouts of Bruce Schuler’s body. A claim they continue to hold to this day that they do not know the whereabouts of his remains.  

If they did not murder Bruce Schuler, who did? 

On the following page you will find a photograph of the crime scene to help you orientate yourself. I have simplified it as much as possible. As you will learn, there were no nearby street names to help you understand the location. I have kept with the basics where possible, including where Schuler was supposedly last seen and where he allegedly ran towards and where the Struber vehicle allegedly came from and travelled to. I have purposefully left out any reference to where the witnesses were when they first allegedly saw the Struber vehicle, where they said they ran to when they heard the shots etc. You will read the witnesses say where they went. It is not relevant. What is important is what they said they saw and heard. Or, mostly what they did not see or hear. I have marked an X where the vehicle turned around based on the versions Bidner and Anderson told police over several interviews. It could have been twenty metres either way, but unlikely to have been any more. You can make up your own mind as to whether it was fair and reasonable to tell the jury they could infer the Struber vehicle went to the second crime scene​[2] referred to as the Burnt Patches in the photograph. 

There are four main points of reference in this case. It is that simple: 

	The ‘X’ where the Struber vehicle allegedly first stopped, located near the old mining plant, where a shot was fired (First Crime Scene). NO evidence of any kind recovered here​[3]. 

	The ‘u-turn’ ‘where the alleged vehicle, according to the three witnesses, turned around after firing two shots4. 

	The ‘Ear Lobe’ where the vehicle had to travel to reach the Burnt Patches.  

	The ‘Burnt Patches’ (Second Crime Scene) located at the bottom of a steep ravine from the Ear Lobe. Bruce Schuler’s blood and DNA were located there5. The vehicle had to drive down and up that ravine to murder Bruce Schuler and remove his body​[4]. 
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2. Crime Scene Location
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This diagram is all you need to navigate your way around this crime scene. Ignore where you may read elsewhere that prospector Bidner ran in that direction, Anderson ran in this direction and Groth went ‘that way.’ That is just white noise. 

[image: ]

This is what the police had to contend with in this investigation. That is a photo of prospector Bidner pointing to where he last saw Bruce Schuler, Crime Scene 1 (CS1). If you look closely, and I can confirm, there was no blood, DNA, physical items, evidence of a dig found at that location or anywhere around it. No dropped or discarded personal possessions. The first thing you would expect to find if shots are fired at you. Likewise there were no tyre impressions, footprints, boot marks up out of the gully where the Struber ute had allegedly stopped. I can also confirm investigators accepted ‘without question’ the claims by the prospectors. The first fatal flaw in this investigation. You can see how steep and high the ridges are. 
[image: ]

Track down steep embankment to Crime Scene 2 (CS2). Tracks were visible in original photograph. Damaged anthill can be seen on right.
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One of several small burnt patches can be seen in photograph. 
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3. Where is Bruce Schuler Podcast
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My name is Graeme Crowley. I investigate true crime through my podcasts. I have over forty years’ experience as a police investigator, private investigator for criminal and civil cases and other associated fields. I enjoy analysing the evidence in cold cases, particularly violent crime, and determining ‘if the system got it right.’ As of 2025, I have researched, scripted and recorded seven true crime podcasts covering almost 100 episodes from missing persons to murder. It is my fervent hope that my work will lead to police forces improving their procedures, not just in Queensland. My feedback is police do not like true crime podcasts, so I feel I am doing something right. 

I do believe in the justice system, even with its many faults. I may be described as a Justice tragic – ‘Do the crime, do the time.’ But equally, if you didn’t do the crime, you shouldn’t do the time. My passion is wrongful convictions – Miscarriages of Justice. If there is one thing I have learned, the justice system does not always get it right. We live in the 21st Century and in some ways, it irks me that the legal system can and does rely, at times, on legal decisions from the 18th, 19th and 20th Centuries for precedence. I believe the Justice System can do better and needs to modernise. I do not profess to know the answers, but I do like asking the questions. 

If there is one thing I have learned over the years it is ‘there are always problems with circumstantial cases.’ That does not mean the offender is innocent in every circumstantial case. Not by any stretch. That is well proven. What it does mean is if there are going to be questions about the evidence, it will usually be in a circumstantial case. By its very name you know there may be problems with the evidence. By coincidence perhaps, an anagram for ‘circumstantial evidence’ is ‘can ruin a selected victim.’ But remember the motto. Do the crime, do the time. I have no interest in giving killers oxygen, to give them a platform to spread their claims of ‘I didn’t do it.’ More than one person has quipped ‘Everyone in prison claims to be innocent.’ 

By 2022, I had podcasted two brutal murders in detail with over fifty podcast episodes between them. One, ‘Who Killed Leanne Holland’ I had investigated for over twenty years. The conviction of Graham Stafford was ultimately quashed for the murder of Leanne Holland in 2009. I spent two years researching the 2003 brutal triple murder in Brisbane of the Singh children, covered in “Loose Ends: the Singh Family Tragedy’, a crime that garnered significant media attention. The new evidence surrounding the conviction of Massimo Sica for the Singh murders is very concerning and disturbing. You will be hearing more about that case as an Appeal to the Court of Appeal against his conviction has been lodged in 2025.  

The trial and conviction of Graham Stafford for the murder of Leanne Holland was, according to the trial judge and the Court of Appeal, a ‘strong circumstantial and forensic case,’ until it wasn’t. The trial and conviction of Massimo Sica was a strong circumstantial case. I believe it too will eventually reach the status of ‘until it wasn’t.’ 

In 2021 I became aware of the Bruce Schuler case. It was suggested to me that it would be suitable for a podcast. It sounded interesting but I was also occupied with other podcasts. I did not have the opportunity to focus on this until 2023 and when I did, my initial research suggested it was a ‘slam dunk’. The police had got their man; or man and woman in this case. The case against Stephen Struber and Dianne Wilson was circumstantial but compelling. I read everything I could on the subject. Books, newspaper articles, television and YouTube stories. I then read the trial transcript and Appeal documents. My wife did the same and agreed with me, the police got it right. This made me even more curious about the suggestion made to me that there had been a wrongful conviction.  

The Bruce Schuler murder was a classic case to review. It is very hard to cross check the evidence of a solo witness to a crime. But when you have three witnesses to a crime, it opens pandora’s box. No two witnesses are ever going to be able to give accounts that are consistent in every aspect, and you would not want them to be. That is human nature. I would be concerned if that were the case. You would expect some divergence in the finer details, but for the big-ticket items, the significant events, where they were all present at the same time, you’d want there to be some level of consistency between their accounts. There are any number of commonalities where you should see consistency. I was excited to get into the nitty-gritty.  

As a podcaster, another reason this case fascinated me was the position the killers have sustained. They refuse (or are unable) to disclose the whereabouts of the body. I was certain they understood the ramifications of this. It was over six years since the ‘no body, no parole’ legislation had been passed, led by these very convictions. There’s been a lot of water under the bridge since that time. I wondered if, by speaking with their family members they may be persuaded to give up the body. As far as I was able to determine, the last time anyone asked them face to face to disclose the whereabouts of Bruce Schuler was 2019​[5]. Plenty of time to reconsider their fate. 

I wanted to find out whether anyone – relatives or friends had recently spoken to them to see if they had reconsidered their position. If they had not spoken to them, whether they would be willing to speak to them now, and ask them, to find out where Bruce Schuler’s remains lay. 

By 2023, it had been over eleven years since Bruce’s disappearance and more than eight years since Struber and Wilson were convicted of his murder. Plenty of time to consider their bleak future. Plenty of time to decide whether they wished to die in prison or perhaps see the outside world sometime before they die. 

Stephen Struber has apparently always refused to talk. Dianne Wilson maintains her innocence and that of her husband. A wife’s loyalty perhaps? I have since ascertained that this was the first incorrect rumour. Stephen Struber does talk, just, not to everyone. 

I was able to speak with relatives of both prisoners, and they agreed to talk to Stephen and Dianne on my behalf. They have weekly contact with them, I was told. Prison regulations prohibit me from interviewing incarcerated criminals. The families were more than willing to assist. Everyone I have spoken to were grateful that someone was taking an interest in the case. The common theme was that they just want the truth to be heard. Families of both convicted persons believe a grave injustice has been done. Not one of their families believe they are guilty. The families do speak with both prisoners by telephone at least weekly. They also visit in-person when they can. I asked them a simple question to pass on to both Dianne and Stephen: 

‘Do you still maintain your innocence and claim not to know the whereabouts of Bruce Schuler’s body?’ 

The answer was a resounding YES from both Dianne and Stephen. That answered that question. Both parties were aware of the ‘No body no parole’ legislation and understood the implications. They could not disclose the whereabouts of Bruce Schuler’s body because they did not kill him, and they do not know where it lay, they said. 

Then there was the suggestion of a wrongful conviction. Some people believe the Strubers did not commit the murder. If they didn’t commit the murder, then who did? I wanted to explore those claims and see whether there was any truth to them or whether it was just rumour and gossip. As I began researching the case, I became amazed at the incredible amount of rumour, gossip and innuendo swirling around this case and around Palmerville Station, as well. 

Wrongful convictions fascinate me for a variety of reasons. What causes them? How to identify them? How to prevent them? How to make the system better? More than anything, I hate the thought that someone has committed a brutal murder and is roaming around free, whilst someone else is paying the penalty. 

In case you are wondering, what can cause a wrongful conviction, it varies from case to case. I believe however, it is never just one factor: it is always several issues that align, like the planets. From my experience and research, common factors include (but are not limited to): 


•  Tunnel vision by investigators. 

•  Witness misidentification. 

•  Witnesses lying under oath. 

•  Poor Police procedures or investigations. 

•  Misconduct by police or prosecutors. 

•  Poor legal representation of the defendants. 


I still had the ever-growing list of questions regarding the evidence given by the prospectors to deal with, as well as the suggestion that the Strubers were wrongfully convicted.  

At the time of publication, twenty-three episodes of the podcast have aired. If you are interested in listening to the podcast, you will find it wherever you find your podcasts, and it is called ‘Where is Bruce Schuler?’ Whilst researching this case, I was stunned at the anger, the resentment and the bitterness in the communities in Far North Queensland over this case. The communities are divided over the Schuler case. Some people I spoke with believed the leaseholders were responsible for the murder, whilst others believed the prospectors were implicated in the disappearance of Bruce Schuler. There was no other variance proffered. Everyone had an opinion on the case. As I dug deeper, I was surprised at the number of people, residents, many of them prospectors themselves, who had taken it upon themselves to investigate the case. Some knew the Strubers, some didn’t. They didn’t believe the evidence. Some were making inquiries because they knew the Palmerville area. They knew the location where the murder allegedly happened. They had doubts. Others were making inquiries because they knew at least two of the prospector witnesses and they didn’t believe their claims.  

Not that everyone knew all the details of the murder. Most people, (even Bruce Schuler’s family knew only the barest of details). The media had been very selective in their reporting, as you will read, and I believe that was the reason the rumour and gossip festered and thrived. To be fair though, the media can only report what they are told.  

The other thing that really surprised me was the position that the Cairns based media adopted. They did not have a nice word to say about the Strubers. In fact, they did not have any word at all to say about the suspects. I could not find any balanced reporting on the case. The police case was the only story going. That led to gossip, rumour and questions.  

People had heard rumours that there were problems with the case, with the evidence, but there was nothing to support those rumours. The defendants were on bail for almost three years, but it did not appear any reporters had researched the case, spoken with the defendants or their family to find out why they would be in this situation. Bizarre!  

Perhaps it was their isolation. Perhaps it was difficult to write a story around ‘we weren’t there.’ I believe that claim would have opened a whole world of questions. My experience has been that journalists would usually sniff around a story such as this and background the defendants. That did not appear to have happened here. 

As the podcast progressed, the discrepancies mounted. The police and prosecution did not seem concerned about them. I struggled with the idea that you could have three witnesses whose story lines were so divergent. I research true crime cases and record podcasts covering them. I tell the story as reported by the people involved. When the stories do not align, I cannot just make the story up. I go looking for the truth. That is what my listeners want to hear. Simple. I was fascinated by the police position of ‘nothing to see here.’ There were two books written on the case based on the trial evidence. My podcast was the first to tell both sides of the story and to question the Crown version of events. How dare I!  

I was immediately swamped with feedback from listeners with their own concerns about the evidence. I was not the only one suspicious of the evidence I found. I produced ten episodes of the podcast and although I had covered all the apparent evidence, I had a feeling of unease about the case.  

In December 2023, I spoke to one of the arresting officers, Detective Sergeant McLeish and interviewed him for the podcast. In earlier correspondence with him, he reiterated the Crown position –  

‘I strongly disagree with you (sic) assertion that there are numerous inconsistencies in the evidence of the boys. They were put under enormous pressure by us during the investigation and were forced to given (sic) numerous versions/statements. Of course there are inconsistencies because they are human beings not robots. I would challenge you to find a witness in any court case where there are NOT inconsistencies when the witness has given multiple accounts /statements and then gives evidence in court.’  

I agree there would be inconsistencies. There should be inconsistencies. I expected that. But so many? For such significant events? Of the almost 150 inconsistencies I identified in the witnesses’ evidence, the police could see nothing amiss. I could see everything wrong with them.  

In March 2024, I wrote to Sergeant McLeish and Crown prosecutor Nigel Rees and invited them to participate in an interview for the podcast. I forwarded to both a list of twenty-one matters of concern I had identified with the evidence from the prospectors. As at the time of publication, I have not received a response from either person. You can find the full email with the list of matters in Appendix D. 

I also forwarded emails to barristers P Feeney and now Cairns District Court Judge J Trevino with a list of eight matters concerning their former clients at trial and requested an interview for the podcast. I did not receive a reply from either barrister. You can find the full email with the list of matters in Appendix D. 

I moved on to my next podcast but retained this unsettling feeling about the Schuler matter. That was March 2024. Five months later, the unease had not left me. I was back to researching the Schuler case. That led to a further thirteen episodes of the podcast being produced. By then, I had looked under every rock and in every crevice but was still not happy with the evidence of the prospectors. In fact, my suspicions had only increased.  

To my mind, all three prospectors had zero credibility as witnesses. It seemed to me that either the Strubers had murdered Bruce Schuler and for some bizarre reason, at least two of the prospectors were lying about their evidence; or the Strubers were not involved in the murder, and it had been completely fabricated by the prospectors, a position which was bordering on the absurd.  

How to deal with the 142 discrepancies with their evidence, some minor, some very significant. I did not view it as my role to decide what was a minor or major discrepancy. My role was to present them, ‘warts and all.’ The full list of discrepancies identified in the evidence in this case can be found as Appendix A. 

When I was researching the 1991 Leanne Holland case and co-wrote the non-fiction book ‘Who Killed Leanne Holland’ in the year 2000, I understood the impact the public exposure had on the case. It suddenly propelled the story into people’s consciousness. The media started taking an interest in the case. That was eight years after the murder and conviction of Graham Stafford. It would be a further nine years before his conviction was overturned. The case is still ongoing today. If you are interested in reading about that case, I wrote an updated version of the book in 2024 under the title ‘The Leanne Holland Murder.’ You will find it on Amazon as an E book or soft cover printed version. 

The Bruce Schuler podcast has had amazing interest and feedback. There would now be scant community members of Far North 

Queensland who would not be familiar with the controversial nature of this case, as these details were not published by local media. But it is still just basically an on-demand radio show, which attracts only a small percentage of the population. It is such a fascinating story and potentially a huge miscarriage of justice, I wanted to reach a larger portion of the population.  

You will read of matters that were not raised at trial but should have been. This is the ‘warts and all’ story of the disappearance and murder of Bruce Schuler and the probable wrongful convictions and imprisonment of Stephen Struber and Dianne Wilson, never to be released. 
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4. Our mate is missing 
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The phone call that started it all. The precursor for a drama that is still unfolding today, some thirteen years later. A sad and initially plausible story made potentially implausible with the ever-changing story line by the witnesses, initially on a daily basis. The contents of the conversation contained in this phone call become significant and referenced in many later chapters. This conversation occurred, for the main part, only twelve hours after the main events. Why does it change so often? I also refer to the conversation when I explore stressful situations and whether Dan Bidner was exhibiting any signs of stress or trauma.  

The time was 7.12pm. The date was Monday 9July 2012. The place was Maytown, Far North Queensland. The three prospectors gave varying accounts of who they called to report Bruce missing. 

They said they rang all the police stations in the district. Cooktown Police Station, 250 kilometres away did not answer. Chillagoe Police Station, 400 kilometres away, also did not answer. They said they rang the national emergency number, 000. Eventually, Tremain Anderson called Laura Police Station, also the nearest police at eighty kilometres distance. Officer Tome spoke with both Tremain Anderson and Daniel Bidner and wrote contemporaneous and comprehensive notes of both conversations. I have reduced them to bullet form for ease of reference and I have not reproduced all notes. These are the officer’s own words. 

Officer Tome first spoke with Tremain Anderson: 


•  Anderson stated at approx. 10.30am he & 3 mates were prospecting on the Palmer River approx.1.5klm from homestead. 

•  Anderson observed a light fawn coloured Toyota utility with no side boards travel nearby and Anderson identified this vehicle as belonging to Stephen Struber. 

•  Utility has pulled up near to where Schuler was prospecting. 

•  Anderson has sat down to avoid being seen. 

•  After approx. 5 minutes a shot was heard. 

•  After approx. 10 minutes the vehicle has moved a short distance before stopping and another shot was heard. 

•  After approx. half an hour the vehicle departed. 

•  A search of the area was conducted by Anderson however no trace of the MP (Missing Person) or his property was located. 



Officer Tome then spoke with Daniel Bidner: 


•  Bidner stated he had a better view than Anderson. 

•  He was 50 metres from MP when he saw vehicle pull up. 

•  He saw Schuler & his dog hiding in a gully. 

•  When the vehicle stopped the dog started barking.  

•  Bidner saw Wilson & Struber exit the vehicle, Wilson was carrying a rifle. Wilson & Struber have walked over to the gully.  

•  Bidner has squatted down and could no longer see. 

•  Bidner heard at least one shot. 

•  After approx. 10 minutes vehicle started & drove a short distance before stopping. 

•  Another gunshot heard.  

•  Vehicle then started after approx. half an hour and drove off. 


Officer Tome informed the witnesses that someone would be in touch. When I research a case, I like to set out the story line in a chronological order, where possible. I find that the best way to cover it. I was not to know it at the time, but the versions given by both witnesses to Officer Tome were to change repeatedly, and almost immediately.  

At 9.10pm that same night, Acting Detective Sergeant Nick O’Brien from Cooktown police called Daniel Bidner, who was at his home in Maytown. Although the call lasted twenty-five minutes, the detective recorded call ending at 9.26pm.​[6] 

The following is a transcript of part of that conversation, audio recorded by O’Brien: 

‘Today’s date is the 9th day of July 2012; the time is now 10 minutes past 9pm in the evening. For the record, my name is Acting Detective Sergeant Nick O’Brien of the Cooktown CIB. About to contact the informants in relation to this matter, in relation to the missing person and disappearance of Bruce Schuler, believed to be 48 years of age, was in the company of a Daniel Bidner, a Kevin Groth and a Tremain Anderson at the vicinity of Maytown and possibly at the Maytown Crossing. 

Bidner conversation in bold. 

‘Hello?’ 

‘Hello, it’s Detective Acting Sergeant Nick O’Brien from the Cooktown 

CIB. How are you?’  

‘Nick O’Brien, how are you going?’  

(Author note - Was this a social call or a 000 Emergency call?) 

‘Good, Daniel, is it?’  

‘Yes.’ 

‘Daniel, mate, I’m the Acting Detective Sergeant of the Cooktown CIB.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘I’ve just been advised by the Laura Police in relation to what’s occurred today.’  

‘Yep.’  

‘Mate, I’m just ringing to touch base with you. I know you’ve obviously spoken to Ben Tome, the officer there.’  

‘Yes.’  

‘Mate, I’m the detective, so what I want to do, if I can just have a quick chat to you. I know you’ve probably spoken to him already, but if we can go back to the start and if you can let me know what’s happened.’  

‘Yep.’  

‘OK, can you tell me what’s happened today, mate?’  

‘Um, what happened was we were out detecting.’ 

‘Yep.’ 

‘Down on the main crossing of the, where the main Palmerville road crosses Palmerville, crosses the Palmer.’ 

‘Yep, that’s that main that’s quite big, isn’t it?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘OK, yep.’  

‘And all the tourists, as we went through, there was tourists behind us and in front of us, you know, a couple of four-wheel drives with caravans and, or the camper vans, you know.’ 

‘Yep.’ 

‘Or, what do you call, camper trailers.’  

‘OK, yep.’  

‘And we went through and said, oh, I said to the boys, look, let’s not hide out here, you know?’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘Let’s just camp right here on the river where the river’s not part of his land, you know?’  

‘OK.’ 

‘Let’s just camp here and that way, if he comes along, we’ll just chat to him, you know?’  

‘And who’s that, mate? Obviously, you’ve got concerns of someone for the land. Who is that?’  

‘The person we’re worried about?’  

‘Yeah.’ 

‘Yeah, Struber.’  

‘Struber. Do you know his first name, mate?’  

‘Stephen.’ 

‘Yep. OK. OK, yeah, go on.’ 

‘And we got down into the crossing. We said, right, let’s just camp here. So we set up camp last night. A couple of us walked upstream. And two of us walked downstream. There’s four of us all up.’  

‘OK, yep.’  

‘Two walked upstream, two walked downstream. We got back to camp. I got back a little bit early. I got back about five. I collected a little bit of firewood for the fire that night.’  

‘OK, yep.’  

‘And I’m talking we’re within 100 metres of the crossing.’ 

‘OK, yep. Right there at the tourist crossing. OK.’ 

‘And then I got a bit of firewood together, and it would have been about 5.30, the other boys walked in.’  

‘OK, yep.’  

‘Yeah, and none of us had gold. One of the lads found a couple of pieces.’  

‘Yep, righto.’  

‘We’re like, oh, yeah, well, where’d you get that, bud? Tomorrow morning, hey, we’ll hit that, you know.’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘But he said, yeah, he just found it down the river here, which is a little bit closer to Palmerville, which would have been another 200 metres downstream.’  

‘OK.’ 

‘And so next morning, we had no trouble that night. We slept through till 5.30 in the morning.’  

‘OK.’ 

‘Had a fire going. We weren’t hiding or anything, you know.’  

‘Righto, yep.’ 

‘And then next morning, we got up 5.30. We would have hung around camp, I reckon, till about 6.30, quarter to seven. All right, off we went, and because we had to cross the creek, we took our boots off. We hadn’t put our boots on yet. We put our boots on when we crossed the creek.’  

‘OK, yep.’  

(Author note – O’Brien and Bidner were talking to each other on the very same day this murder occurred, that very morning, yet Daniel Bidner was speaking as if it happened on another day. That is regularly referenced by language experts as a fabrication.) 

‘Because we had to walk through the water a little bit. And off we went, and we would have only been out probably an hour, if that.’  

‘Yep.’  

‘If that. Probably more like three-quarters of an hour.’  

‘OK, yep.’  

‘And the other bloke said, oh, this is where I got that gold here, you know.’ 

‘OK.’  

‘So, and, you know, those metal detector machines, they can’t operate together.’  

‘Oh, OK.’ 

‘Because they’re noisy with each other.’  

‘Righto.’  

‘So one bloke said, oh, well, he’d never found a piece of gold. So we said, oh, you have a look here, matey, aye.’  

‘Righto.’  

‘And we’ll go and just walk down the creek and have a look around, you know.’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘So we’re just walking down the creek, looking around. I’d only just not, I’d probably half an hour left there.’ 

‘Righto.’  

‘And then I thought, oh, bugger this, they should be finished by now. I’m going to go back to where the gold was found, you know.’ 

‘OK, yep.’  

‘So I started walking back to where the gold was found.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘And I looked down, I came up on a high spur.’  

‘Yep.’  

‘Looked down into the ravine and saw me mate down there, metal detector, which is the bloke that’s missing.’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘And I said, oh, yeah, bloody Bruce is down there, yeah, oh, yeah. I’ll just sit here and see if he, you know, because I’m waiting for him to piss off so I can go and have a little look there, you know.’ 

‘Yep, yep.’  

‘And just while I sat, I just sat down on me bum.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘And I heard a car coming. So I went, oh, shit, here comes the bloody, probably that station owner, you know.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘Stephen Struber. So I squatted down and yep, fair enough, up the little spur comes Struber with his missus. And at the very same moment I heard Bruce’s dog bark.’ 

‘OK, yep.’  

‘And at the same time Bruce said quiet, you know, like telling his dog to be quiet.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘And that was what made Struber stop. He heard the dog.’  

(He told Officer Tome the dog started barking after the car stopped). 

‘OK, yep.’ 

‘And I couldn’t see Stephen but I saw his wife’s arm out the window, like the two of them in the car.’  

‘Yep.’  

‘I could see him but as they came up I lost vision because she was on the passenger side.’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘So she was my most vision.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘I reckon I was probably 150 metres from them.’  

(This distance changes regularly as the days pass. He told Officer Tome he was 50 metres away). 

‘OK.’  

‘Sitting in the bush and, you know, I’m still, I’m thinking, oh, they won’t see me, I’m dead still and I’m dressed in camo gear.’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘And not camo but just khaki, you know.’  

‘Yep, yep.’ 

‘Normal bloody khaki gear. Anyway, and then I saw her bring the gun out of the car and I went, oh, shit. So I sort of, I got up and I thought I’ll take the risk here of moving, you know what I mean?’  

‘OK, yep.’ 

‘I thought they might see movement, you know.’  

‘Yep.’  

‘So I thought, nah, I seen that gun, I went, I know I’m going to make a move here. So I walked probably 50 metres away.’  

(The distance he moves also changes regularly.) 

‘OK.’  

‘And squatted down at that point. I lost vision.’  

‘OK.’  

‘Right. Because I’d walked 50 metres away.’ 

‘OK.’  

‘It cost me vision. But at one point my last vision was him and her getting out of the car, her with the gun.’ 

‘What sort of gun did she have, mate?’  

‘Oh, look, I’m not sure, bro.  

‘OK.’ 

‘Long rifle, it was a rifle.’ 

‘OK, yep, that’s fine, yep.’  

‘All I know, a long gun.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘I thought it was a shottie (shotgun) myself, but the boys said, nah, Dan, that was a high-powered rifle. And I said, oh, I really thought it was a 12-gauge or something, you know.’  

(The type of weapon Bidner claims he saw and heard also changes often.) ‘OK, yep.’ 

‘But we dispute that between ourselves.’  

‘That’s fine, that’s fine.’  

‘And then, like I said, I squatted down there at the 50, after moving 50 metres, I stayed still.’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘And that’s when I heard the first gunshot. And I went, oh, shit, they’re letting guns off. I thought they might have seen me as I moved.’  

(As you will read, he told Officer Tome that he heard at least one shot. He also did not tell Officer Tome he moved 50 metres away). 

‘Yep.’  

‘And they were shooting a gun to let me know that they know I’m in there, you know what I mean?’  

‘OK, yep.’ 

‘But now I doubt that because nobody come looking for us. He never came looking for us or anything.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘And then within probably another 20 minutes, I moved another, after that second, the first shot. I moved another 50 metres away. And then I crouched in a gully. And I stayed there probably at least 20 minutes. And then probably would only have been 15, 20 minutes, I heard the second gunshot.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘And I heard voices. I know that.’  

‘Yeah, what sort of voices, mate? Were they male, female?’  

‘To be honest, bro, they didn’t sound raised to me but it was definitely voices.’  

‘OK.’ 

‘Three people talked, like, a couple of voices, you know?’  

‘Yep.’  

‘Can’t be sure on the three, but I definitely heard a couple of voices.’ ‘OK.’ 

‘And as I’m trying to listen, all I can hear is my heart beating, you know what I mean?’  

‘Yep.’  

‘So I’m in a bit of a scare.’  

‘Yeah, that’s understandable.’ 

‘Yep. And as I’m trying to listen, I’m thinking, it’s pretty quiet out there except for a few birds, you know?’  

‘Yep.’  

‘And so, I just crouched down and then, like I said, the second gunshot went off.’ 

‘OK.’  

‘So, I just stayed where I was and stayed there. And then I heard the car started, moved a little bit, and then it stopped again. And I heard a clang on the back of the ute, like someone dropping a crowbar or some bit of steel on the back of a black bed tray. And then they moved off. And then I heard the car, would have been like 20 minutes, again, half hour before that car moved the second time.’  

‘OK.’  

‘And when it started up to move the second time, it turned around and drove back down the spur, along the river, back towards the homestead. The only thing I regret, Sarge, is I didn’t lift my head up to, because I was scared, you know, worried.’  

‘But that’s understandable.’  

‘I didn’t lift my head high to visually get a visual. I lifted my head a little bit, but I didn’t stand up. And I just saw, like, the top bars of the car, you know, like the roof and the top bars.’  

‘Yep.’ 

(I devote an upcoming chapter to ‘The only thing I regret, Sarge.’) 

‘And I went, oh, yeah, there they go. Hopefully thinking, oh, well, 

Bruce will be there. I’ll go back and see him, you know?’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘So, I waited about five minutes. I got up and started walking back towards where I last saw him.’  

‘OK.’ 

‘And he was gone. And we haven’t seen him since.’  

Detective O’Brien had been taking notes as well as recording the conversation. These are part of those notes he read back to Bidner: ‘And you heard a car coming.’  

‘Yep. 

‘And you believe that car to possibly be Stephen’s car?’  

‘I don’t believe. I saw it, and I know that it is his car.’  

(This becomes relevant – no doubt, no confusion. No memory fog.) 

‘OK, yep.’  

‘I witnessed them in visual. I had not long seen them a couple of weeks beforehand.’ 

‘Now, just make sure I’ve got this right. You hear the second gunshot, the car starts up and it moves, but it only goes a short distance?’ 

‘Exactly.’  

‘At this point in time, you can’t see the vehicle?’  

‘No.’ 

‘OK, so you can’t say whether it was 100, 200, 300 metres?’ 

‘No, it sounded like 100 metres.’ 

‘OK, all right. It sounded like.’ 

‘Yep. It moved about 100 metres.’ 

(That too becomes very significant and is covered in the chapter ‘Ghost Evidence.’) 

‘Then the car stops for a period of time?’ 

‘Yep, and I heard like a clang, like someone dropping a crowbar or a bit of steel or something on the back of a tray. It’s got a tray on the back of it with no side gates on it. They don’t have side gates on the Ute.’ 

‘No side gates.’ 

‘And then off it went back towards Palmerville Station.’ 

‘Did it do a u-turn or just go straight ahead?’  

‘A full u-turn.’ 

(This becomes very relevant).  

‘Yep, OK, righto then.’  

‘And I even went and tracked that u-turn. Like, after they left, I went right. I’ll go and see what they said to Bruce, you know what I mean?’  

(Bidner at trial vigorously denies this happening and retracts his own evidence.) 

‘Yep.’  

‘So, I gave it another 10 minutes after the car left me.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘And I got up out of my position.’  

‘Yep.’  

‘And I walked back to exactly which, as you know, as I’ve just said, 

I was only 100 metres from.’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘So, I walked back to that position, looked down, I couldn’t see 

Bruce. And I went, oh, maybe he’s walked back to the car.’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘So, I crossed through the exact spot that I last saw Bruce.’  

‘OK.’ 

‘Because we’d found gold there.’  

‘Yep.’  

‘And I was tempted to even metal detect. And I thought, no, I won’t because I want to see Bruce first, you know?’  (This changes also). 

‘Yep.’  

‘So, and he had a dog with him and the dog wasn’t around. So, I kept walking and probably, it’s probably only another 300 metres back to the car.’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘And I kept going. I was up on a high spur looking, our car was in the centre of the river.’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘I looked down in the river and I saw nothing. And I went, oh, no one’s at the car at the moment. So, I probably walked around for another five minutes and I looked down at the car and I saw the dog there.’  

(This was on the other side of the river. There was doubt the car and the dog could be seen because of the vegetation). 

‘OK, yep.’  

‘And I went, oh, Bruce must be back at the car.’ 

‘OK, yep.’  

‘So, I crossed the creek, as I said, wading to take my boots off again.’ 

‘Yep.’ 

‘You get across the creek because it’s all water. So, I waded across, you know, you get wet up to your crotch.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘Got across, put my bloody, hung my boots up, walked up to the car. There’s a dog there and no Bruce to be seen.’  

‘OK.’ 

‘Never saw or heard Struber again after that.’  

‘OK. And I’ve obviously been told, but just for my own records, you’re in the company of two other blokes?’  

‘Three other blokes, yep.’ 

‘Yep. So, you’re with Bruce?’  

‘I was with Bruce, my mate Tremain, and the other bloke, which is 

Rusty, nickname is.’  

‘Yep, what’s Rusty’s full name, mate?’  

‘Rusty, what’s your name again? Kevin Groth, G-R-O-T-H.’ 

‘OK. All right. Mate, I know this is a little bit difficult. I just want to take you back to you walked up to...’  

‘I’m happy to answer anything.’  

‘OK, you said that you walked back to where you last saw Bruce?’  

‘Yep.’  

‘Did you see any signs or anything? Did you...’  

‘No, I didn’t really think to look much then, you know what I mean?’ 

‘OK, yep.’ 

‘But I didn’t see any sign.’  

‘Yep.’  

‘But after I went back to the car and waited for a while...’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘Me and Tremain went... Oh, Tremain went back first. I also went back.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘And looking for blood, you know, we thought, oh, maybe he shot him, you know?’  

‘Yep.’  

‘So, we went back to the site separately.’  

(Another statement Bidner strenuously denies having said, at trial). 

‘OK, yep.’ 

‘And looked. Tremain kept going towards the homestead.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘And thinking that maybe down that way a bit.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘We couldn’t find any sign of blood or anything. But that’s what I said to you. We did track where the car turned around. We went, yeah. I said, yeah, that’s right, bro. I saw it. I didn’t see it turn around, but I heard it turn around.’ 

‘OK, yep. And was Bruce still in possession of the prospecting utensil or...?’  

‘When I last witnessed him, yes.’  

‘And you didn’t find that?  

‘No.’ 

‘So that’s missing as well?’ OK’ 

‘Bro, we’re worried, eh?  

‘I can understand that. How long have you known Bruce for?’ 

‘Probably the last six months. He’s sort of bought a lease up the road here, just been getting his plant going, and we’ve sort of had a few discussions about what he’s doing and that, you know, mining and that.’ 

‘Yep. OK. And, yeah, you’re staying at this place, obviously, tonight?’  

‘Yeah, bro, we live here, yep.’ 

‘OK, you live there?’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘All right. Now, tomorrow, myself and some other officers are going to be out there. We’ll come take up with you.’  

‘Yep.’  

‘So, mate, if I can get you to stay at that property...’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘OK, now, Daniel, to the best of your recollection, now, Tremain and Rusty, they were over in the creek, is that right, from where you were when you heard the first gunshot?’  

‘Well, I wasn’t sure where they were until after I’d seen them, you know, but they were within 100 metres, yes.’  

‘OK, all right.’ 

‘They were within 100 metres. After the first gunshot, we all sort of bolted, you know.’ 

‘Understandable, understandable. All right, Daniel, thank you very...’  

‘And then we waited, bro, like eight hours. This happened at 10 o’clock this morning. At least. We argue about whether it was 9.30 or 10.’  

‘OK.’ 

‘But it was between 9.30 and 10.30. I don’t even think it was 10.30, more like 9.30, 10.’  

‘OK, yeah.’  

‘And then we sat at the car till 1 o’clock and I left, because Bruce had the keys to his car, see?’  

‘Yeah.’ 

‘So we had no access to his vehicle, which had all that stuff in it.’  

(all the prospectors equipment was in the unlocked rear of the utility). ‘OK, yeah.’  

‘So then I jumped on, Tremain had a little motorbike here, a little 125.’ 

‘Yeah.’  

‘I jumped on that and rode back to Maytown, which is about, back to my place, which is about an hour.’  

‘OK, yeah.’ 

‘Exactly an hour’s ride.’  

‘Righto.’  

‘And I jumped in my car, and I waited here till 3 o’clock for 

Tremain’s got a satphone...’  

‘Yeah.’ 

‘...to ring me and say whether he’d turned up or not, you know.’  

‘OK.’  

‘And when he said, no, bro, no-one’s turned up, I said, right, I’ll be there to pick you up.’ 

‘Righto.’  

‘So, then we left Bruce’s car there with a foolscap note under the front wiper blade...’  

‘Yeah. ..’ 

‘saying looking forward to you contacting us, ring us on your satphone, we’ve got your dog and we’ve got a bit of our gear.’ 

‘Yeah.’  

‘Because he’s got a ute, so some of our gear was in the back that wasn’t locked, you know what I mean?’  

‘All right. All right. Mate, to your knowledge, is there been any tension directly between Bruce and Stephen? Obviously, I’m picking up that Stephen doesn’t like people on his...’  

‘Bruce has never met him.’  

‘Bruce has never met him, OK.’ 

‘But with the new road going through, sarge, they have had, you know Struber’s probably had his fair share of people coming down that way, you know what I mean?’  

‘OK, yep.’  

‘Because the road’s been opened up and there’s tourists camping everywhere.’ 

‘Yep.’ 

‘Even around Maytown, I noticed this year, there’s Winnebago’s, there’s all sorts of stuff, you know?’  

‘OK. All right, um, Dan, um, mate, we’ll leave it at that tonight.’  

‘Now, listen, Sarge, one thing I didn’t give Ben at Laura was his wife’s phone number. He asked me for it.’  

‘Yep.’  

‘She’s in Cooktown. She runs a video shop in Cooktown.’  

‘In Cooktown?’  

‘Yes.’  

‘And is Bruce from Cooktown as well?’  

‘Yes.’ 

‘OK. What’s her first name there, Dan?’  

‘Fiona. Fiona. And we haven’t... Look, bro, we’ve told her that we can’t find him.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘We didn’t mention the gunshots.’  

‘OK, all right.’  

‘I just... Because we’re hoping he’ll turn up, you know? And he’s also got a satphone in his car and all that.’ 

‘Yep.’  

‘So, if he got back there now and he got to that note, then he would ring us, Sarge, you know?’  

‘Yep, yep.’  

‘So, I don’t know, mate.’ 

‘OK. All right, Dan, I’ll leave it at that tonight. We’ll see you early in the morning. So, um, we’ve got your number. We’ll have satt phones, so we’ll also be in touch with you.’  

‘Yep.’ 

‘But we’ll come take up with you in the morning, OK?’  

‘Righto, see you. All right.’  

‘If you hear anything, just leave a message at the Laura Police Station. See you, mate. The time is now 9.26pm. Just finished speaking to Dan Bidner.’ 

I considered it strange that Dan Bidner called Bruce’s partner Fiona that night. He had only met her a few months before. Kevin Groth had been friends with Bruce and Fiona for twenty years yet he did not make the call. 

If evidence was a commodity such as gold, and so appropriate given the setting of this mystery, then a large amount of gold was on display and offered freely. A double murder arrest will always look good on your CV when the opportunity for a promotion comes around. By sleight of hand, was the glittering, sparkling commodity presented so abundantly just iron pyrite. Fool’s Gold?  
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5. FNQ 
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This geographical corridor is known to many, from local residents to those who call Australia home, as FNQ. Far North Queensland. Spanning nearly 280,000 square kilometres, FNQ is larger than New Zealand which sits at 270,000 square kilometres. FNQ stretches from Cape York in the north, to Cardwell in the south, lying roughly halfway between Cairns and Townsville. The region is home to some of Australia’s most remarkable natural wonders, including the Great Barrier Reef and the Wet Tropics of Queensland world heritage site. 

The main city is Cairns, with a population close to 200,000. About eighty kilometres to the west of Cairns, is the Atherton Tablelands, with Mareeba and Atherton the largest towns. To the west and north of the Atherton Tablelands is where the true remoteness of FNQ becomes apparent. 

For many Australians, Cape York is a bucket list destination, a journey that demands careful planning to ensure a safe return. After all, it is 1000 kilometres from Cairns to the northernmost point of Australia by road. The roads are rough, mostly dirt with many creek crossings, and impassable in the wet season which lasts from around November to April each year. Those who fail to prepare for such a journey properly often don’t make it without encountering breakdowns, injuries or misfortune. 

People come to FNQ for many reasons: tourism, cattle farming, gold detecting, mining, fishing and the pure remoteness of the area. Unless you have an interest in mining, or gold, or live in the Cook Shire, you may be unaware of the history of the area as you pass through. 

Cook Shire, where this murder occurred, covers the area around Cooktown and goes all the way to the northern tip of Australia but does not include the Torres Strait Islands. It was named after James Cook who chartered this unforgiving coastline. The shire has an estimated population of 4700 people, of which around half live in Cooktown, with the rest scattered across small, remote settlements, including Palmerville Station. 

The geographical expanse of Palmerville is staggering.  

Cooktown is about 200 kilometres to the northeast, by road. Mareeba is approximately 200 kilometres to the southeast, again by road. A further 100 kilometres past Mareeba is Cairns. Cairns is situated around 1700 kilometres north of the state capital of Brisbane. In the 2016 census, Palmerville recorded a zero population. By then, the only two occupants were in prison. 

Palmerville cattle station was, in 2012, around 1360 square kilometres in area (or roughly the same size as Hong Kong), with a rich history of gold. At the time of the murder, there were about 5000 head of cattle on Palmerville Station. The property was run by husband-and-wife team Stephen Struber and Dianne Wilson, with some help. It must have been an enormous workload for all concerned. To gain an idea of the size of Palmerville Station, there are around seventy cattle properties of 50000 hectares or less in the Cook shire​[7]. By comparison, Palmerville Station has 135000 hectares. Immense, wild country in an isolated and at times, lawless part of Australia. 

Adding to the isolation, is an extreme climate. This whole area boasts an unforgiving tropical climate. Hot, monsoonal summers followed by warm, dry winters. The entire area becomes impassable by road from November to April. The daytime temperature, in winter, is usually around 30 degrees C. 

Many prospectors and tourists do visit the area, but Palmerville Station is a very remote part of FNQ. The area is a mecca for grey nomads, gold miners with legitimate leases, prospectors with a valid permit and trespassers who feel too entitled to pay prospecting fees and seek permission of the landowner but looking to strike it rich. The evidence shows Bruce Schuler, Dan Bidner, Tremain Anderson and Kevin Groth ticked that last box. 

The Palmer River and the surrounding area was the site of a gold rush starting in 1873. The area became known as The Palmer River Goldfields. Over 35000 Chinese and European prospectors rushed to the area, hoping to find another Klondike. Although the fever pitch died down by the 1920’s, the allure rush has never really left. It was claimed that Cooktown had 94 hotels during the gold rush era. In 2025, there are two hotels. Maytown was the main township on the Palmer River Goldfields between 1874 to the 1920’s. It was located on the northern side of the Palmer River near the junction with Butcher’s Creek. The closure of the Post Office in 1945 sounded the death knell for the town. Maytown was added to the Queensland Heritage Register in 2004.  

It was never established how much gold was found on the Palmer River Goldfields, but estimates have been given at around one million ounces. In today’s price that would be more than $3 Billion dollars. An extraordinary amount of money in anyone’s language. A big incentive to put up with the deprivations and the risks of mining in Australia’s far north in the late 1800’s. 

Some believe there are still big gold deposits to be discovered around the Palmer River Goldfields. Judging by the number of prospectors who flock to the area every season, they may be correct. By comments I receive from listeners to the podcast, there is a lot of gold still to be found in the region.  

The Palmer River Roadhouse is located on the main and only road to Cape York, and rests on the banks of the Palmer River. Anyone who has been to the Cape would have passed by the Palmer River Roadhouse, but not necessarily Palmerville. To reach there, you must first travel to Maytown, around seventy kilometres to the west of the roadhouse, over a rough dirt road. Palmerville lies another forty kilometres west of where Maytown stood.  

Palmerville Station falls within the Laura Police Division, Queensland’s only one-officer police station. Or it was at the time of this murder. Imagine an area the size of Hong Kong with one police officer patrolling. It is an eighty-kilometre drive from Laura Police Station to Palmerville Station. A drive that would normally take perhaps forty-five minutes. In this area over rough, dirt roads and tracks, allow around two hours – three hours to cover the eighty-kilometre distance. Welcome to Palmerville Station. 

To say that Palmerville is isolated is an understatement. Despite the huge area and the isolation, there is barely a resident of FNQ who is not aware of the Bruce Schuler murder. 

It was a story that tore through Palmerville and Far North Queensland like a class five cyclone that this part of Australia is notorious for, devastating multiple families along the way. A story that has left the local communities across FNQ bitterly divided, squarely into two camps – the ‘leaseholders’ camp and the ‘prospectors’ camp. There appears to be no one ‘sitting on the fence’. 

And everyone was happy to talk to me, to share their thoughts and knowledge of the case. Well, almost everyone, apart from the actual prospectors involved. 
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6. Bruce Schuler 
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Bruce Gavin Schuler was born on 29 December 1963 at Wondai in Queensland’s Burnett region and he grew up on Queensland’s Sunshine Coast. He met his partner, Fiona Splitt, in Tennant Creek, Northern Territory. At the time of his disappearance, they had been together twenty-seven years, and had two children, a daughter Lisa and son Bruce jnr. At the time of his disappearance and presumed murder, Bruce was 48 years of age​[8].  

Bruce and Fiona owned a residential property outside Mareeba. Fiona’s parents also lived on the property, in a separate house. Bruce and Fiona owned a rental video store in Cooktown that required Fiona to travel there three days per week. She was planning on moving to Cooktown to live full time to run the video shop, as the manager had resigned. Bruce and Fiona also owned a commercial property in Cooktown, which was leased out. 

Bruce was a builder by occupation but retired early. He was an avid gold prospector and had been prospecting for around fifteen years​[9]. 

In 2011, Bruce paid $50000 for a mining lease known as Rosie’s Gully in the Palmer River Gold Reserve and spent a further $70000 on equipment and improvements. Bruce had poured a concrete slab and built a 10-metre x 10-metre shed on the property​[10]. He had moved a substantial amount of equipment to the site in preparation for serious mining operations including a 4x4 truck, a bobcat, an excavator, and a 4-wheel motorbike.  

Like everywhere in this area, Rosie’s Gully was remote, accessible only via a rough dirt road, and difficult to get to. The travel time from the Palmer River Roadhouse to Rosie’s Gully was around 2.5 hours, although it was only about ninety kilometres distance. Mobile or cell phone communications were non-existent. There was a landline connected to the shed, but the main means of contact was by satellite phone. Bruce and Fiona each carried a satellite phone. 

Bruce was spending up to one month at a time at Rosie’s Gully during the dry season. Fiona told investigators that she would speak to Bruce daily, and she had visited Rosie’s Gully twice before Bruce disappeared​[11].  

About six months prior to purchasing the lease, Bruce had approached his friend, Bruce Parker. Schuler was aware Parker knew Stephen Struber, as he had carted cattle for him in the past. Bruce Schuler wanted to go detecting on Palmerville Station. He wanted Bruce Parker to ask Stephen Struber for permission to go onto the property for prospecting. Parker did contact Stephen Struber, who granted them permission, but with stipulations. These included that Parker was responsible for all those who went onto the property, that Struber wanted to be informed what they found, and he wanted to initially go with them so Struber could show them the areas where they were and were not to prospect​[12]. As it happened, nothing ever came of it. At the time of this incident, Bruce Schuler was under no illusion of the requirements to go prospecting
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