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Notes from the author

			This book is driven by the character of Con Jones as I came to know him through many hours in the company of artifacts from his life, combined with research in Sydney and Melbourne, Australia; Portadown and Belfast, Northern Ireland; Liverpool, England; Los Angeles and San Francisco, USA; and Vancouver, Canada.

			All personalities in this story are real people from the historical record, but Jimmy McEden is a pseudonym. I reconstructed all family backgrounds from original records, including several hundred civil registrations, mindful that such material relies on the knowledge and truthfulness of the informant and needs corroboration.

			Errors of interpretation are possible when evidence is limited, and readers should distinguish between what I present as possibility and what I render as fact. My suppositions are merely attempts to crystallize the record I have seen; you are free to reach your own conclusions about Con’s desires and motivations. Nevertheless, the responsibility for any inaccuracy in this book is mine alone.

			This work benefits from the extensive digitization of archived newspapers in recent years. In particular, the arrival online of Vancouver’s Sun and Province in 2018, searchable back to their beginnings, was transformative. To reduce footnote clutter, I have included in my sources all the newspapers I drew on, with details of their online locations so that readers can pursue any item of interest.

			Although variant spellings of Con’s original surname appear in the record, such as Shortell, Shortal, and Shortall, I have for consistency used “Shortel” throughout—the spelling Con used in the final years before he changed his name.

			John Fuller

			Vancouver, British Columbia

			March 4, 2025

			



	

Prologue

			I owe my discovery of the secrets of Con Jones to my maternal grandmother. Widowed in her fifties, she remarried with panache, taking up with an old friend, Felix “Dill” Jones, second son of Con Jones. In the 1960s, Dill and Margaret Jones built Waratah, their clifftop house in Gibsons, a ferry town near Vancouver in British Columbia. Margaret outlived Dill, too. For her last thirty years she presided alone over Waratah, sharing its ocean view with a stream of visitors.

			When Margaret, grande dame of the clan, died in 2002 at age ninety-five, there came a surprise. Out of Waratah’s basement emerged diaries, scrapbooks, thousands of photographs, letters, gambling chips, and other artifacts, a small cosmos accumulated by Dill’s family. I call it the Con Jones collection, after the man whose force of character holds it together.

			An immediate intrigue was that Con’s family didn’t seem to exist in the database of New South Wales civil registrations in his native Australia. Late one night, the maiden name of his wife pried open the first secret. I discovered she had married a man named Thomas Shortel. That led me to the birth records of Dill Jones and his siblings—Shortels, every one—and the reality that Con Jones was Thomas Shortel, living under an assumed name. In newspapers I found reports of his disappearance from Australia.

			I am too young to have known Con, my step-great-grandfather, but his story took over my life. To possess his effects was to live in a vault. Escape was impossible because I could never surrender the collection until I had written Con’s biography, and outside lay the torment that awaited if I failed. Among the treasure is an insurance inventory that let me tour his house in upscale Shaughnessy, browsing each room’s contents. Those two grand pianos in the music room were not for show. The diaries of Tom Jones, Con’s eldest son, contain 113,000 words in the delicate hand of a pianist and barrister. I have traced the growth of the collection through three lifetimes and eighteen changes of house, starting in Ireland and moving through Australia to Canada and eventually to me.

			Con largely succeeded in keeping his Australian career out of the public realm in Vancouver, although its private effects followed him to the end. Also hidden from all but a few was his prolific career as a writer, in which he sneaked reams of self-promoting material into all four of Vancouver’s major daily newspapers of his era and even some papers in the East. An average reader might not detect that this coverage of Con Jones, seemingly written by journalists of independent mind, flowed from the publicity machine of a promoter.

			In these compositions a knowing reader can decipher the inner nature of a boy too poor to go to school, ever in pursuit of his vindication, delighted when he succeeds in elevating himself by stealth. I have an insider’s sense of Con’s machinations: ten of my thirty-two years as an editor in newspapers were spent in the sports department of The Province, Vancouver’s oldest daily newspaper, where Con was once welcomed, his schemes a gift to its news machine.

			Of all his treasures, perhaps most emblematic of Con’s life, and farthest from his origins in the slums of Sydney, is a letter of introduction from the prime minister of Canada. In that contrast the first twinge of my admiration was born. I wanted to recreate Con Jones and understand the man he became. I don’t have his blue eyes, but from his police description I know we were both born blond and grew to about five feet eight. Like me, he ran away at age fourteen, but I must cede him more courage. He was on the run for two months before his arrest. My escapade lasted three days and I had parents to welcome me back with forgiveness and relief where he did not.

			Con Jones has been called a born promoter, and I see the long trajectory behind that: Put on a show and pull in a crowd, or starve. It is true for the boy who sold newspapers when he should have been in class, and time after time he furthers the theme. In my imagination a youth is drawn to a path of heroic revelry because it numbs the tragedies of his childhood home and deflects the inferiority and shame that are his inheritance.

			When that newsboy becomes a man, life will hold him accountable for what happened to his lovers, Florence and Jane, above all to Jane. There are letters that have survived, I feel, because of fear that their evidence might be needed to protect Con’s family from his past. Those letters involve a daughter, Victoria, left behind in Australia when Con came to Vancouver. She grew up, discovered the father she had never known was alive, and made it her mission to go to him.

			[image: ]

			Con Jones in the music room at 1216 Robson Street, his family’s home in Vancouver from 1905 to 1925. This photograph was probably taken by his eldest son Tom, who had a darkroom in the house. 

			In the collection I came across a photograph of the man that I enlarged, framed, and placed above my desk. His gaze has wandered off, indifferent to the camera. Surrounded by abundance, he looks forlorn. That face is forever tied to the events of 1903, to his need to get out of Australia, to the exit he devised. His flight had to be the work of art of his life. Yet in this photograph the exhilaration of his escape, pockets filled with stolen promise, is nowhere visible.

			There was a time when Vancouver knew Con Jones so well that a mention of his name in the press required no elaboration. Even so, I have met people who know early Vancouver and are struck that so little of the man himself found its way into the record.

			A showman in hiding. What could that be about?

			



	

Part 1: Seen and Unseen

			1896-1908

			On their upper floor they have a Juliet balcony that greets the morning sun, a scene suddenly overshadowed on this December day

			



	

Chapter 1 

A hidden man

			Vancouver knew Con Jones as a gust of wild Australiana that blew into town in 1903. Within five years he was the leading sports impresario in a booming city that knew little of the personal history that drove him. When a passion for lacrosse swept the land and Vancouver struggled at Canada’s first national game, Con found his moment. Thousands knew his urgent figure, brandishing a megaphone at fieldside, commanding their team in a Sydney Irish brogue. His straw boater with ribbon of green and red was most famous on September 16, 1911, when a delirious throng hoisted him shoulder high after Vancouver won its first national championship in a professional team sport.

			Canada knew Con as a raider of players. He would show up in Toronto and Montreal, his roll of bills rippling with the power of Vancouver’s newborn pride, and outfox eastern moguls for the stars of the game. For sixteen tumultuous years he fought for a place in lacrosse.

			Con Jones Park, his cosy wooden stadium surrounded by residential streets in East Vancouver, became a second home to football enthusiasts but also to Con himself. After lacrosse, football was the other major component of Con’s sporting legacy, and he found important solace among the faithful at his park. (“Soccer” belongs to a later time; this book will use the name preferred in Con’s time and still today in England, birthplace of the game.)

			“Don’t Argue” was Con’s tobacco brand. He launched it with the outbreak of war in 1914, a time when smoking was a social force and good leaf was male perfume. For forty years encompassing both world wars, Vancouverites knew this slogan. It lived in electric signs outside Con’s billiard halls and tobacco shops on downtown streets. He painted it on the hoardings of Con Jones Park and over the lanes of his bowling alley. It spoke from newspaper ads, brass matchboxes, and specially minted coins. “Don’t Argue” was only a year old when soldiers from Vancouver chalked it on a wall as a name for their canteen in the ruins of Ypres.

			Con was for the underdog, and his displays of empathy with the disempowered were a defining characteristic. He was organizing racially mixed events when Anglo-Saxon supremacy was the creed of an empire. His sporting carnivals for the Coast Salish nations were a showcase of pride and a stage for some of their traditions. There were Indigenous faces on the lacrosse team he built in 1922 that won the amateur championship of Canada, and on his professional team of 1924.

			Con took his leadership role in Vancouver seriously, not only in sports but also when the city’s heart was wounded. His unsolicited cheque to the Children’s Aid Society inspired the launch of a fund for a cottage hospital at the orphanage. When a runaway load of lumber smashed into a streetcar at Cedar Cottage in 1909 and killed fifteen people, Con promoted a concert to benefit their families. He arranged free movies at the Orpheum in 1917 for Vancouver’s wartime children, and the line-ups ran around the block.

			This, however, is not the story of Con’s public exploits, though they will carry us along. This is a portrait of a hidden man.

			



	

Chapter 2 

To be a Shortel

			sydney, NEW SOUTH WALES, 1896-1902

			The story Vancouver never knew begins five days before Christmas in 1896. Tom and Pauline Shortel are newlyweds in their twenties. He is a manager at the New South Wales Bookstall Company; she is a pianist, the eldest child in a musical family. Unusually, they have kept their union out of the newspapers. The surname Shortel is rare, which makes it conspicuous in print, and the quiet wedding suggests they are apprehensive about publishing an announcement.

			Tom and Pauline have rented a comfortable terrace house on Pitt Street in Redfern, a tranquil suburban setting. On their upper floor they have a Juliet balcony that greets the morning sun, a scene suddenly overshadowed on this December day.

			A Sunday newspaper called Truth publishes a poem on its front page, a mysterious composition whose purpose is not readily apparent.

			THE RHYMER

			CONDONING DISHONESTY

			Rewarding the Delinquent

			A BACKBLOCKS INCIDENT

			(Written for “Truth”)

			A modest young man in a bankelum,

			Who at night gave way to the tankelum,

			And played at high-jinks with a pushelum,

			On the institute’s cash made a rushelum.

			The push wouldn’t see him in quodelum,

			He was among them a lordelum;

			So they subscribed what he was shortel um,

			Only sorry that he had been caughtelum.

			And the night they bade him good-byelum,

			The whole of the push did a cryelum,

			Gave him a supper and medalum,

			Just acting like cranks out of bedalum,

			He went away by the trainelum,

			Leaving the push in much painelum—

			Their hearts very sad—nearly brokelum—

			He was such a taking young blokelum.

			JERUSALEM

			Liverpool Plains, Dec. 15

			 

			The unmistakeable intent of the poem’s rhyme scheme is to draw attention to one word at its centre: Shortel. The writer associates this name with a man who once stole money and had to be bailed out by his circle but still managed to leave town a hero. The poem hints that the public may have an interest in holding someone accountable. In Australia, a “push” is a gang of street ruffians, or larrikins, though the word can be used loosely to attribute notoriety. “In quod” is archaic language for imprisonment.

			[image: ]

			The poem’s most likely author, John Norton, has a history with Tom, the details of which will emerge in time. Norton owns Truth and is building a newspaper empire that will eventually stretch to four cities across Australia. In his future is a mansion outside Sydney housing a Napoleonic library and dozens of statues and busts of the revolutionary hero. Norton is not much more than five feet tall. He is brilliant with words, and prolific.

			He is also dangerous, perpetually at risk after one or two drinks of falling into a months-long binge in which he alternates between extravagant violence and neurotic collapse. Over the years, many of Norton’s delinquent episodes will play out in Truth, in which he loves to report on his battles, especially in court. Uncertainty as to his father’s identity torments him, and he will claim his stepfather abused him as a child. What Norton will do to people around him, and to many victims of Truth’s style of journalism, will leave a complex circle of damage that permeates Australian society long after he is dead.

			In 1896, Norton has recently gained control of Truth by ousting its previous owners, who had fired him as editor. It will emerge he achieved that through what will become a key strategy: blackmail. Several journalistic endeavours and court battles will eventually expose his typical technique: He digs up and writes a destructive story about his target, dresses it up for publication in Truth, then pulls a proof and shows it to the victim, for whom the only escape is to buy an advertising contract. Sometimes his prey has already been intimidated by the publication of hints at what Norton knows: We may imagine someone dropping in on Tom to make sure he has seen the poem intended for him.

			“The Rhymer” of Christmas 1896 probably refers to Tom’s father, now dead ten years but well known to Norton, who was a labour reporter in the days when Thomas Shortel Sr. was a trade union official. Norton could be calculating that Tom is unlikely to have told his bride everything about his background and will be keen that she and her family never find out, especially not in Truth.

			In Liverpool’s history around the time Tom’s father left England, there is a story that fits his circumstances and could explain Norton’s poem. A large organization known as the St. Patrick’s Burial Society was in the early stages of a meltdown. This was a scheme in which a network of operatives on commission would collect a penny a week from Catholic households as insurance towards an ostentatious funeral and wake, a high aspiration in Britain’s poor Irish quarters. At its peak, the society was said to have two hundred thousand members all over the United Kingdom. It had the support of the Catholic clergy and was upheld as an example of Irish accomplishment. Then it emerged that the leader, John Treacy, was corrupt. He would eventually admit that his starting salary of eight shillings a week became nearly twenty times that, he lived in a house built by the society and owned another six, had two daughters privately educated in Belgium, and owned a substantial further portfolio, all of this amassed from the pennies of the country’s poorest households.

			It was in the months before Thomas Shortel Sr. left Britain in September 1864 that Treacy’s scheme was exposed. Its controlling clique of friends, relatives, and pub owners was based in the very Catholic neighbourhoods of Liverpool where Thomas Shortel Sr. grew up. Treacy was said to be a regular at the Cheapside pub of one of his henchmen, Francis McDonald, which was only a block away from the birthplace of Thomas Shortel Sr. and even closer to the house in which he lost his mother when he was nine.

			Those are the circumstantial realities linking the father of Tom Shortel to the many operatives of the St. Patrick’s Burial Society who disappeared as the organization disintegrated.

			Norton’s poem has the flavour of this episode. Since there will be further strife between John Norton and Tom Shortel, leading ultimately to a showdown, it seems likely Tom has fallen under the blackmailer’s power. What he did and did not tell Pauline before they married matters very much. What alarm runs through Tom as he reads and rereads that poem, sensing its menace, struggling to comprehend how much Norton knows? What is this going to cost him? How can he escape?

			Disgrace could jeopardize his career. The Bookstall Company operates a chain of railway station kiosks selling reading matter, including entry lists for horse races. Tom is manager of the race book branch, and Australia’s obsession with this sport gives promise to his job. Tom and Pauline’s home in Redfern, where they are expecting their first child, is close to Sydney Terminal, the city’s rail and tram hub, which connects Tom to his market. His main task is to supervise the vendors, mostly boys, who serve the human stream flowing to the course on race days. Tom’s childhood as a newsboy empowers him as a manager. Quick readings of character and bold approaches are the currency of success. Seven years in this job are part of the grounding in organized sports that will one day make Con Jones a force.

			[image: ]

			A race finish at Randwick, 1890s, from Con’s oldest photo album. This view seems important to him: The background hills ascend to the ridge in Randwick where he spent his apprenticeship.
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			A day at the Randwick races for N.S.W. Bookstall Company employees in the mid-1890s. Tom Shortel, in boater and bowtie, sits beside the pipe-smoker at centre, possibly A.C. Rowlandson, company manager.

			This is a time of change at the Bookstall Company. The sudden death of founder Henry Lloyd in September 1897 leads to a celebrated event in Australian literary history. Lloyd’s widow sells the business to A.C. Rowlandson, its longstanding manager. Rowlandson recognizes that the travelling public of New South Wales is ready to shed its umbilical attachment to British literature. The continent’s six colonies are working towards federation and people are seeking worth in their Australianness. The new owner of the Bookstall Company pays a writer named Steele Rudd £500 for the rights to a novel about life in the bush, and by the time Rowlandson dies in 1922, the company will have sold 4.5 million novels written and illustrated by Australians. During his time with the Bookstall Company, Tom gives his occupation as “bookseller,” painting himself in literary prestige and sly irony while hawking betting information.

			Nine months after Norton’s publication of “The Rhymer,” and around the time of Lloyd’s death, Tom leaves the Bookstall Company. It may be there is more in his past than the poem indicates. Perhaps he has been exposed in his workplace or fears this eventuality and the only way out is to become independent. One report says he took the race book branch with him when he left and had to be bought out. It may be that, having built it, he felt he owned it.

			At the age of twenty-eight, Tom becomes the independent operator he will remain for the rest of his life. Success now depends on his public image. The core of his business will continue to be his teams of vendors, selling the Evening News, entertainment calendars, timetables, promotional coupons, race cards, and other lines. In 1899, he secures the rights to produce and sell catalogues and programs for the annual Royal Agricultural Show, which enables him also to distribute handbills of his own within the Domain, the large park where the show is held. He also organizes entertainments, at which Pauline’s skills as a piano accompanist enhance his social reach.

			Tom and his younger brother, Sydney, set up Shortel & Company in a former warehouse, the Wright Heaton building off 55 Market Street. It is chosen no doubt because the Evening News is next door, but also, in similarity to Tom’s later set-up on Cordova Street in Vancouver, because it gives him a multilevel premises with a storefront entrance. He has five floors plus a basement, with access through two lanes off Market Street. To the west, Tom shares a lane with the Evening News, while on the other side he is neighbour to some of the biggest players in Sydney’s betting district. He occupies more than six thousand square feet, enough to run several small businesses, and one must wonder why. The visible trail in the press is incomplete for so large a space. Could he have a gambling den and a boxing ring, foreshadowing what he will later set up in Vancouver?

			Tom shows an expanded ambition starting in 1897. He rounds up sponsors for a goodwill initiative: to gather the city’s disdained, neglected, hungry, and ragged newsboys and give them the party of their lives. Six newspapers and the Bookstall Company are quickly on board.

			On a beautiful spring day in November, a steamer glides through the splendour of Sydney Harbour, bursting with the boisterous energy of four hundred “newsboys”—including, in reality, teenagers, men as old as sixty, some of them disabled, and even a small contingent of newsgirls. They are headed up the river to Rosehill Racecourse, and here begins Tom’s oldest surviving photo album, souvenir of a showman’s pride. Boys race each other. They pair off in wheelbarrow formation or big carrying small, and race again. Always hilarious is the treacle roll contest in which a long line of tasty targets is strung up at face height, no hands allowed. The newsboys’ picnic is a hit and becomes an annual event.
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			Sydney newsboys’ picnic, Pearl Bay, November 15, 1901. Chief organizer Tom Shortel reclines in front, holding a boater. The glamour couple is possibly James Graham and his wife Fanny, who were patrons of the event. Graham was mayor of Sydney that year.

			After the birth of Tom and Pauline’s first child, Thomas Bernhard Shortel, on August 5, 1897, the family moves to Woolloomooloo (the voice must truncate and dip before rising to stress the last syllable), just east of the city centre and close to family connections on both sides. But in less than a year there is another move. By May 8, 1899, birthday of Felix Adolph Shortel—the future Dill Jones—the family is living in Tom’s premises off the lane beside the Evening News. Home is a commercial building.

			This could reflect financial hardship inflicted by a blackmailer, made worse by the Federation Drought of 1895 to 1903. Agricultural production is plummeting and depleting the economy. Pauline has to pawn a lengthy inventory of furniture and other household items during this time and care for her children in a warehouse.

			John Norton is trying to capture Australia. The blackmailer is in his element in Sydney, this city seeded for sixty years by shiploads of convicts and shaped throughout its history by miscreants on the run from the mother country, of which, it will emerge, he is one. Norton has operatives who seek out shameful secrets and, each Sunday in Truth, he entertains his masses with demeaning attacks on prominent people. The paper is laced with hints to individuals that Norton knows something unique to them, and in “The Rhymer,” that poem about a man named Shortel, our story appears to have encountered a pristine example. Norton intimidates the daily press into silence; prominent newspaper families can see what will happen to them should an investigative reporter ever be assigned to holding him accountable.

			By 1899, the Norton problem is full grown. With his journal of demagoguery, entourage of bruisers, and ability to subvert the courts, the man is a power unrestrained. Three years of Truth under Norton give rise to an underground opposition in Sydney, and our Tom will emerge in its ranks. He is a natural candidate. His newsboys’ picnic is sponsored by the very newspaper owners Norton has silenced. It is likely Tom knows some of these owners, in particular the Bennetts. They publish the Evening News in a grand four-storey complex overlooking Tom’s premises, and he is a circulation agent for them. The campaign against Norton on its own could be reason for Tom to house his family on that lane behind gates locked at night.

			For its first attack, Norton’s anonymous opponents engage a journalist, Gilbert Probyn Smith, to produce a pamphlet denouncing the owner of Truth as a blackmailer, serial seducer and rapist, perjurer, foul-mouthed drunkard, plagiarist, and more. Norton sues for criminal libel and subpoenas witnesses. This puts Tom in the witness box at the Water Police Court near Circular Quay. All four daily papers paint his testimony in much the same way: a brief appearance, with the prosecution only mildly interested in the witness, who says he turned down the accused’s request that he circulate the pamphlet. Truth, however, does more with the scene.

			Thomas Shortell, wholesale news agent, of Market-street, in a large way of business, deposed: Accused came to see me with a view to inducing me to take a large supply of pamphlets for sale. I saw some of them being sold. Accused came to me about half a dozen times and gave me a copy for perusal. I read it and saw that Norton was charged with all sorts of infamous crimes. I told him the thing was ridiculous and I positively would not attempt to put them on the streets for sale.

			Tom has to concede that the pamphleteer Gilbert Probyn Smith visited him more than once. This raises questions. If Tom had refused to distribute the pamphlet, why would Smith have kept coming back? Also, what could explain the disinterest of Norton’s counsel in Tom’s complicity? The blackmailer’s aim seems to be to obtain testimony as fodder for Truth so that he can cast it as a rebuttal of the pamphlet’s content by a businessman of substance. If the catchy adjective “ridiculous” had indeed been uttered, why would it not appear in any of the other four papers? What hold does Norton have on Tom to be able to use him like this?

			Testimony reveals that much of the action took place within a one-block radius of the Shortel den. Tom’s court appearance suggests Norton knows he is involved and has put him on the stand to warn him and manufacture disinformation. For his part, Tom, in a crowded court, must credibly deny any role in the pamphlet campaign, portray it as unfounded, and swallow his feelings about being a Norton pawn.

			Gilbert Probyn Smith is committed for trial on eight counts of criminal libel, and Sydney has a sensation on its hands. The career of John Norton is opened to public view over eight days at the Central Criminal Court in August 1899. Can it be true that the emerging political lion is a deviant and a monster?

			Two crimes come to the fore. Witnesses testify to incidents in Sydney boarding houses in which Norton lived. In both cases, he awaited a moment when he and a young housemaid were alone, then forced himself on her in the kitchen. The defence, led by counsel Charles Bull, puts the two housemaids at the centre of its plea to the jurors to find that John Norton is exactly the man the pamphlet alleges him to be, and they agree.

			Smith wins the verdict and walks free, but this proves to be a moral victory only. Over the next three years, Norton launches new editions of Truth in Brisbane and Melbourne and is returned as a member of the New South Wales legislature. From his base on Market Street, Tom distributes the Evening News and other products, markets Boer War paraphernalia, gets his first telephone listing, and even briefly expands operations to Brisbane. His newsboys’ picnic keeps up his prestige, but Norton still haunts him.

			It is necessary to understand this enemy, a man widely feared and despised but revered by a core following. Remarkable among Norton’s egotistical outpourings in Truth is the haze he maintains around his youth in England. Where he was educated is never stated. He conceals the origins of his literary, polemical, and oratorical skills. Nor is it widely known what records can show: that John Norton grew up under the name Henry Herring and at some point realized that his mother had obscured the truth of his paternity. When she married Benjamin Timothy Herring in St. Nicholas’ Church in Brighton in 1860, she had three children, aged ten, seven, and two, but declared herself never married. Norton was the two-year-old. His sisters could not be deceived that Benjamin Herring was their father, but a conspiracy apparently came into being that the family would foster the illusion in this toddler, and any children to come, that Benjamin Herring was the father of all the family’s children.

			When Henry was about fifteen, his eldest sister married and declared in the register that her father was a stonemason named John Norton. At some point after that, Henry Herring became John Norton and now lived with the knowledge that his closest kin had kept the truth of his father’s identity from him. Worse, he feared that his name was still not what it should be. It seems likely that Norton’s biological father was not that stonemason but rather the source of the funding for the expensive education Norton received and his siblings and half-siblings did not. The uncertainty began to torment and derange the mind of the boy.

			Tom is now chained to a child of the shadows who will end up raving about his genius and proclaiming himself the sole true heir of Christ, Caesar, and Napoleon.

			Norton survives the first attack, and his underground opponents make new plans. Nicholas Eugene Coxon, a former Norton employee, launches The Jury, a newspaper whose title underlines its message to Australia: Only the truth, entrusted to good citizens sworn to uphold justice in a proper judicial proceeding, can defeat John Norton. Coxon will report Norton’s crimes fearlessly, daring him to sue once again. For four months in 1902, The Jury and Truth go head-to-head each weekend. Coxon will later testify he launched his paper using capital from sources he refused to name. Those sponsors are unknown, but Tom has incentive to help.

			The Jury publishes a story going back to Norton’s youth in England, to the aftermath of the collapse of the Henry Herring lie, the period Norton wants to hide. The headline reads:

			 

			POOR KITTY RYAN

			Debauched, duped and deserted

			The alliteration of that sub-headline will become relevant to a future episode and add to the evidence of Tom’s involvement in, or proximity to, The Jury. By unleashing strings of alliteration on Norton, the story turns one of his favourite devices back on him.

			Kitty Ryan, The Jury relates, was a pretty, innocent girl who fell pregnant by Norton. He deserted her and left England. Cast out by her family, Kitty died broken-hearted, starved, and disgraced. Her degradation supplies a reason for Norton’s lifelong determination to conceal that phase of his life. This time he does not sue, a strong indication that he fears having his youth put before the public. Instead, he clouds the landscape with falsehoods and distractions in Truth. An exhausted public eventually gives up trying to decide what is true and a corrupt empire endures.

			In John Norton’s trail of destruction through the lives of others we find an explanation for the sadistic, jocular air of “The Rhymer,” the poem that invaded Tom and Pauline Shortel’s first Christmas together. With his young children looking up to him, Tom has taken a public stance lacking in integrity. He has been forced into a network of liars and defended Norton under oath. This cannot go on.

			



	

Chapter 3 

Something to nothing

			in a lane off market street,
sydney, 1903

			Tom wants to get out of Australia. He owes Pauline for what she’s been through, raising children in a warehouse while the family furniture is in hock. The sixth edition of the newsboys’ picnic has slipped out of his control, and eight years of drought are killing the economy. All this, and he lives in John Norton’s city, with his family’s livelihood bound up in an enterprise not easy to liquidate. To escape, he needs a stake big enough to cover a transition.

			Tom turns his mind to the Pitt Street betting district. There, across the lane to the east of his premises, is the rear of a shop run by a celebrity bookmaker named Humphrey Oxenham. If they leave their establishments by the back entrance at the same time, they bump into each other in the lane. Oxenham’s store on Pitt Street, ostensibly a tobacconist’s, is one of the most prosperous betting shops in the city. The image of a successful gambler has enormous prestige in this society and Oxenham is widely admired. He owns horses, lays extravagant bets, always pays up like a gentleman, and knows the power of promotion.

			The laws on gambling are in disarray. It is illegal to enter a betting shop to play the horses, but such sport is openly condoned in gentlemen’s clubs. Many ordinary citizens resent this exclusion and are rarely deterred by the law restricting betting to racecourses. Magistrates seldom convict on police testimony alone, and the betting shops are skilled at hiding evidence. Still alive in the public’s memory is Oxenham’s act of resistance in 1901, when police swooped on Pitt Street and arrested 135 men. A crowd cheered them as they were marched away. Oxenham rushed to the court, bailed out every man at £5 apiece, and later paid their £2 fines. By 1903, the police are backing off Pitt Street, demoralized by their unpopularity.

			An idea seizes Tom: The peculiar layout of his premises could house an excellent betting shop. Whereas police can cut off all escape of gamblers and evidence by staking out the front and rear of the Pitt Street shops, in Tom’s building everything can vanish up the stairs into another four large floors of hiding places. He might even have access to a special escape route. A 1947 map, with the buildings of 1903 still in place, shows a third-floor pedestrian bridge over the east lane into another warehouse on Pitt Street, the two warehouses having originally been built and owned by the same company, Wright Heaton. What a thought, that a Shortel might outdo a living legend such as Oxenham.

			In April 1903, Tom, calling himself a commission agent, begins advertising his new shop in Truth. He soon focuses his attention on Australia’s greatest race, the Melbourne Cup, with an unusual announcement:

			THE ONLY DOUBLE

			Something to nothing

			T. SHORTEL

			Market-Street, Sydney.

			Look out for

			GREAT FREE TURF COMPETITION

			Write for particulars

			A double is a bet in which the gambler must correctly pick the winners of two races. The Melbourne Cup, in combination with the Caulfield Cup traditionally held two weeks earlier, is a popular double. Tom advertises “Something to nothing” a dozen times in Truth in the buildup to the Melbourne Cup on November 3. These advertising spots do not say what the “something” is, but a news article in Truth puts it at £50. The absurd idea that any punter could win £50 for free by predicting two race winners suggests something is afoot. The article specifying £50 has the look of one of those submitted snippets that newspapers publish because it comes to them for free, and since Tom has a career in similar deceptions ahead of him, we might suppose he is hedging the risk of what he’s contemplating by making sure the promise of a £50 payout appears under Truth’s banner.

			Even so, what would he tell the customer? That there is only one £50 prize to be drawn after the race, not £50 for every correct prediction, as a racing fan would assume? Whatever the mechanism, his excellent odds get attention.

			Tom has no reason to advertise in Truth. He has a relationship with the Evening News and there are several more newspapers in which he could publicize his shop. Truth is a Sunday paper, which means it is never published on a race day. Above all, why would Tom go to Truth, given his history with Norton? “Something to nothing” positions Tom as a typical Norton captive. He seems to be putting on record, in the blackmailer’s own newspaper, what Norton is doing to him, and setting up his adversary for what he has in mind.

			Business is brisk at Shortel’s as Melbourne Cup day approaches. Race fans are drawn by the attractive odds and curious reputation of the little shop nestled in the reassuring embrace of the press palace across the lane. Surely here—under the nose of the Evening News, which Shortel circulates—there could be no skulduggery? He is a family man, too, who recently announced the birth of a third son, Harold Arthur Shortel, on May 13, 1902. An important clue to Tom’s intentions is a document showing that Pauline paid just over £194 to retrieve the family’s pawned household contents, including her Blüthner piano, six weeks before the race.

			For many Australians, nothing aligns the elements of the universe so perfectly as a great horse race. Others disagree. The annual turf carnival is among the most pernicious things in Australia, says one clergyman before the 1903 edition, adding he is thankful Sydney is not Melbourne, since the Melbourne Cup “gathers to itself, amongst a host of respectable people, all the rascality of the Commonwealth.” Churches have been calling for an end to the “gambling evil,” and the New South Wales Parliament has begun an inquiry, summoning the key players from Pitt Street for questioning. Meanwhile, police commissioners from across Australia, gathered in Melbourne to forge a united front against the country’s criminals, have conveniently completed their work on the day before the race. The turnout at Flemington Racecourse is estimated at more than eighty thousand at the traditional start time in mid-afternoon on the first Tuesday in November.

			The mare Wakeful is the great topic. Unable to compete until the age of four because of leg pain, she has overcome that and risen to fame, adored for her bravery in carrying ever greater weights to victory. She comes to Flemington with a record of 25 wins and 11 second-place finishes in 43 starts, and only three times has she failed to finish in the top three. Wakeful’s stellar record means the handicapper will allocate her more weight than any mare has ever carried in the Melbourne Cup. She is destined for breeding, and the crowd anticipates a legendary finale. Wakeful’s main challenger is Lord Cardigan, a sprightly young colt. On some days you could get eight to one on Lord Cardigan at Shortel’s.

			In the parade to the start line, a cheer resounds at the first sight of Wakeful’s cerise and black silks. She rewards that accolade by being first into view at the top of the home straight, with Lord Cardigan third from last in the pack of twenty-four. She is still in front as the leaders near the post. Head-to-head are the handicapper’s science and the punter’s art. There
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