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Foreword

By Dr Rod Milton, forensic psychiatrist

It’s high time someone wrote this book. Arson is a neglected crime: it does not attract a lot of public interest, and we might well draw attention to it. I don’t know why the world is so unmoved by arson. It’s a serious offence, occurs fairly often and can cause major property loss, injury and death. I have at least on one occasion heard a colleague dismiss its significance with a laugh as a temporary adolescent aberration. Despite its very real impact on the community, it causes relatively little public distress and is quickly forgotten except by its immediate victims and their relatives. The New South Wales Police Force once had a special ‘arson squad’ but I do not think that is now the case.

Ask any Sydney dweller if they recognise the name of the man who violently killed six elderly women in Sydney in the early 1990s, and they would probably name John Wayne Glover. But ask someone to tell you the name of the man who, at about the same time, set a fire in a Sydney residential which trapped and horribly killed six young people, and they would probably not recognise the person as Gregory Allan Brown.

I first encountered Gregory Brown when I saw him urgently at the request of the New South Wales director of public prosecutions during his trial for multiple murder by arson. The interview was at short notice because his solicitor unexpectedly asserted that his client was innocent of murder because of severe mental illness. Because of its urgency the interview was conducted during the trial in a cell beneath the Supreme Court.

The mental illness alleged to establish Brown’s innocence was Korsakoff psychosis, a very severe incapacitating condition caused by prolonged excessive drinking sufficient to cause major impairment in brain function. Sufferers lose short term memory and fill in the gaps by making up poorly organised accounts of their actions, a phenomenon known as confabulation. Such people are incapacitated for ordinary life and often require mental hospital care.

They would be incapable of planning to set a fire, collecting combustible material, arranging it in a place where it was likely to start a blaze, setting fire to it and escaping. Brown did all these things—he was innovative and resourceful when setting fires. His actions prior to and in the decades following the backpacker fire were not consistent with those of a person with Korsakoff psychosis. Indeed, his organised behaviour for many decades (before and after the murders) clearly excludes that diagnosis. Brown did not give a history of regular excessive drinking and showed none of the stigmata seen in the heavy drinker. Such stigmata are readily demonstrable medically. The history I obtained was not in the least consistent with Korsakoff psychosis.

The diagnosis was not Korsakoff psychosis but antisocial personality disorder (ASPD), a state which would not entitle a person to evade the consequences of his actions. During his interview with me, Brown was cooperative. He spoke freely of matters consistent with him having an antisocial personality—his adopted childhood characterised by truancy, enjoyment of being seriously cruel to animals, firearms offences, repeated firesetting, and other antisocial acts, for example killing his girlfriend’s pet cat. He showed considerable ability in looking after his own interests. He was a frequent traveller and used public transport effectively. He had unremarkable sexual relationships.

Mr Geoff Plunkett’s detailed research provides an exhaustive truly horrifying account of the manner in which Brown’s victims met their end. Indeed, the suffering that all six endured (described in detail in Mr Plunkett’s account) might, in past times, have warranted the death penalty.

The details of a recent additional offence by Brown came to public attention because of the continuing interest of Mr Plunkett, a historian. The court system, and the media did not bring to light important relevant details of Brown’s past history, although these data were readily available from court records.

Plunkett’s action brought important previously neglected details to the attention of the authorities, and Brown was faced with the wider implications of his offence affecting a teenage girl. Both the court and a psychiatrist appointed to supply a report appear not to have obtained this information although Plunkett elicited it without difficulty. I do not know if the psychiatrist who reported on Brown’s current state took into account his past history of causing six deaths and showing no remorse.

Gregory Brown’s [sex] case is an unusual example of leniency. To my mind, it also illustrates how a criminal’s past history might be overlooked during sentencing. Mr Plunkett warrants praise for his concern for victims of crime by describing the relevant events in appropriate detail.


Preface

Everyone could recognise him immediately—the world’s most famous homicide detective. Even without the rumpled raincoat and cigar, Peter Falk carried the unmistakable features of Lieutenant Columbo: the wonky eye, the shuffling gait and the disarming smile that had been magnified on television screens for two decades.

As several arson squad detectives waited outside the Darlinghurst Supreme Court of New South Wales to give evidence, the Mercedes carrying Falk and his daughter glided to a stop and its passengers emerged.1 After chatting with the detectives, Falk signed their brief of evidence.2

When travelling overseas, Falk indulged in an unusual habit. He liked to visit real murder trials. How did killers think? How were they caught? In his autobiography, he wrote that he always sought clues ‘worthy of Columbo.’3

The TV detective had travelled to Australia to observe yet another very special trial: that of Australia’s most prolific and most dangerous serial arsonist, Gregory Allan Brown. The man had an inveterate desire to demolish structures and at best a beyond reckless indifference to human life, at worst an intention to kill.

Brown stood accused of murdering six young innocents, from six different nations, at the Downunder Hotel (often referred to as a hostel or backpackers and used interchangeably here) in Sydney’s King’s Cross (aka the Cross) in 1989. Despite a videotaped oral confession and other compelling evidence, he pleaded not guilty to starting the Downunder fire, which he referred to as the ‘big one’.

Falk wouldn’t be disappointed. Dr Rodney ‘Rod’ Milton, the forensic psychiatrist who had profiled notorious serial killer, Ivan Milat, was a star witness.

He would tell the court that of the hundreds of individuals charged with murder he had personally encountered; Brown was by far the most dangerous and chilling Australian criminal he had encountered. Decades later, he hasn’t changed his mind.4

In 1992, Dr Milton warned both the courts and police that Brown was beyond reform, ‘I believe he will remain dangerous until he reaches such a state of mental or physical infirmity as to render him unable to put into effect the destructive urges which give him so much pleasure.’5

Ed Nordskog, an arson profiler who has compiled case histories of 1,500 serial arsonists and has written five books on serial firesetters, rates Brown as the fourth most dangerous serial arsonist in world history. He places Brown in the ‘heavyweights’ of global serial arson, the ‘worst of the worst’ and the ‘real deal bad guy you don’t see often outside of the movies’. Nordskog lists Brown above serial killer and serial arsonist David Berkowitz, aka the ‘Son of Sam’, who was responsible for 2,500 fires.6

Brown was fascinated by fire, by its power and ability to destroy. In at least three cities, Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide, he lit over 500 fires in virtually any building he ambled past.7 He lit over 150 to 200 fires in Sydney’s Central Business District alone and for other entertainment, called in bomb hoaxes.

When asked why he didn’t warn any Downunder residents, Brown replied, ‘I didn’t want to, I didn’t care about them.’ When further pressed, ‘You are aware that six persons died in this hostel as a result of the fire?’, he reiterated, ‘Yes, [I] still don’t care.’8

Brown implied that the murdered were collateral damage; incidental to his main aim—the destruction of a building. But was that the full truth?

Based on Brown’s background, which included the torture and killing of animals, and his admittance of wanting to kill people in other fires, Dr Milton provided expert testimony that Brown’s intention was to kill the Downunder residents, but he hid this fact from the police, in order to minimise his culpability.

Brown accepted no responsibility for the fire, retracting his initial filmed confession of 30 August 1990. His behaviour devastated others but had no effect on himself; he never got the fuss. A lack of remorse and guilt are signatures of the psychopath. These traits are alien to his being.

When Brown snuck into the foyer of the Downunder Hostel and struck the match, it’s highly unlikely he knew of the significance of the building that previously existed next to the Downunder Hotel and the shocking tragedy that occurred there in 1975. The Savoy Private Hotel—a name associated with terror and mass murder by arson. In a hissy fit, serial arsonist Reginald John Little had murdered 15 Savoy residents after he’d been stood up on a date. At the time, it equalled Australia’s greatest mass murder of the 20th century and was the deadliest hotel fire in Australia’s history.9

It’s a remarkable characteristic that despite being kindred spirits, serial fire starters like Brown and Little don’t care about other arsonists or their ‘feats’.

Ed Nordskog explains that ‘serial arsonists in general are so self-centred and focused on their own needs it is highly unlikely they are aware of another arsonist in the area, nor would they follow someone else’s deeds in the media. They may be aware of large fires, but likely couldn’t care less about what caused them. In many inner cities, it is not uncommon at all for multiple, independent arsonists to be active in the same area, with no connection between them. This is most common in transient/homeless areas.’10

Little, who at a young age, bragged he was an ‘arson expert’, was an entirely different type of incendiarist, although just as rare as Brown, the emotionally empty psychopathic arsonist. Little’s main motive was for anger release and self-destruction. His volcanic temper led him to light fires after a sacking, following fights or rejections.

Brown and Little collectively killed 21 innocents and maimed and injured many more. The dead were not just names but people with personalities, childhoods, families, and lost futures.

Every time Brown and Little lit an occupied edifice, they initiated a game of Russian roulette; it was inevitable their predilection would lead to death, both due to the frequency of their habit and the lax fire precautions operating in many establishments.

Both fire starters almost got away with their crimes and were only discovered well after the tragedies. Following the initial forensic investigations, it wasn’t even conclusive that either fire was an arson, but Brown’s loose lips drew attention to himself. Little couldn’t stop lighting building fires and await rescue as the flames danced around him.

In 1992, Dr Milton lamented that despite the cost in both lives and property, arson doesn’t get the same attention as ‘the mass killer, serial murderer or serial rapist, but his impact is enormous, even apart from the risk of loss of life—there is immense destruction of property; the community becomes fearful.’ In his speech to the International Association of Arson Investigators,11 he noted how the ‘repetitive arsonist is probably the single most destructive and dangerous person in our community, but the significance of that effect appears underrated by the authorities.’’

He contrasted the intense media interest of one of his clients, John Wayne Glover, aka ‘The Granny Killer’, who killed six elderly ladies in Sydney (in 1989 and 1990), with the forgotten Brown, who murdered the same number at the same time.

Stating multiple books had been published about Glover, Milton issued a challenge, ‘So far no one has shown any interest in documenting the life and times of the man charged with six deaths in the backpackers’ hotel fire in Sydney.’12 Milton extended the mission to an examination of arsonists in general.

I accept the challenge and using the latest peer reviewed research, spy into the troubled minds of these contrasting arsonists. When Brown and Little torched the Downunder and Savoy hotels respectively, they did so for reasons that made sense to themselves, but not the public at large, who are naturally horrified how anyone can contemplate such a reckless act. Understanding this reasoning can lead to prevention.

The cost in lives lost in deliberately lit ‘places of assembly’, premises where people get together to work, reside, be educated and entertained, is staggering. In Australia at least 85 people have been murdered in building fires since 1973.13 The financial cost is also immense. As one example, when Brown vandalised and torched the Australian Museum in March 1989, he caused $180,000 in property damages ($450,000 in today’s terms).14

One journalist described Little as a loser.15 This is an unhelpful descriptor and doesn’t progress the study and understanding of arson criminals and their motives. Fire-setters appear to be a discrete group of criminal offenders with a distinguishing set of psychological and behavioural characteristics. This suggests the necessity of specialized treatment to target these individuals.16

Do current prevention and treatment models work? Two contrasting opinions are explored; either prevention is impossible and no current treatments are successful, or prevention and treatment is possible with appropriate resources and skilled clinicians. More research is needed as the number of serial arsonists is increasing due to drug abuse, especially methamphetamines.17

Arsonists are versatile in their criminality (which is also a psychopathic trait); they don’t just light fires, they tend to moonlight with other crimes. So, it was no surprise that in 2022 Brown opened a new chapter of criminality and reacquainted himself with a Supreme Court. This time in Tasmania; convicted for soliciting (unsuccessfully) a girl, who he believed was 13 years old, to send him three photos of her vagina.18

The surprise was the result; a suspended sentence and that Brown’s web of lies regarding his supposedly abusive and tragic family life, wasn’t fact checked. How influential was his smoke screen testimony on the leniency he received?

He presented so many falsehoods in his 1992 Downunder trial that an exasperated Justice Peter McInerney concluded, ‘One of the problems with any history given by the accused is its unreliability.’

As a psychopath Brown is both manipulative and an inveterate and pathological liar, something known since Dr Milton made his clinical diagnosis soon after Brown’s apprehension.

I, with the backing of both Mitchell Parish, the arson squad detective who arrested Brown for the Downunder massacre, and Dr Milton, sought a response from the court. Did these lies assist in Brown’s walking free? The court ignored our urgent request.19 David Murray, the National Crime Correspondent for The Australian newspaper posed the same question in a very public space.20 The court had to respond.

Brown was referred to prosecutors for lying under oath to obtain leniency. In March 2024 Brown was charged with perverting justice.21 As Columbo remarked to a criminal in one episode, Brown got ‘caught in a lot of stupid lies. A lot of them.’22 This has been the pattern for Brown’s entire existence. His self-described life history is a mushroom cloud of fantasy, which only the gullible believe in.

The team that sent him to prison in 1992 reunited to put him back where he belongs—behind bars. Lying to a Supreme Court judge is unacceptable. Doing it twice, to two different judges in two separate cases, demanded an uncompromising punishment.

Ruefully he didn’t get it, just a slap on the wrist. On 2 October 2025 Brown was tapped with a token imprisonment.

Notorious Sydney super crook Abe Saffron owned the Downunder. Saffron was suspected as the mastermind behind multiple structural fires, either as insurance scams or to acquire properties he coveted. Did Saffron have a hand in the murders?

***

This is a work of non-fiction. The quoted conversations are taken verbatim from court transcripts, interviews with those involved, newspaper articles and other archival material. This book is fully referenced and verifiable.


– Part 1 –

Six Murders


Swanton Lodge

11 December 1989

By December 1989, Gregory Allan Brown had already killed six people by fire.

He was truly pissed off.

Brown (aka Tony Wilson) stormed into the reception area of Sydney City Mission’s Swanton Lodge in Surry Hills, a residence that provided emergency beds to the needy. He approached the receptionist. 23 A transient, Brown had resided there a few days earlier.

Menacingly, he demanded a refund for his accommodation fees, charges covered by a welfare initiative called ‘Care Force’.24

He claimed $92, but the management disagreed and refunded him only $76.

Brown yelled so all in the room could hear, ‘This place sucks and I’ll burn it to the ground.’

He meant it.

Sixteen dollars was a big deal. As far as he was concerned, if the lodge didn’t give his dues, he would destroy it. If someone died, so be it. That’s the price they would pay; he didn’t give a shit.

Couldn’t they tell he’d lit the ‘big one’, the one on the front papers? Couldn’t they see he didn’t bluff?

Indeed, Brown was no stranger to setting buildings on fire.

He did mean it. He had resolved to ‘destroy’ the establishment as retribution.

Good to his word, Brown returned to Swanton Lodge during late December 1989 and lit several fires.25 The first occurred the day after the confrontation, when he entered the car loading area and ‘lit some rubbish up.’ His initial aim, to ‘blow up’ the cars, failed. He then attempted to torch both the detoxing room and two toilets; the later by igniting toilet paper wrapped around the S-bends. Toilets were a favourite place to start a fire, as were garbage bins, stairwells and lift foyers.

Later, reflecting on the Swanton blazes, Brown bluntly said he wanted to ‘kill other people’ in the establishment. Knowing the lodge housed 100 residents, he nonchalantly dismissed the possibility of death or injury, saying ‘I didn’t care at the time and I still don’t care... I didn’t care if I killed them either.’26

Brown, ironically, attempted to burn down multiple men’s homes, the very ones he frequented and leeched services from.

The Swanton fires were extinguished before causing serious damage and never reported to the police. The staff didn’t associate Brown’s threats with the incidents. It would be nine months before anyone did.

[image: ]

Floor Layout of the Downunder


Kingsdore/Downunder

4 December 1988

First Attack

Brown had strolled past the Kingsdore Hotel in Sydney’s Kings Cross many times and eyed it as a target.

The building’s owner was notorious Sydney criminal Abe Saffron. Known as Mr Sin, he had a hand in everything illegal to do with the Cross: extortion, bribery, prostitution, gambling, stolen goods, illegal alcohol sales and drug dealing. Jailed for tax invasion and therefore ineligible for a directorship, Saffron put the building in his wife’s (Doreen) name, under a company called Vendomatic Pty Ltd.27

Kingsdore was a hotel in name only. Saffron used it as a front, running a notorious brothel from some of its 14 rooms.

A sadistic murder had occurred within its walls two years previously.28 The brothel housed a blackened medieval themed sadism and masochism bondage room—perfect for torturing and killing a rip-off drug dealer.29

***

Kingsdore/Downunder − 4 December 1988

Brown studied the Darlinghurst Road entrance of his target. In front of him stood a three-storey building of sandstone and double brick construction, with renovated areas of foam-insulated aluminium siding (covering) on the front and back.30

The building itself consisted of the Saffron-owned Pink Panther strip club located in the basement. It was from its premises that drug operations openly ran, all with police protection.

The building stood alongside a 24-hour McDonalds, always packed with patrons.31 The Savoy Hotel, destroyed by arson in 1975, formerly stood on this site.

Sometime before 10 a.m., Brown walked into the narrow-carpeted hallway entrance, with its Spanish themed stucco cement rendering.32

Along the left wall, two antique armchairs stood proudly and to the right a matching maroon two-seater provided more rest space.33 Just past the armchairs and halfway along the left wall, stairs led to the first floor ‘accommodation’. The stairs partly covered the reception desk, located at the opposite end of the foyer’s entrance.

Brown took special note of the foyer’s layout. He revisited the lobby one year later, with devastating effect.

When Brown entered the brothel, a couple of people were hanging around, so he ascended the stairs. On the ‘private’ hotel’s mezzanine landing, a short hallway led to an outdoor patio, situated at the rear of the building. Brown turned right onto the stairs leading to the first-floor rooms.34

On the first-floor landing, there were two hallways. The one to the left led to rooms 8 and 7. Room 7 embodied a common lounge/television room and housed a refrigerator and bar facilities. Brown entered this room briefly, just scouting, looking for a location to torch, one that would take hold and cause maximum damage. Not spying a suitable target, he exited and moved into the second hallway which accessed bedrooms one to six.

The first room, number one, had an open door. Brown peered in and saw an empty dormitory with a double and single bed, as well as a TV. The occupants had left before 6:30 a.m. He entered and looked out the Darlinghurst Road-facing window. Outside, he spied a tin roof, a sign and flashing lights above the Pink Panther club.

Brown, as always, came for a private bonfire but as a bonus, found two bags. After tossing two wallets into his backpack, he pulled the bunk beds together and piled the mattresses. It was time for a burn. Brown always carried matches; he went for the pocket. He lit a mattress with a single strike.

Making sure it was well alight, he threw the handbags into the flames, locked the door and stepped into the corridor. A group moving towards the bedroom ‘sussed’ him out, but they moved on, satisfied he was OK. The youngish-looking and well-groomed 27-year-old didn’t look out of place in any tourist hub. The lifetime arsonist casually walked out of the building. His job was done.

Brown returned to his room at the Mathew Talbot, Woolloomooloo, another shelter and support service provider for homeless men (which he would later torch) and rifled through the booty; a ‘heap of two dollars coins’, American Express cards, travellers’ cheques, Chinese IDs and $300 in notes.35 He stayed at the Mathew Talbot for two days and then lodged with a ‘hooker’, who he described as a ‘girlfriend’. This, despite having a de facto in Melbourne.

At 10 a.m., Richard ‘Rachel’ Parker, the hotel’s manager, could smell smoke. Tracking it to room one, she unlocked the door. Alarmingly, a mattress smouldered.36

The fire brigade tossed the mattress onto the street where Parker saw ‘it just went whoosh.’ The fire, obviously arson, was reported to the police, but there were no suspects.

Early in 1989, the Kingsdore would change its lease to a company called Baroku Pty Ltd, which formally renamed the establishment as the Downunder Hotel.


Kingsdore/Downunder

17 September 1989

The Big One

Tourists, especially carefree full-of-optimism backpackers from near and far, flooded into Sydney’s Kings Cross. An idyllic entertainment mecca for the young set, there were the nightclubs, bars, flashing neon and brothels, with the call girls soliciting at doorways and on every street corner. Known as Sydney’s drug supermarket and infested with big time crooks, corrupt cops, bohemians and druggies, sin city had it all. It was a must-see thrill location in all the guides.

The Downunder was a three-minute walk to all the major attractions, perfect for a doss down. At $10 per night or $65 per week, the hotel provided cheap self-contained dormitory accommodation for mainly overseas backpackers. It had a maximum capacity of 58 people.37 It was smack bang in the middle of the ‘golden mile’, where most of the Cross’s amusements were located.

This type of establishment was a favourite target for Brown. It was easy to get into and had lots of strange faces freely moving in and out. Brown, an elusive shadow, could seamlessly merge into a crowd. He had recently attacked another Sydney backpackers, the ‘Original Backpackers’, at 162 Victoria Street, Potts Point, where he burnt the first-floor toilets.38

He decided to likewise demolish the 39-43 Darlinghurst Road edifice by arson.

The Tourists

In February 1987, future couple Allan Nielsen and Jacinda ‘Cindy’ Hill first met in Sydney. Two and a half years later, their paths would intersect with that of a serial arsonist.

Danish national Allan and New Zealand
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