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​The Backpacker Murderer, Ivan Milat, and the Forest That Kept Its Secrets

Between 1989 and 1992, seven young backpackers disappeared from the Hume Highway in New South Wales. Their bodies were found in the Belanglo State Forest, buried in the plantation pines of the Southern Highlands, the victims of a man who had been hiding in plain sight for years. Ivan Milat, road worker, hunter, neighbour, was convicted of all seven murders in 1996 and sentenced to seven consecutive life terms. The case was closed. The truth was not.

The Backpacker Murderer is the definitive account of Ivan Milat's predatory career, a career that began long before the Belanglo murders and almost certainly extended far beyond them. Drawing on the trial record, forensic analysis, cold case investigations, and the submissions of the 2026 NSW Parliamentary Inquiry, Carlson Holland reconstructs not only the crimes but the institutional failures that enabled them: the misplaced police report that cost five lives, the 1974 rape trial that should have ended everything, the systemic indifference that left the Newcastle and Wollongong disappearances uninvestigated for decades.

This is a book about a killer, but it is also a book about the world that made him possible,  the highway culture he exploited, the corrupted institution that failed to stop him, the families who carried the truth long before the state was willing to hear it. The forest kept its secrets. This book tells them.
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​Chapter 1: The Forest
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There is a quality of silence in the Belanglo State Forest that is not peaceful. It is the silence of suppression, of something held down, of a place that has learned to keep its own counsel. The plantation pines stand in rows of such mathematical precision that the eye, moving between the trunks, registers the geometry before it registers the trees themselves, a grid of dark verticals extending away in every direction until the light gives out and the forest becomes shadow. The canopy closes overhead and the sky becomes a theoretical proposition, glimpsed in fragments through the interlocking branches. On still days the only sounds are the settling of the trees against each other, the occasional creak of a branch under its own weight, and the soft implosion of sound that occurs whenever the wind dies and the plantation absorbs the last of the ambient noise from the highway three kilometres to the east. The Hume Highway is always there, a low and constant hum at the edge of perception, carrying its cargo of trucks and cars between Sydney and Melbourne along the oldest road in Australian colonial history. But inside the forest the highway might as well not exist. Inside the forest, the world ends at the treeline.

Belanglo covers approximately thirty-seven square kilometres of the Southern Highlands of New South Wales, positioned roughly halfway between Sydney and Canberra, fifteen kilometres south-west of the wool town of Berrima. It sits in a shallow basin between the ranges, at an elevation that gives the winters a quality of cold unusual for coastal New South Wales, a damp, penetrating cold that the plantation somehow amplifies, as though the dense rows of trees trap the chill and refuse to release it even when the air above the canopy warms. The forest floor is thick with decades of fallen needles, a rust-coloured mat that deadens footsteps and preserves its own moisture long after the surface has dried. Walk twenty metres off the fire trails and the ground beneath your feet gives a little, as though the surface is only tenuously attached to whatever lies beneath. The needles have been accumulating for a long time.

The plantation is not natural forest. That distinction matters. The Southern Highlands were once covered in dry sclerophyll woodland, eucalypts, banksias, wattles, the sparse and idiosyncratic vegetation of the eastern ranges, and before European settlement the land that would become Belanglo was part of the country of the Gundungurra people, who had lived in these highlands for thousands of years. Their presence in the landscape was patient and intimate: the movement of people through country shaped by a knowledge of seasonal resources, of water sources, of the particular behaviour of the terrain under different conditions. The colonial encounter with this landscape, as with all Australian landscapes, proceeded by a combination of ignorance and violence, the Gundungurra progressively dispossessed of their country through the advance of the pastoral frontier in the 1820s and 1830s. What the squatters brought with them, sheep, cattle, the impulse to reshape terrain in the image of the agricultural landscapes they had left, was not entirely unlike what the forestry authorities would bring a century later. Both enterprises proceeded from the assumption that land without European purpose was land without value.

The pine plantation was established progressively through the twentieth century, primarily from the 1920s onwards, as part of a national softwood programme aimed at reducing Australia's dependence on imported timber. The species planted was predominantly Pinus radiata, the Monterey pine, a Californian native that the Australian forestry industry adopted for its rapid growth rate and its tolerance of the cool, moist conditions of the highland zones. Radiata pine is not a beautiful tree. It grows quickly and uniformly and produces a straight-grained timber that is useful for construction and packaging and not much else aesthetically. The trees at Belanglo, planted in the standard forestry configuration of rows three metres apart, grew into columns of uniform diameter and height, the lower branches dying off as the canopy closed and the competition for light intensified, leaving the trunks bare for four or five metres and the upper canopy dense and heavy above. The effect at ground level is of an enormous colonnaded hall, the ceiling too far above to be seen clearly, the columns receding in every direction with the monotony of a nightmare architecture.

The fire trails were cut into this architecture at intervals of several hundred metres, broad enough for a single vehicle, their surfaces compacted earth and gravel that drained adequately in ordinary rain and became treacherous in the heavy falls that the Southern Highlands received in winter and spring. The trails served the practical purposes of the plantation: access for harvesting machinery, routes for fire suppression vehicles, corridors for the periodic thinning operations that kept the plantation productive. They also provided something else, though this was not part of their official function. They provided a means of entering the forest beyond the range of visibility from the highway, of penetrating to locations where a vehicle parked off the track would not be visible from the air and could not be heard from the road. The forestry authority maintained maps of the trails, and local hunters used them in season, and the occasional four-wheel-drive enthusiast. But for most of the year, for most of the week, the fire trails of Belanglo were as close to invisible as a maintained road in a modern landscape could be.

The highway runs along the eastern edge of the forest with the efficiency that has always characterised it. The Hume Highway is the oldest major road in Australia, its route following approximations of the track opened by Hamilton Hume and William Hovell in 1824, subsequently formalized and upgraded through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries into the arterial corridor connecting the two largest cities on the continent. In the early 1990s, before the construction of the Hume Freeway bypasses that would eventually route through-traffic away from the old road, the highway passed directly through the Southern Highlands towns, Mittagong, Bowral, Moss Vale, Goulburn, slowing the long-haul traffic to town speeds and creating the roadside infrastructure of service stations, motels, and roadside rest areas that served the constant movement of people and goods along the corridor. The section of highway that ran past Belanglo was dual carriageway by this point, wide and fast, carrying heavy trucks at all hours and a steady stream of private vehicles making the journey between Sydney and Canberra or Sydney and Melbourne.

It was along this stretch of road that the hitchhikers stood.

In the early 1990s, hitchhiking along the Hume Highway was not an unusual sight. The backpacker economy had been expanding steadily through the previous decade, drawing young travellers from Britain, Germany, the Netherlands, and the wider Anglophone world to what had become a well-established circuit of Australian travel: Sydney as the point of arrival, the east coast as the spine of the journey, Melbourne or Cairns as the far points. The Hume Highway was the inland shortcut between Sydney and Melbourne, the route the budget travellers took when they wanted to avoid the slower, more expensive coastal passage. Young people in hiking gear, with large rucksacks and the particular unencumbered look of people who have reduced their lives to what they can carry, were a common enough sight at service stations and rest stops along the highway that few drivers gave them a second thought. They were part of the landscape of the road, unremarkable in the way that all familiar things are unremarkable until something strips away familiarity and replaces it with meaning.

To stand on the Hume Highway near Belanglo in the early 1990s and extend a thumb was to perform an act of trust in strangers. Most of the strangers who stopped were what they appeared to be: drivers who had made a calculation about company on a long road and found it favourable, people who remembered their own younger travelling and wanted to extend a courtesy, truck drivers who welcomed conversation through the long empty hours. The great majority of rides were exactly what they seemed, an interval of shared road, a conversation, an arrival at a destination, and then the world continued. This is worth stating plainly, because the events that followed could easily be allowed to cast a retrospective shadow over the whole practice of hitchhiking, as though the mere act of accepting a stranger's offer of transport was an invitation to catastrophe. It was not. It was, for the overwhelming majority of people who practised it on the Hume Highway and everywhere else, simply a way of moving through the world without money.

But among the strangers who stopped, there was one who was not what he appeared.

He drove a silver Nissan Patrol. He was in his mid-forties, thickly built, with a dark moustache and the weathered complexion of a man who spent his working days outdoors. He dressed neatly. He was friendly in the early stages of a conversation, asking questions with the ease of a person accustomed to meeting strangers, interested in where people were from and where they were going. He worked for the Roads and Traffic Authority, maintaining the highway infrastructure, and this gave him a legitimate reason to be anywhere along the road at any time of day. He knew the Southern Highlands intimately, the trails, the distances, the particular quality of the terrain west of the highway where the plantation absorbed the light and the sound of the road dissolved within a few hundred metres. He had been learning this landscape for years before he began what he did there.

His name was Ivan Milat. He would not be identified, arrested, and convicted for several more years. In the meantime, the forest kept his secrets with the thoroughness that the plantation had always kept everything that was put inside it.

The precise dimensions of what was kept inside Belanglo did not become apparent until September 1992, when two bushwalkers working their way through the plantation stumbled onto something that the carpet of pine needles had been covering for the better part of a year. The discovery was made in the section of the forest known locally as Executioners Drop, a name predating any knowledge of what had occurred there, derived from some older, unrelated association with the terrain, where a shallow depression in the forest floor, covered with branches and debris, yielded to the walkers' feet in a way that caused them to stop and look more carefully. What they found beneath the debris had once been two young women.

Their names were Caroline Clarke and Joanne Walters. They had been twenty-one and twenty-two years old respectively. Both were British citizens who had come to Australia for the adventure that the country's geography seemed to promise, the space, the light, the sense of a world that still had room in it for young people with limited resources and unlimited willingness to move. They had been last seen alive in April 1992, hitchhiking south along the Hume Highway. Between April and September of that year, their families in England had been waiting for contact that never came, passing through stages of worry into a more sustained, exhausting dread. The New South Wales Police had received a missing persons report and filed it. The highway continued its work.

The discovery at Executioners Drop changed everything. It changed it immediately, for the detectives who were called to the scene and who understood within minutes of their arrival that what they were looking at was not an accident, not a misadventure, not the kind of death that the Southern Highlands occasionally produced from its weather and its terrain. The injuries to both women were extensive and deliberate, the product of sustained violence that bore the signature of something organised and controlled rather than impulsive. It changed it less immediately, because the implications took time to develop, for the understanding of what else the forest might contain.

The answer to that question came in stages over the following year. In October 1993, the remains of James Gibson and Deborah Everist were located in a remote section of the forest. Both had been nineteen years old, both from Melbourne, both last seen at the end of December 1989, nearly four years before the discovery of their bodies. The following month, in November 1993, a search team working a cleared area along a Belanglo fire trail found the remains of Simone Schmidl, a twenty-one-year-old German woman who had disappeared in January 1991. Days later, fifty metres from each other in shallow graves off a second fire trail, the remains of Gabor Neugebauer and Anja Habschied were recovered. They had been twenty-one and twenty years old, both German citizens, last seen alive in December 1991. In the case of Anja Habschied, the search teams found a body without a head. The skull has never been recovered.

Seven young people, aged between nineteen and twenty-two, from three different countries. Disappeared across a period of more than two years. Buried in the same forest, within a few kilometres of each other, the earliest of them having lain undisturbed beneath the pine needles for nearly four years before their discovery. The scale of what had been concealed here, not just the bodies but the time, the duration of the killing, the patience with which the forest had been used and reused as a disposal ground, was difficult to absorb at first. Seven was a number large enough to establish a pattern beyond any reasonable doubt. Seven deaths in the same location, the same approximate methodology, the same particular horror evident in the forensic record, spoke to a single purposeful intelligence operating over years with extraordinary confidence in its own concealment.

The detectives who gathered at the scene in the weeks after the first discovery used the word organised, because that was the correct clinical term and because clinical terms are what people reach for when the alternative is something that resists professional framing. The crime scenes at Belanglo were organised. The deposition sites were selected with care, positioned well away from the fire trails, concealed with branches and debris, spaced with an awareness of the forest's geography that implied extensive prior knowledge. At several sites, investigators found the remains of small fireplaces built of stones beside the bodies, crude but deliberate constructions that pointed to extended time spent at the scene after the deaths, the killer sitting with his work in the dark of the plantation, unhurried, unconcerned. This detail, more than the forensic specifics of the injuries themselves, communicated something about the person they were looking for. He had felt at home here. The forest had not frightened him. He had used it the way other people used a private space, as a place where he could be entirely himself.

The fire trails are still there. The plantation is still managed, still harvested in sections, still producing the unbeautiful timber that has been its purpose for a century. The pine rows have been replanted and cleared and replanted again in the sections that have gone through multiple harvesting cycles, and the forest's geography has shifted accordingly, some of the specific sites where the bodies were found are now open cleared ground where the trees have come out, and in other places the newer plantation growth has thickened into the same dark colonnaded density as the old. The Hume Highway still carries its traffic south. Trucks pass in the early hours of every morning, their headlights catching the highway signs and the roadside scrub, and somewhere to the west the plantation absorbs whatever light makes it past the tree line and holds it, and the silence reassembles around the sound of the passing engines, and then there is only the forest again.

There is a memorial near the main entry to the forest now. It is modest in the way that memorials in difficult places often are, a marker, names, a recognition that something happened here that deserves acknowledgment. Visitors stop there, sometimes. The dark tourism industry has found Belanglo, as it finds all such places eventually, and there are tour operators who bring people into the Southern Highlands to stand at the edge of the plantation and consider what it contains. Whether this constitutes a form of remembrance or a form of consumption is a question that depends on what you bring to the experience and what you take away.

What the forest itself makes of its visitors is impossible to say. The pines do not discriminate. They absorb sound and light with equal indifference, and the fire trails accommodate the weight of whatever vehicles use them, and the pine needle mat receives whatever falls upon it and eventually incorporates it. The forest kept its secrets for years because secrets were simply another variety of content, indistinguishable from everything else. It was not complicit in what happened there. It had no agency in the matter. It was simply a place, with the particular properties of places, enclosure, concealment, distance from the road, that a particular person had understood how to use.

That person came from somewhere, and he came from somewhere specific: from a childhood saturated with violence and contempt, from a family that had constructed its identity around the refusal of external authority, from a series of encounters with the criminal justice system that had failed to hold him when it should have. He came from the Hume Highway, which he worked and knew and moved along with the freedom of a man whose occupation gave him licence to be everywhere and be noticed nowhere. He came from a culture of weapons and silence and the masculine mythology of the bush. All of these points of origin will require their own examination, because a man who did what Ivan Milat did did not arrive at it without a history, and the history is part of the story in ways that matter for more than explanatory purposes. The history matters because it contains the failures, individual, institutional, systemic, that allowed the killing to continue for as long as it did.

But that history begins elsewhere, in a weatherboard farmhouse in the suburban west of Sydney, in a household loud with the sound of children and the shadow of a volatile father and the slowly accumulating weight of a family turning in on itself against the world.

Before any of that, there is only the forest: the rows of pines extending away into the dark, the needles deadening every sound, the fire trails running their geometry through the plantation, and at the end of one of those trails a cleared depression in the ground where the needles have been disturbed and covered again, and where, in September 1992, the silence finally gave something up.
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​Chapter 2: The Hitchhiking Road
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To understand why seven young people died in the Belanglo State Forest, it is necessary to understand first why they were standing on the side of the Hume Highway. The answer is not simply that they were naive, or unlucky, or that they had made a catastrophic error of judgment in trusting a stranger. The answer is more complicated and more interesting than that, and it reaches into a specific social world that existed in Australia during the late 1980s and early 1990s, a world built around movement, youth, limited money, and a cultural mythology of the open road that was, for the overwhelming majority of the people who inhabited it, entirely benign. The backpacker culture of that era was a genuine social phenomenon, with its own infrastructure, its own economy, its own geography, and its own set of shared assumptions about what travel meant and what risks it carried. To place Milat's victims within that world is not to diminish them or to explain away what happened to them. It is to understand the specific conditions of vulnerability that he identified and exploited with predatory precision over a period of more than two years.

Australia had been receiving young budget travellers from Britain and Western Europe in substantial numbers since the late 1960s, when the overland route from Europe to Asia opened up and the youth travel industry began to develop the infrastructure, cheap flights, hostel networks, travellers' guidebooks, that would eventually make independent budget travel accessible to anyone with modest savings and a willingness to move. The Working Holiday visa arrangement between Australia and Britain, formalised in 1975 and subsequently extended to other countries including Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, and Canada, created a specific category of young traveller who came to Australia not merely to pass through but to stay for up to a year, supporting their travel through casual employment. By the 1980s this arrangement was drawing tens of thousands of young people to Australia annually, and the infrastructure that served them had matured into something genuinely substantial, a parallel economy of hostels, casual labour exchanges, second-hand vehicles, and travel networks that operated largely outside the mainstream tourism industry and served a constituency that wanted immersion rather than insulation.

The hostels were the spine of this world. By the late 1980s, the major cities and many of the regional centres along the standard travel routes had established hostel networks that ranged from converted terrace houses to purpose-built facilities with hundreds of beds. In Sydney, the hostels of Kings Cross and the inner suburbs served as clearing houses for newly arrived travellers, places where the recently landed could orient themselves, exchange information about routes and destinations, pick up casual work contacts, and meet the other young people who were moving through the same geography. The bulletin boards in these places were covered with handwritten notices: rides offered and rides wanted, work available in fruit-picking regions, recommendations for accommodation in Cairns or Adelaide or Melbourne, warnings about particular routes or particular towns. The hostels were, in effect, a communication network, and the information that moved through them was the primary navigational resource for travellers who had no smartphones, no internet, and no reliable way of knowing what they would find ahead of them on the road.

The guidebooks were the other navigational resource. Lonely Planet had established itself as the dominant voice in budget travel publishing by the mid-1980s, and its Australia guide, first published in 1977 and revised with each new edition to incorporate the accumulated experience of the traveller community, was carried by the majority of young backpackers arriving in the country. The guide told its readers where to sleep cheaply, what to see, how to get between places, and, crucially, how to manage the economics of extended travel on limited funds. On the question of hitchhiking, the guides of this era were frank and practical rather than cautionary. Hitchhiking was presented as a legitimate and widely used method of transport, particularly in areas not served by public transport or where public transport was prohibitively expensive. The advice was sensible rather than alarming: travel with a companion where possible, be selective about the rides you accept, let someone know your intended route. The underlying assumption was that hitchhiking was a normal part of the backpacker experience, a way of moving through the country that placed you in contact with ordinary Australians and gave you a form of access to the landscape that buses and trains did not.

This assumption was, for the vast majority of hitchhikers, entirely correct. The Australian tradition of helping travellers on the road was real and long-established, rooted in the historical experience of a country with vast distances and thin public transport networks where the willingness to offer a lift to a stranger was a practical social courtesy rather than a remarkable act. Truck drivers in particular had a long informal tradition of picking up hitchhikers on the major highway routes, the company was welcome on long hauls, the travellers were generally well-behaved and interesting, and the culture of the road had always maintained its own etiquette around the exchange. Tens of thousands of young travellers hitchhiked along Australian highways throughout the 1980s without incident, and most of them returned home with the experience filed under adventure, under the category of things that worked out fine. The cultural memory of hitchhiking in this period was overwhelmingly positive among those who had done it, and that positive memory fed the next wave of arrivals, who heard from friends and from hostel bulletin boards and from the guidebooks that the roads were friendly and the distances manageable.

The Hume Highway occupied a specific place in this cultural geography. It was the inland route between Sydney and Melbourne, the two cities that anchored the east coast circuit, and it offered the traveller a passage through the Southern Highlands and the pastoral plains of southern New South Wales that was in some respects more interesting than the coastal alternative. The towns along the route, Mittagong, Bowral, Moss Vale, Goulburn, Yass, had the character of working provincial towns rather than tourist destinations, and a journey along the Hume gave the traveller an experience of an Australia less curated for outside consumption than the coastline. The road itself was good, the distances between towns manageable, and the service stations and rest areas along the route provided the natural staging posts around which the hitchhiking rhythm organised itself: the wait at the service station, the conversation with other travellers comparing notes on where they had come from, the raised thumb as the trucks and cars moved back onto the highway.

The hitching was usually done in pairs. The pairing was partly a safety calculation, two people were harder to intimidate than one, and harder to manage for any driver with hostile intentions, and partly simply the product of the hostel social world, where travel companions were assembled quickly from the pool of people moving in the same direction at the same time. James Gibson and Deborah Everist were travelling together. Caroline Clarke and Joanne Walters were travelling together. Gabor Neugebauer and Anja Habschied were travelling together. The pairing felt like protection, and for any ordinary risk it was. Against Ivan Milat it was not, and the question of how a single man managed the abduction and killing of pairs of young adults in open terrain is one that the investigation would grapple with for years and never entirely resolve.

The international backpackers had specific characteristics that, in retrospect, made them particularly vulnerable to the specific kind of predator that Milat represented. They were transient by design, moving continuously, changing location every few days, with no fixed address and no regular routine that anyone outside their immediate travel circle could track. They communicated with home irregularly, in an era before mobile phones or email, through the blue aerogrammes that were the medium of long-distance correspondence, or through the phone calls made from hostel pay phones when homesickness or practicality demanded. A gap of two or three weeks in communication was not unusual, and did not automatically trigger alarm in the families at home, who understood that their children were in motion and that motion made regular contact difficult. This was the ordinary rhythm of backpacker travel, and it meant that the window between disappearance and the recognition that someone was genuinely missing was considerably longer than it would have been for a person living a settled life in a fixed location.

When the recognition came, when the families in Birmingham and Bristol and Munich and Melbourne finally concluded that the silence had lasted too long, that the postcards had stopped for longer than could be explained by the pace of travel, the process of formally reporting a missing person in New South Wales in the early 1990s was not designed to accommodate their situation. The missing persons system, such as it was, operated on protocols developed primarily for the domestic context: a person known to the local police, with a fixed address, with friends and family in the immediate area who could be interviewed, with a routine whose deviation from the norm could be established and dated. For a young German or British traveller who had last been seen at a Sydney hostel, who had no fixed address in Australia, who had no local social network beyond the transient acquaintances of the hostel world, and whose family was ten thousand miles away and unable to provide the kind of local knowledge that a missing persons investigation required, the system offered very little.

The practical consequence was institutional inertia. First responders at police stations across New South Wales routinely turned away families and friends attempting to report adult backpackers missing, on the basis that an adult had the right to move without informing anyone, and that the absence of contact was not in itself evidence of anything other than the normal unpredictability of independent travel. This was not malicious, in the vast majority of cases. It was the application of protocols that had not been designed with the specific vulnerability of transient international travellers in mind, applied by officers who had no reason to think that the young German woman or the young British woman who had not been in contact for three weeks had come to any harm. Most of the time, in the ordinary operation of the world, they would have been right. Most of the time the silence was just silence.

Between 1989 and 1992, the silence was something else.

The Hume Highway itself was, in the years before the freeway bypasses changed its character, a genuinely social landscape, a corridor of movement and commerce and transient human contact that had its own internal culture and its own inhabitants. The long-haul truckers were the most permanent citizens of this culture, men who ran the Sydney-Melbourne route repeatedly through the week in the rhythms of the transport industry, who knew the road intimately from the surface texture of the bitumen to the particular properties of the fog that settled over the Southern Highlands in the early mornings of winter. They knew the service stations where the coffee was reliable and the food was adequate and the other trucks would be parked in the pre-dawn hours for the mandatory rest breaks that the transport regulations required. They knew the rest areas, the overtaking lanes, the precise gradients of the climbs through the highlands. They moved through the landscape with the proprietary knowledge of people for whom it was not a route to a destination but a workplace.

The road gangs were another class of permanent inhabitant. The Roads and Traffic Authority maintained crews along the highway for the continuous programme of maintenance and repair that a major arterial road required, resurfacing, line marking, barrier maintenance, drainage work, the thousand small interventions that kept the road serviceable under the pressure of the truck traffic that used it. These crews worked in short rotating stints, moving along the highway as the work programme demanded, living in temporary accommodation in the towns along the route and travelling to their work sites each morning in the RTA's vehicles. Their orange high-visibility vests were part of the visual furniture of the highway, as unremarkable as the trucks or the service stations. A man in RTA workwear was as much a fixture of the Hume Highway as anything else about it. He was, by definition, authorised to be there.

Ivan Milat had been authorised to be there for years. His employment with the RTA as a road worker gave him a legitimate presence along the highway and a professional familiarity with the terrain that no amount of recreational driving could have replicated. He knew which fire trails on the western side of the highway were accessible by vehicle and which were not, which sections of the plantation had been recently harvested and which had the old-growth density that provided the best concealment, how far into the forest a vehicle could travel before it was beyond any plausible line of sight from the road. He knew this because it was, in the most literal sense, his job to know the road and its margins, and he had been accumulating this knowledge for years before he began to use it. Wayne Petherick, the criminologist at Bond University who would later analyse Milat's methodology in detail, identified his occupational geography as central to his predatory strategy, not merely as a source of specific knowledge about the terrain, but as a source of the confidence that comes from belonging to a place. Milat did not operate in an unfamiliar landscape where every action carried the risk of exposure to local scrutiny. He operated in territory he knew as well as his own backyard, territory in which his presence required no explanation and attracted no particular attention.

What he was looking for on the highway was precisely what the backpacker culture had placed there in such reliable abundance: young people travelling in pairs, with large rucksacks that marked them as tourists rather than locals, positioned at the service stations and rest areas where hitchhikers customarily waited, visible from a distance and easy to assess. The assessment was quick and practiced. He was looking for a specific kind of vulnerability: people who were far from home, who had no fixed address in Australia, who were known only to the loose social network of the hostel world, whose disappearance would take time to register and longer still to investigate. He was looking for people whose absence from the world would be absorbed gradually by the ordinary uncertainties of travel, mistaken for movement rather than recognised as violence.

The experience of those who encountered Milat on the road and survived, most notably British backpacker Paul Onions, who escaped from him in January 1990, describes a pattern of initial normalcy that makes the subsequent horror more rather than less disturbing. He was friendly. He was talkative. He offered rides with the easy sociability of a man who enjoyed company on the road and made no secret of it. The hostility emerged gradually, in the form of personal questions that moved from the conversational to the intrusive, and then in a shift of tone that witnesses described as a kind of pressure, a tightening of the atmosphere inside the vehicle that preceded any overt act of aggression. By the time the nature of the situation became apparent, the vehicle was well off the highway and the distance from help was considerable.

The backpacker world was, in this respect, genuinely unprepared for what it had encountered. The social infrastructure of the hostel circuit was built around the assumption that the primary risks of independent travel were practical, illness, theft, navigational error, the ordinary hazards of moving through unfamiliar terrain with limited resources. The hostels had notice boards warning about scams and bad employers and routes with unreliable transport. They did not have notice boards warning about the silver Nissan Patrol that drove the Hume Highway. The information network that was the great advantage of the backpacker world, the accumulated wisdom of thousands of young people moving through the same geography and sharing what they had learned, had a blind spot at its centre, and the blind spot was exactly the size and shape of a predator sophisticated enough to leave no survivors who could describe what he had done.

Or almost no survivors. Paul Onions had escaped, in January 1990, and had reported what had happened to the Bowral police. His description of the man, the vehicle, the location, and the registration number was recorded in a note that was then misplaced inside the administrative apparatus of the New South Wales Police. It would sit unexamined for more than four years. In that time, five more young people would stand by the side of the Hume Highway and accept a lift from a man in a silver four-wheel drive.

The families of the Belanglo victims were distributed across three countries. The Clarkes and the Walters were English families, living through the particular anguish of the long-distance missing person, the anguish of people who could not get on a plane and walk the road their child had walked, could not go to the hostel and ask questions of the other travellers, could not stand at the point on the highway where the trail went cold and see for themselves what the landscape looked like. They were dependent on information conveyed across ten thousand miles through the mediation of police forces and consular officials, and the information was sparse and frequently contradictory. Caroline Clarke's father, Ian Clarke, would spend years constructing his own understanding of what had happened to his daughter, reading everything that was published about the case, attending the trial, seeking the deathbed confession from Milat that never came. His vigil is one of the defining stories of the Belanglo case, a father's love expressed as an insistence on the truth that endured beyond the conviction and the sentencing and the long years of Milat's incarceration and all the way to the final silence of his death.

The German families were similarly isolated, similarly dependent on the institutions that were supposed to bridge the distance between what had happened in the Southern Highlands of New South Wales and the homes in which their children had grown up. The German consular officials in Sydney were active in their engagement with the investigation, and the German media's coverage of the case was substantial, but the geographic remove was as absolute for a family in Munich as for a family in Birmingham. The particular cruelty of having a child disappear in a country this distant was that the landscape of the disappearance was unimaginable, the parents had no image of the highway, no sense of the forest, no way of picturing the last road their child had walked. The geography of grief is always specific, always dependent on the ability to imagine the place, and the Southern Highlands of New South Wales was as abstract to a German family in 1992 as the surface of another planet.

The Melbourne families of James Gibson and Deborah Everist were, in one sense, less isolated, they were in the same country, subject to the same police service, able to apply the pressure of proximity in ways that the European families could not. But proximity proved to be no particular advantage when the investigation had so little to work with and the administrative culture of the time so readily defaulted to the assumption that young adults had chosen to be out of contact. The discovery of Gibson's camera at Galston Gorge in December 1989, and his backpack on the roadside in March 1990, had confused rather than clarified the picture, these items had been found more than 120 kilometres north of the Belanglo Forest, in the northern suburbs of Sydney, placed there in an act of deliberate misdirection that sent the early investigation in the wrong direction for years. The implication of the misdirection was not immediately apparent. It became apparent only later, when it was possible to understand it as the work of an organised offender who understood that geographic confusion was one of the most effective tools available for disrupting an investigation.

The road has a different character now. The Hume Freeway bypasses have diverted the through-traffic away from the old highway towns, and the service stations that once served the hitchhiking community have contracted or closed, and the backpacker culture that filled the hostels in the 1980s and early 1990s has been reshaped by technology into something almost unrecognisable. Young travellers arriving in Australia now carry smartphones with GPS navigation and messaging applications that maintain near-continuous contact with home, and the Working Holiday visa circuit continues to operate, but the young people who use it move through a landscape of information that is nothing like the landscape of the hostel bulletin board and the blue aerogramme. The Lonely Planet guide still exists, technically, but its authority has been diluted by a thousand alternative sources, and the instruction to hitch a ride along the Hume Highway is no longer the casual recommendation it once was.

The change is partly the result of what happened in the Belanglo Forest between 1989 and 1992. It would be too simple to say that Ivan Milat killed hitchhiking in Australia, but it would not be entirely wrong. The cultural aftershock of the Backpacker Murders, the name the case acquired and retained, the name that bound the victims to a practice rather than to their individual identities, settled over the hitchhiking road with a weight that has never entirely lifted. The parents who had once thought nothing of a child's decision to hitch a ride across the Southern Highlands began to think of something specific, and the hostels updated their informal advice, and the guidebooks became more cautious, and the raised thumb at the side of the Hume Highway became a less common sight.

What did not change, because it could not change through cultural adjustment alone, was the structural vulnerability that Milat had identified and used. Transient populations moving through unfamiliar terrain far from home, dependent on the goodwill of strangers, outside the routine visibility of settled life, and serviced by institutions that were not designed to protect them, this vulnerability did not disappear when hitchhiking declined. It relocated. It attached itself to other forms of transient movement, other categories of person whose lives placed them at the intersection of mobility and isolation that Milat had understood, with predatory clarity, to be a hunting ground.

The Hume Highway does not look like a hunting ground. It looks like a road. The trucks move along it at all hours, and the service stations sell fuel and terrible coffee and the particular food of highway commerce, and the Southern Highlands rise to the west in the early morning light with a beauty that is entirely indifferent to the uses to which the landscape has been put. Somewhere off the highway, down one of the fire trails that the plantation roads still carry into the interior of the forest, is the ground where seven young people came to the end of their journeys. They had come from Melbourne and from Birmingham and from Bristol and from Munich, and they had arrived in Australia with rucksacks and youth and the conviction that the world was navigable by the willing, and they had stood by the side of a road in the Southern Highlands and made the calculation that millions of people make every day, that a stranger offering a lift is, in all probability, nothing more than a stranger offering a lift.

In all probability. The exception to that probability is the whole weight of what follows.
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​Chapter 3: The Family at Bossley Park
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The western suburbs of Sydney in the years after the Second World War were a landscape in the process of becoming something. The great post-war expansion of the city was pushing its residential frontier outward along the rail corridors and the river flats, converting what had been market gardens and small farms and scrubby pastoral land into the fibro cottages and weatherboard bungalows of the working-class suburbs that would define the social geography of western Sydney for the next half-century. It was not a wealthy landscape. It was a landscape of aspiration at its most practical level, the aspiration to a house and a yard and a degree of separation from the crowding of the inner city, the aspiration of people who worked with their hands and expected their children to do the same, who measured security in terms of the roof overhead and the size of the vegetable garden and the distance between their front fence and their neighbour's. The landscape accommodated its new inhabitants without ceremony. The streets went in, the houses went up, the families arrived, and the suburb became itself through the slow accumulation of ordinary life.

Into this landscape, in the late 1940s and early 1950s, arrived Stjepan Marko Milat and his wife Margaret Elizabeth, née Piddleston, and their growing family. Stjepan, known to most people who dealt with him as Steven, was a Croatian immigrant, one of the tens of thousands of displaced Europeans who came to Australia in the years immediately following the war, drawn by the assisted passage schemes and the promise of work in a country that was actively recruiting manual labour for its expanding industrial and construction economy. He was a labourer, a man whose working life was entirely physical and whose relationship to the economic system he inhabited was that of someone who sold effort by the day and expected nothing from the arrangement beyond the wage. He had brought from Croatia a temperament forged in circumstances that Australian social workers of the period, had they encountered him, would have recognised as producing predictable outcomes: a capacity for physical hardness, a deep suspicion of institutions, a sense of masculine authority that expressed itself through dominance rather than guidance, and a relationship with alcohol that began as recreational and became something more serious and more corrosive over time.

Margaret Milat was different. By every account that has been preserved in the record of the case, from the testimony of family members, from the observations of social workers who eventually became involved with the family, from the recollections of people who knew the household in Bossley Park and later in Liverpool, Margaret was a woman of fierce maternal devotion, the kind of devotion that expresses itself less as warmth than as a form of siege mentality, a circling of the wagons around her children against a world she had learned to regard as threatening. She was protective to a degree that shaded into something more complicated: the protection that refuses to distinguish between legitimate external authority and genuine threat, that treats the school principal and the police officer and the court magistrate as equivalent dangers against which the family must present a unified front. Her love for her children was absolute and largely unexamined, and it produced in them not security but a particular kind of tribal confidence, the confidence of people who know they will be defended regardless of what they have done, which is not the same as the confidence that comes from being taught to distinguish right from wrong.

The house at Bossley Park where the family first settled was a weatherboard cottage on the edge of what was still, in the early 1950s, semi-rural land, a few acres of poor soil on which Stjepan kept some animals and grew some vegetables in the manner of a man who had come from a rural background and did not entirely trust the urban economy to supply his needs. The property was not prosperous. It had the character of a place that was managed on the margin, where maintenance was deferred and comfort was secondary to function and the general atmosphere was one of making do. The children grew up in this environment with the physical freedom that semi-rural properties afforded, the yard large enough for the kind of rough play that suburban blocks did not accommodate, the surrounding land open enough that a group of children could disappear into it for most of a day without anyone tracking their movements.

There were, eventually, fourteen children. Ten boys and four girls, born across a span of years that placed the oldest and the youngest far enough apart in age that the household they inhabited was almost discontinuous, the world of the eldest children barely overlapping with the world of the youngest. Ivan Robert Marko Milat was born on December 27, 1944, the fifth child and among the older cohort, growing up in the household at its most crowded and most volatile, when Stjepan's drinking was at its worst and the financial pressure of a large family on a single labourer's wage was most acute. The family eventually relocated to Liverpool, the larger working-class town to the south-west, where Stjepan found more consistent work and the family settled into the environment that would shape the formative years of most of the children.

What the Liverpool household looked like from the outside was a large, noisy, moderately chaotic working-class family of the kind that western Sydney produced in considerable numbers in the 1950s and 1960s. What it looked like from the inside was something more specific and more troubling. The defining characteristics of the household were three: the violence of the father, the insularity of the family as a social unit, and the normalisation of weapons as objects of everyday life. Each of these characteristics requires examination on its own terms, because each contributed distinctly to the formation of the man that Ivan Milat would become.

Stjepan Milat's violence was not constant but
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