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Some things are just wrong.  Australia is a beautiful country. It does have its dangers, though – great whites occasionally come closer to the shore than is comfortable, a sting from the box jellyfish is, apparently, the most painful thing a human can experience.

The black widow is one serious spider, although like the wild dingoes that inhabit the country’s bushland, it’s bark is worse than its bet.  Getting stuck in the outback as you run out of gas on the way to Alice Springs is a worry, but trucks pass along at regular intervals.  It is dangerous, but you don’t get murdered there.  

And if some unlucky soul did, it would be a stubble chinned, sweat soaked bandit who did the deed.  One who lives in a shack and drives a battered old pick up truck, living in a stupor of drunkenness off his home made hooch.

The risks in Australia are those of fiction, of films and hand-me-down stories.  It is Crocodile Dundee, not real crocs.  Perhaps the reason for our perception of Australia as a country of comic book caricatures is that it sells itself so well.  A paradise, but one that we visit with a hint of apprehension, keeping a careful watch for snakes, checking the toilets for a lingering spider, listening hard for the howls of wild dogs.

Behind the façade, as wonderful and exciting as that picture might be, lies a normal country.  It has the same good men and bad, the same crimes and criminals, as anywhere else.

Take Gladesville, New South Wales.  The suburb of Sydney is so exotically named, it must be filled with green vines and large leafed flowers, water flowing cleanly throughout its scattered homes.  Certainly, it sits right on the bay, and that body of water is crossed via a splendid bridge – not quite Sydney Harbour Bridge, but a construction to make us look twice.

Behind that, and away from the waterfront, though, the name Gladesville might lead us astray, at least today.  This is a heavily populated suburb of Sydney, famous for its enormous post war estate, Ryde, built to counter the housing shortage of the early 1950s.

Before this major building programme, however, Gladesville lived up more to its name. It was an area of middle class homes, where the traditions of the empire – tea, cake and biscuits – continued despite the burning sun.  Large houses still held front rooms, parlours and solid wooden tables for family dinners.  This was Home Counties moved to the Southern hemisphere.  These days, many such homes remain, and help to make the area the tourist attraction it has become, ideally located , ten miles from the centre of Sydney.

But even if Gladesville was genteel, the years leading up to the middle of the twentieth century offer a very different picture of Sydney. Decaying tenements proliferated, overcrowded with the down at heel and unfortunate.  In the 1940s, another problem haunted the region.  Rats.  They were everywhere, feeding on the festering piles of rubbish, rotting in the Sydney summer heat.  Breeding faster than they could be removed, rats were out of control.  Indeed, the job with the best prospects in those suburbs was that of a rat catcher.

Which leads us on neatly to our second misconception to challenge.  One regarding murder.  Not every killer is a desperate man, a jealous husband or scheming ‘black widow’ woman.  Not every murder is a robbery gone wrong, or a sexually driven crime.

Sometimes, killing takes place just because it can.  And the perpetrator of this most savage of crimes can sometimes be the person we least expect.

Not too much is known about the early life of Caroline Grills.  Even her date of birth is less than certain.  She was probably born in 1888, at Balmain, a region built on a small peninsula in Sydney which juts out into the harbour.

Today, it is the sort of shabby chic place which the young and well heeled love to visit, but back in the late Victorian period it was still true to its working class roots.  Balmain served as a wharf to cater with the enormous amounts of cargo which came in and out of the new world’s biggest city.  Goods destined for America, Europe and, sometimes, parts of Asia.  Even today, Balmain boasts the highest density of pubs anywhere in Australia, a lasting testament to its working past.  Later, it would be the birthplace of the Australian Labour Movement.

Caroline’s parents were George Mickelson, a labourer, and his wife Mary.  Money was surely scarce during her formative years, schooling at best intermittent and opportunities were few.  But Caroline was a friendly and helpful girl, caring towards others.  There is nothing in those early days to suggest that she would become a serial killer later in her life.

At the age of twenty, or thereabouts, on April 22nd 1908, she married Richard William Grills, another labourer.  This was a marriage made with the approval of Caroline’s father.  And to all intents and purposes, it was indeed a happy affair, albeit one punctuated with tragedy.  Money was tight, housing was poor, but it seemed as though Caroline and Richard were as happy as could be expected.

They had six children, although two of her sons later died, both as a result of contracting typhoid when working as lifeguards on a Sydney beach.

Meanwhile, life was changing for Caroline’s parents.  Her mother died and her father remarried.  As far as can be deduced, Christine got on well with her stepmother, and this marriage certainly marked an upturn in her father’s fortunes.  He moved into one of the fine homes in Gladesville; not a mansion by any means, but a pleasant property, much better than the tenements in which Caroline lived.

Because, as much as the  relationship between Caroline and Richard appeared to be good, following the death of her first son, matters began to go downhill.  Perhaps the depression led to lack of work for Richard, perhaps he could not physically cope with the hard graft at the wharf.  For whatever reason, while his father in law was moving steadily towards middle class respectability, Caroline and Richard were struggling financially.  

Richard began working in real estate, but that was not a job that was headed anywhere in the 1930s and 40s.  There was neither enough properties around to sell, nor did people have the money to buy.  The couple were forced to move with increasing regularity from run down house to decaying tenement block.

Despite this, Caroline continued, as far as we can tell, to be the perfect wife.  Child birth had turned her into a matronly woman.  She had turned a little on the podgy side, something accentuated by the fact that she was a small lady.  Add to this description her heavy, horn rimmed glasses and permanently permed hair and we begin to form a picture in our minds.  She dressed as would be expected, in a housecoat and flowery blouse, hair neatly protected by a small hat when she ventured outside.

Presumably inheriting the values that led her father to move to the genteel district that was in those days Gladesville (the major building development of social housing at Ryde was still not even a glint in an architect’s eye), Caroline turned to what she did best.  She baked.  She prepared cakes and biscuits.  She made sandwiches and scones, shortbread and dainties.  Caroline was a fine cook, and also a person who seemed to love nothing more than to entertain others.  She was at her happiest in her kitchen, working in the knowledge that she would soon be being thanked for the wares she had produced.

In fact, if ever a woman seemed out of her proper location, it was Caroline Grills.  Living in a small cottage in the British countryside – perhaps Kent, the Garden of England – or maybe Sussex among the rolling hills and pretty coves and beaches and village – is surely where she was meant to be.  Not holed out upstairs in a smelly, damp and insect infested tower block in the less desirable aspects of that hot and steamy Australian city, Sydney.

Caroline Grills was the Aunt of our childhoods.  A character from Enid Blyton, where children could stock up on fizzy pop and iced buns after a day of adventures.  She was the grandma who we visited on Sunday mornings, and who offered us cold lemonade and ginger biscuits, fresh and warm and chewy straight from the oven.  The one who would always find something in her purse for us when we looked to leave  She was the smiling lady who passed the school gate with a friendly word, who let us take the blackberries from her garden or the apples from her tree.

She was the relative who came over at Christmas, laden down with small but carefully chosen and perfectly wrapped gifts; the one who enjoyed just one too many glasses of sherry, and spent the afternoon snoring gently.

Except, she wasn’t.  And as much as she would appear to be the perfect Aunt from an English countryside that never really existed, or the smiling Kansas Grandma with a swing seat and barn and pitchers of lemonade. Christine Grills was not this woman.  These are characters from fiction.  Grills was very real.

In many ways, she was a reflection of Australia.  While that country is outwardly stunning, defined by its golden beaches and miles of uninhabited wilderness, this image hides the real life of impoverishment that for some lies behind the scenes.  Even today, watching a documentary on Australia will cause a shudder of surprise when crime or poverty is revealed.  Similarly, Christine Grills was two people.  Her real self was hidden behind a helpful, supportive, slightly bumbling cover of kindness.

Time, and a life of stunning anonymity, means that our only real knowledge of her comes from a small number of years in the late forties and early fifties when, probably, she discovered a new recipe – one that created murder.

Things started to change for Caroline when her father died just after the end of World War II.  By then, he was remarried, and although his house was due to pass onto her, that would not be until his second wife, Christine Mickelson, passed on.  As we have seen, there was nothing to suggest that Caroline and her step mother got on anything other than well.

Indeed, Caroline visited regularly to help the elderly woman – she was in her late eighties, and at this time Caroline in her late fifties.  As was her wont, she took cakes and biscuits, and made tea for the old woman in the lovely but old fashioned front room of the house that was, properly, hers.

Then, she would leave Gladesville behind, and make her way back to the tenement in Randwick where she currently lived with her husband.  This was, we should recall, the time that rats were plaguing the city; a time when housing was in desperately short supply and the likes of Caroline and Richard were forced to take what they could get.

It is easy to see how her resentment built up.  There was her father’s second wife living in what was properly her house, enjoying the comforts of a pleasant and spacious home, while she was forced to climb the concrete, dripping stairs to her own apartment, where her own furniture, the best she could afford, was chewed and violated by rats and their droppings.  Indeed her first jobs on returning home, having spent the morning looking after and entertaining the old woman, would be to sweep up the little black beads of faeces and the softly stretched out rats that had been lured to the poison liberally scattered around the floors.

That poison contained a particular compound, thallium, to make it especially effective against the rats it targeted.  In itself, thallium is just a metal, number 81 on the Periodic Table, but when melted into soluble salts, it is deadly.  Unfortunately, that deadliness does not discriminate.  Rats, mice, pets and, as Caroline would discover, people were all vulnerable to its tasteless charms.

Thallium is almost impossible to detect.  Indeed, there are even some who believe that Sergei Skripal, the Russian scientist recently murdered in the UK, may be been poisoned with the substance.  It is tasteless and odourless.  It dissolves quickly in any kind of fluid, and gives no clue to its presence.  No taste, no colour, no smell, no lingering grittiness.

But the outcome of ingesting it is devastating,

In high doses thallium kills humans quickly.  But rats are small, and need little to have the desired effect.  Rat poison consumed by a human will bring on unpleasant symptoms but will not kill unless it is applied over a long period of time.

And so Caroline Grills began the process of poisoning her step mother.  The year was 1947, and Christmas was approaching from afar.  

What of those symptoms?  Firstly, thallium poisoning is relatively rare, and shares many of the symptoms associated with general illness such as gastric disorders or flu.  Doctors would easily miss the true cause of their patients’ distress.  

They would see a person in considerable pain, with stomach cramps, sickness and diarrhoea.  They would see a victim whose limbs ache terribly, and who suffers from convulsions.  The patient will shake uncontrollably at times. But these are the symptoms of many illnesses. Even the latter stages where patients could foam at the mouth and suffer from uncontrollable shaking could be evidence of many disorders.  Sometimes, blindness follows. The biggest clue, though, is that they will see a patient whose hair is dropping out, clumps falling onto the pillow.

Many years later, Janis Amatuzio, a forensic pathologist, explained why thallium made such a superb poison.  ‘As a poison, it thallium is absolutely ideal,’ she said.  ‘Oil less, tasteless and easy to dissolve in liquid.’

She went on to offer further insight into the symptoms which are induced in victims.

‘Death can be quick, but when administered slowly the consequences are terrible.  Hair falls out, limbs are in terrible pain.  The associated diarrhoea and vomiting are unbearable.’

She concluded: ‘It’s a dreadful way to die.’

When Christine Mickelson became ill, her step daughter was on hand, providing cups of tea which the sufferer would not have wanted but consumed out of politeness and a sense that in order to get well, she had to drink.  Little treats were provided to tempt the old lady to eat.  

Caroline spent more and more hours at the bedside of the old lady, but it was to no avail, and in late November 1947 she died.  Everybody’s favourite aunt was distraught, having committed so much time and effort in her vain attempt to preserve the life of her late father’s final partner.  At least, though, she was compensated by the fact that the Gladesville house was now properly hers.  

She and Richard could move in, which they did gleefully.  While he struggled to find properties to sell and buyers to purchase them, Caroline – Aunt Carry as she was generally known – put all of her energies into baking, tea making and entertaining friends and relatives.  Her front room, gloriously free from rats in the more prestigious borough in which she now resided, saw stands of cakes and sandwiches, scones and pastries, cups of tea and small jugs of milk.

And just in case the rats spread to that part of Sydney, Aunt Carry kept a box of rat poison.  Just for emergencies.  It seems, though, that Caroline got the taste for poisoning rather as much as relatives had a taste for her shortbread.

The first killing was motivated by convenience.  Aunt Carry needed somewhere better to live.  Caroline felt no antipathy towards her victim, in fact she probably disliked the suffering she was causing.  But she had to get out of that rat infested tenement.  Paul B Kidd wrote ‘Australia’s Serial Killers’ and has some expertise regarding Grills.

‘She absolutely hated where she lived,’ he explained.  

It might be considered that the murder of her stepmother had been brought about by envy, or greed or some other spur of the moment emotion.  But former FBI investigator Candice Delong thinks differently.  ‘Killers fantasise about their victims over and over and over,’ she said.  

That explanation puts what follows into a kind of bizarre context.  Because her next victims provided her with nothing.  No financial benefit, no sexual gratification, no revenge or improvement to her life.  Indeed the only possible explanations that come to mind for her crimes are that she carried them out because she could, or because she found the process satisfying.

Mark Tedeschi was New South Wales Senior Crown Prosecutor in 2010.  When he resigned from the position in 2018, he was the longest serving Senior Crown Prosecutor in the state’s history.  But even with his experience, he finds Caroline’s crimes perplexing.  ‘Nobody could understand how she could have such a warm relationship with members of her family, and yet...poison them.’

By now she was a grandmother, and her trademark of visiting her relatives home with cakes and biscuits took on a more sinister turn.  Over the next five years six members of her family would find themselves stricken with a strange illness; three would die from it.

Angelina Thomas was eighty four years old, and getting frail. But she looked forward to visits by the friendly wife of one of her relations, Richard Grills.  The chat, the delicious cakes, the dainty sandwiches.  The afternoons became more regular, but coincided with the onset of another illness.  Still, doctors reasoned, Angelina was getting on, and she had had a good innings.  Deterioration was inevitable.  That deterioration was rapid, and the symptoms disturbing, but when she passed on there was not too much surprise registered.  It was January 1948, just a couple of months after the death of Caroline’s stepmother.

John Lundberg was the first of two siblings to come to harm from tea and cakes whose recipes contained ingredients more sinister than flour and butter.  He was Richard Grill’s brother in law.  He died displaying similar symptoms to Angelina and Christina.  But still no link was made.  It was late in 1948  and the world was moving fast.  Who could possibly suspect a kindly old aunt with a fondness for baking and a rather old fashioned, if delightful, house in a better part of town of any wrongdoing?

‘Nobody’ was the answer, and nobody did.  ‘She was just an ordinary suburban mum to look at.  If she walked by you, you would not even notice her.’

With the benefit of hindsight, though Mark Tedeschi is able to see the link, and that makes it so obvious that it appears astonishing that no foul play was suspected.  Of Christine he said: ‘She died from what was at the time an unexplained illness.’  But so did Angelina and John.  Unexplained, but similar.  

Three deaths, and Caroline is there at the end of them all.  What a kindly, loving person she must be.

Candice Delong tries to offer some explanation for the killing spree, but cannot discover one.  And that is, almost certainly, because no real explanation exists.  ‘After her first murder, they moved on to simply thrill killings,’ she opined.

Tedeschi can only come to a similar conclusion, although for him Caroline Grills was addressing some psychological disorder, perhaps gained from her tough early life.

‘It was about being in control, a sense of power,’ he said.

Another death soon follows.  Mary Anne Mickelson is just sixty when she dies, around the same age as her killer.  Some confusion exists as to the exact relationship of Mary Anne to Caroline.  That she shares her surname with her killer’s maiden name may be no more than coincidence.  Some sources list Mary Anne as a sister in law, others as a sister in law to her husband, linked to Caroline only by two stages of marriage.  Another source states that Mary Anne is in fact just a friend of Catherine, first victim of Caroline Grills.  

That such uncertainty abounds is not only a sign of the times in which these crimes were committed, but the astonishing ordinariness of the victims and their killer.

Caroline also failed in her attempts to murder three more of her relatives, and it was during these efforts that her crimes were discovered.

Firstly, two younger siblings became her targets.  Was she taking increasing risks, moving away from just targeting the old?  Was she becoming over confident, or just finding that the thrills were beginning to fade.  It is well established that serial attackers need ever greater stimulation and reward to experience the same sensations that drive their behaviour, like a child needs to consume more and more chocolate to get the same thrill as from their first bar of candy.

But John and Christine Downey became ill, but survived.  Still, not the slightest suspicion fell upon Caroline.  Then, in 1953, the Downey’s mother, Eveline Lundberg, started to display the same signs of illness that her children had displayed.

She became increasingly nauseous, she became pale and complained of painful limbs.  Her sight began to fade and, frighteningly, her hair began to fall out in large clumps.  Despite the ministrations of doctors, the close attention of her son, John and the astonishingly caring support of Aunt Carry, Eveline’s health deteriorated rapidly.  

Caroline would arrive at her house, sit by her bed and spend all day feeding her titbits to keep up her strength. She made sure that the patient consumed some fluids, as much as she did not want to.  But it was now 1953; medicine had moved on greatly in the preceding six years; the war had brought about change.  Gladesville was about to undergo urban renewal with a massive programme of innovative social housing; healthcare was more proactive than reactive; and certain types of crime were on the increase.

John decided that Eveline would die if she did not get more expert care than that Aunt Carry could offer.  Against his Aunt’s wishes, he admitted his mother to hospital, no doubt explaining away Aunt Carry’s protestations that she could manage as just the expressions of an old lady out of her time.

It was the right decision, because away from her regular doses of thallium, Eveline Lundberg began to recover.  Slowly, painfully, but definitely.

Meanwhile, newspapers were filling with stories of nefarious activities.  The recent plague of rats had led would be murderers to discover a new way of seeing off their victims.  Rat poison.  It worked a treat, was just about impossible to detect, cheap and readily available to buy. 

John was reading the story of Gladys Fletcher.  She was a twice married young woman with a couple of kids.  Her second husband was a rat catcher, a man in much demand and with a plentiful supply of ‘Thall-Rat’, the most popular brand of rat poison to include thallium.  Her first husband had died of a mysterious illness involving the expected symptoms; when ‘Bluey’ Fletcher succumbed to the same warning signs, suspicions were raised.  Her first husband’s body was exhumed and traces of thallium were discovered.  Bluey’s body was spattered with the substance as well.  

Gladys was arrested, tried, found guilty and sentenced to death (later commuted to life imprisonment).  The thing was, Gladys was an attractive woman, young and twice married.  A classic ‘black widow’.  She came under scrutiny in a way that Caroline never did.

John, though, was suspicious.  The symptoms that her husbands had died from where the very same as he and his sister had suffered, that his mother was suffering from now and from which several variously distant relatives had died.

Apart from the nature of the illness, the only common factor was the caring presence of Aunt Carry.  Surely the thoughts that entered his head were impossible?  In any case, John decided to set a trap, using his own mother as bait.  When she had fully recovered her health, he invited Aunt Carry over to see her.  Inevitably, she arrived bearing baked gifts.  John watched her closely, and saw her pouring their tea.  He noticed that just before she started to pour, she allowed her hand to slip in the front pocket of her coat.  Then, he noticed how she waved that hand strangely over his mother’s tea as she tipped the nectar into her cup.  Finally, he saw that Caroline returned her hand to her pocket.

John invented a pretext to get the lovable Aunt out of the room, and quickly tipped the contents of his mother’s cup into a glass jar.  Later, he handed the jar to police who sent it away for analysis.  Some months later, the results came back.  The tea contained thallium.

Caroline Grills was arrested, and the two bodies of her victims that had been buried, not cremated, were exhumed.  They were found to contain evidence of thallium.  Circumstantial evidence connected her to the other victims.  In fact, some year later theories would emerge connecting Grills to even more mysterious deaths, but by then she had passed away herself, and they could not be substantiated.

She stood trial on four charges of murder, and three of attempted to murder.  And it is here where, once again, her story takes a twist.  Caroline denied any wrong doing, saying that her relatives had been set up by the police to give evidence against her.  Then, charge after charge was dropped, until only the attempted murder of Eveline Lundberg remained.  However, the jury were told of the police’s suspicions of her involvement in the other alleged crimes.

With her grandmotherly charms and gentle demeanour she might have persuaded the jury as to her innocence, but she punctuated her trial with outbursts of wild laughter at some of the evidence offered against her.

It was enough to persuade the jury that she was a killer. The sixty year old woman was sentenced to death.  As the verdict was given, she smiled, and then shouted:

‘I helped to live, not to kill.’  

Later, Caroline appealed her conviction.  She failed to get it overturned, but the death sentence was commuted to life in prison. Ironically, as a result of her conviction, the sale of thallium was banned.  Good news for the rats, at least.

Behind bars, she became a much loved figure among the younger women in the Sydney penitentiary that held her.  She was affectionately known as Aunt Thally.  Seven years after her conviction, in 1960, she contracted stomach problems which turned into peritonitis.  She was rushed to hospital, but could not be saved. Aunt Carry was seventy two years of age.

So, was Caroline Grills a cold blooded killer who murdered because she could, and because she enjoyed it?  Was she partly insane, a split personality who wanted to help but could not stop herself from doing harm, once she realised such action was in her power?

Or was she innocent of all accusations?  Six offences had been dropped from the charge sheet, and only the evidence of one man convicted her on the seventh.  The jury, influenced by what they heard without the opportunity for it to be challenged, convicted in just twelve minutes.  Hardly enough time for proper reflection.

That is the final mystery of the strange case of Caroline Grills, the killer – or not – who looked like our favourite aunt.
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TWISTED SISTERS : THE TRUE STORY OF REGINA AND MARGARET DEFRANCISCO 
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KORI MAYER

CHAPTER ONE  

Regina and Margaret DeFrancisco are two sisters convicted of first degree murder. 

On paper, the two sisters look like two girls you would see at a church social. 

In school, both were good but not great students. Margaret was the pretty one. She would get all of the attention from the boys but return little interest. 

Margaret was a student at Jones College Prep School, a selective public institution that is considered one of the top high schools in Illinois. 

A little on the shy side, Margaret had a quick wit and sense of humor. Sweet-looking and pretty, she had avoided any kind of trouble throughout her young life. Her early photos suggest, however, that her subtle smirk was a couldn't contain the narcissism that was growing within. 

“You would look at Margaret and see right through her,” one of her neighbors said. “It was black, like was nothing there. She didn't seem like she had depth, like she had compassion.”

Regina had a love for animals, particularly ponies. She rode horses and in her words, “never lost a show.” 

Regina was also the more extroverted of the two, wearing her emotions on her sleeve. She could mouth off and had a chip on her shoulder. She also had a thing for 'bad boys', seeing them as a reflection of herself. 

“A lot of girls get turned on by the 'thug life',” forensic psychologist Marnie Clark said. “The DeFrancisco sisters definitely fit that mold. They were
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