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Front Cover:  

‘Supper for one’ by Ada Jackson, my Grandmother, (then aged 13).

Back Cover:

Untitled picture by Ada Jackson. 

Both pictures are from the Belgian Relief Fund book of 1915. Original copy held by the Battye Library in Perth.
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1: Schooldays.
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I was born near the middle of 1957, at about the exact time Charles William Mapp was convicted of the murder of his wife, his mother in law, and his father in law. News reports suggest he shot them with a loaded Luger. I would like to say that even at the tender age of a week I was aware he could hardly shoot them with an unloaded Luger, but that would be a lie. All I was aware of was an older brother and even his presence might have taken a few more weeks to sink in. Later I had two extra brothers, and after that my mother gave up trying to have a girl. It was a forlorn hope as on my father’s side there had only been boy children for several generations. This was in a time when women were the weaker sex so there was no chance of my mother’s genetics changing history.

Charles William Mapp has nothing to do with this story other than my father was a courtroom journalist so presumably reported on the conviction. In later years my brothers and I referred to our father as the custodian of the museum of the English language. I guess all journalists are somewhat pedants when it comes to words and language, but my father particularly so. Come to think of it he would never have tolerated the need to specify a loaded Luger so perhaps he was on maternity leave and not working in the week that Mapp was convicted.

Although probably not. I do not recall my father having much to do with our upbringing. Mother neither but that is probably my aged and inaccurate memory coupled with the self-centredness of youth. Someone must have cooked our meals and washed our clothes and sent us off to school. All I remember is a childhood of roaming the streets, and later cycling in ever increasing circumnavigations of our home turf. Down to the Swan River, the pine plantation, or to an area we called the shell paths where we invented the sport of mountain bike riding long before it was a thing. It wasn’t just us. All children of the neighbourhood roaming free and easy, or, at the spark of some ill-defined event, participating in small wars, one street against the next.

I say children, but I mean boys. There were girls but I don’t think any of us noticed them until it was too late. I certainly didn’t. After graduation from primary school I was sent to Wesley College where there were no girls so again I didn’t notice them. School went by but I did not enjoy it. I apparently did quite well despite not understanding why I was there, studying all the usual subjects for university entry for in our family it was expected we would go to university.

In my father’s day there had been no alternative so he had been to highschool at Wesley and therefore we got in on an old boy’s discount, but the year I started a new state school had been built in Como and that is where most of my friends went. I made new friends but this dislocation always seemed a bit unfair.

My father had been keen on the sea scouts and there was a war on so as soon as he was old enough he left school and enlisted in the navy as a medical orderly. Once, during my one and only game of football, I broke my finger. His first aid was so brutal I knew why no one on his ship ever got sick, and I gave up football just in case it ever happened again.

He served on the corvettes. These were patrol boats used for escort and mine sweeping duty. His was stationed in the Gulf of Aden. During the war Australia managed to build 60 corvettes and although there are now only two left it was a remarkable construction effort. After the war he began a journalism cadetship and in his later years he worked for the Department of Agriculture, putting the scientific words of researchers into language the everyday person could understand. He resented the scientists who he thought did very little work, got paid too much, and could not string brace of words into a reasonable sentence. But the overhang of his own hard early life was too great and it was always expected we would go to university, become scientists, and get paid too much for not being able to write coherently.  

But back to school. Wesley college in those days was a place of bully’s and misfits, and that was just the teachers. One of them once threw a boy out of the first floor window where he landed in the bushes below. He was told off but nothing was said to the teacher. In an attempt to soften and civilise the place the school board had employed two female teachers and one outrageously gay man. They did not survive long. Us boys had been trained well by then and we had become as ruthless as the teachers.  

So I did not enjoy school. Put any community of men and boys into a small space and apply pressure it is sure to be dysfunctional, and being young I had no way to deal with it. If there was any joy in my life it was elsewhere or in the occasional misdemeanours we perpetrated. The best of these was Murphy, the phantom bogger.

Of course we didn’t know until later it was Murphy, only that, if you were foolish enough to leave your lunch box in your school bag hanging on the pegs outside the classrooms there was a reasonable chance lunchtime would reveal an unpleasant surprise. Imagine the scene. The lunch bell would ring and a few hundred kids would burst from the classrooms. There were several classrooms along a corridor, bench seats outside and pegs for coats and schoolbags above. Then, among the general chaos that is kids talking and jostling after the imposed classroom silence a cry would go up. One kid. Each lunchtime a different lunchbox but it was a daily occurrence for several weeks. It was hilarious and I think even the victims saw the funny side as the invariable cry would not be of disgust but an almost triumphant shout, a shout that you have now joined a very exclusive club.

“The Phantom Bogger!” 

It really was a remarkable achievement that Murphy could continue his crime for so long undetected. Not only that he had to either ask permission to leave the class, or sneak out, but unobserved manage to extract a lunchbox, do his business, return the box while still unseen, then get back the class as if nothing had happened.

Of course you will not read about the Phantom Bogger in any official history of the school. Nor will you read anywhere anything of a second misdemeanour that did affect me more directly as Wesley was one of the supposedly prestigious boys schools of Perth and had no interest in telling the world what had happened. Which was, quietly, five boys were expelled and life went on as usual. My involvement goes as follows.

Wesley had ambitions of one day winning the Head of the River, a rowing regatta that was the pinnacle of interschool sport. The school had a magnificent waterfront boatshed, and several state of the art rowing shells bought from Sykes in Melbourne at great expense after the fundraising of parents who shared the desire for prestige that winning the Head of the River would bring. All to no avail until a new rowing coach, Wally, came along. His strategy was to put together an eight in first year, keep them together as a team until fifth year by which time they would be such a flawless machine and so unbeatable the race win was almost assured. I was selected as one of the eight.

Things went pretty well although we did notice Wally had a liking to drink from his thermos that was a mix ginger beer, milk and whiskey. We trained every morning and we did win races at junior level. I enjoyed it. As elite athletes we got to swagger around the school in soft shoes rather than the hard leather of the uniform. (“The rowing footplates soften our feet and we get blisters in hard shoes, and with blisters, we could never row properly.”) We got to fall asleep in class and forgiven for it as we had been on the river since dawn.

Aside from rowers, Wesley had two classes of student. There were us day boys, and the boarders. Mostly sons of farmers in a time when Australia rode high on the price of wheat and sheep, the boarders were several layers in the hierarchy above us. At lunch time they ate a cooked meal in the dining hall, no fear of the phantom bogger for them. Many of the boarders got to know the local shop owners and often took casual after school work, a couple of hours restacking shelves or unloading deliveries. Our stroke rower had such a job.

Now, details are a little sketchy here due to the general suppression order, but either he had stolen keys to the shop or had them copied. Some say he was given them as a trusted employee but he was only 15 so I think that was unlikely. In the middle of the night he and his friends, all borders but including some members of our elite rowing crew, would sneak out of the dormitory and hang out in the shop eating potato chips and drinking coke and looking at girly magazines.

One night, walking back to the dorm and high on sugar and salt, they borrowed a car and went joy riding. After, they parked it exactly where it had been, and from then this went on for a while, different cars on different nights. Once they flattened the battery trying to start one car so they broke into another, started it and then used it to jump-start the original that they then drove for their nightly kicks. It might have gone on forever but for an overly diligent prefect who noticed that many of the third year boarders had set their alarms for two AM. Suspicious, he set his own for two fifteen, got up after they had left, and followed them.

The upshot of it all was our eight became a three and there were also some empty seats in the classroom.

But enough of my schooldays. Time we got onto the first murders.
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2: Peter Canterbury.
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Actually before I get onto the serial killings I had better tell you about my schoolfriend who disappeared. Later we will meet some other disappearances but Peter Canterbury was the first. In fact, truth be told Peter didn’t so much disappear as cease to exist. You see, it all started when my brother, who was three years behind me in school and struggling in economics, noticed his teacher awarding higher marks to tennis players. The economics teacher was also the school tennis coach so the only sensible thing for my brother to do was to enroll in tennis. His marks soared although his tennis remained marginal, something the teacher failed to notice, and pretty soon my brother was selected to represent the school in the state schoolboy tennis championships.

Some clever bandaging and a supposed skateboard accident got him out of that but his marks continued to improve and he ended up at university studying to become an accountant. More of that later, but for now suffice to say I learned from him.

There was a precedent for the economics teacher. My chemistry teacher was so lazy that for any multi choice exams to make the marking easy he made it that all the answers were the same. All A, or all C etc. All we had to do was answer the first question and then simply run down the answer sheet.

I did well in chemistry. English Literature, however, was more difficult. It was looking like I’d have to actually read the books until the thing with my brother and the tennis coach happened and I got to thinking. Our English teacher was also in charge of the library. Perhaps, I thought, if I enroll to be a library volunteer it might show my enthusiasm for books, literature and stuff like that, and there would be a similar skyrocketing of my grades.

It was a great gig. We were left in charge of the library after school hours and got to play hand table tennis on the study desks using a line of books as the net. In the rare event a student arrived to study we were also tasked with helping them locate within the Dewey decimal system and then issuing books. If they had not taken a book out before, the usual thing, we could create a library identity for them. This was how Peter Canterbury was born.

Peter took out a lot of books and rarely bought them back, and if my grades improved it probably was mostly to do with my slow reading and term long access to library books borrowed under Peter’s name.

Anyway, Peter became quite well known amongst the students. He enrolled in many extra curricular activities, including tennis, although he never turned up. Some crisis at home, illness or injury, or a visiting aunt from the Netherlands, one of us would explain. ‘He’ll be here next week.’ He got blamed for all sorts of minor misdemeanours, although this was long after the phantom bogger so he never got pinged for that. Once, we nearly got him elected as captain of the swimming team because apparently he was a really good swimmer. He became so real that the office staff on one occasion came to all the form rooms in a panic. He had asked for a school reference and they were searching for him as they could not find his enrolment file and it was unclear exactly which room was his home form. And he had a lot of overdue library books.

End of schooldays is a bitter sweet time and leading up to final exams we had careers week where there were lectures and talks from people of various professions. My understanding is that Peter attended many of these and put his name down for almost every career, but by far the most entertaining was a talk by a veterinary scientist so I ended up at university attending veterinary science lectures despite the fact I didn’t really like animals. 

So I lost touch with Peter. He wasn’t murdered, he simply ceased to exist. You may, if you search really hard, find his name in the Wesley archives, where he will have been nominated for some participation award. My other friends at school I also lost contact with although the school did its best to keep the alumni intact. The Old Boys Association might well be a thriving thing but I don’t know as my name was dropped off the list after some effort on my part.

Every three months the Old Boys newsletter was posted to all former students and despite moving houses regularly it always seemed to find me - I suspect my mother was involved in this. What particularly galled me about this newsletter was it was full of upbeat stories of success, how so and so had just become the Prime Minister, how a boy from the class of ’69 had discovered the cure for cancer and how Charlie from the class of ’72 was a member of the team who had solved the problem of nuclear fission. This was after they had climbed Everest backwards using only goat entrails as whatever they normally use something else for when doing the previously impossible.

The point was out of the hundreds who graduated each year for several decades, a cohort of tens of thousands, this was the best we could do. What about the boy who overcame his shyness and discovered girls, met a particular one, married them? (Me.) What about the boy who was gay, had presumably known it all along but kept silent and suffered all those schoolyard years, a boy who had also discovered love despite all that we did to kill it. Or the now grease stained millionaire who loved tinkering with old cars and started a car wrecking business that just grew and grew. What about Murphy? Did he overcome his madness or is he still shitting in lunchboxes in some sheltered workshop where every day the cry goes up? ‘The Phantom Bogger!’

Success does not come in the single great leap of becoming Prime Minister, and it is certainly not a solo effort. It is the small achievements and joys of the everyday, of the everyman, of all of us, of all those around us. More to the point, the self congratulation of the Wesley Old Boys’ newsletter missed a point I think we all knew. The great success of the champions was nothing to do with Wesley despite five years of Wesley trying to squash it. Even throwing someone out of a window would not defeat a champion, and it certainly would not make one. We knew these boys. Character rises no matter what school or college or paper bag we are raised in. I will come back to this later, a wisdom from Martin Luther King who was talking about racism when he said he dreamed of a time where a man was judged by the content of his character. I say it extends far beyond the colour of our skin, and it extends to all the slings and arrows thrown at us during our lifetime, and how we rise to overcome them. That is character, and it is infinitely more important than achievement.

I finally got them to stop sending me the newsletter. I wrote a rather good letter, explaining how I looked forward so much to each edition, to read the stories and achievements of my peers, and I was anticipating with enthusiasm making contact with as many of them as I could. It would be in a couple of months, for, all going well at the parole hearing, I would be released from prison in July. No more newsletters arrived. 
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3: Eric Edgar Cooke
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As custodian of the museum of the English Language my father got to have opinions on all sorts of things, one of which was the modern decline of journalism. In the old days, he lamented, journalists and the press worked for the good of society and if called upon could sit on a story in the public interest. Such was the case with Eric Edgar Cooke.

Cooke made himself famous by being the last person hanged in Western Australia, in October 1964. Unlike Charles William Mapp, Cooke had made a pardon less likely by terrorising the suburbs of Perth. Between 1958 and 1963 he roamed at night, breaking into houses and murdering at least 8 people. He violently assaulted many more, at least 22. Most of them women whom he must have stalked in the days before and planned how to attack. He was nicknamed the Nedlands Monster. 

My father was involved in his capture and arrest. As he told the story a rifle had been found hidden in a bush near the Canning Bridge. Cooke had used a rifle, the same model, in some of his murders, so Police made the reasonable assumption that this was the gun and therefore the hiding place of the Nedlands Monster. They set a trap, knowing it was only a matter of time before the guilty party would seek to retrieve the gun. They staked out the area for 17 days. The press heard of the discovery but under promise of an exclusive scoop kept the story quiet until Cooke was arrested as he crawled into the bush to a place only the gun owner would know about. The press was my father and Jack Coulter from the Daily News, and Ralph Wheatley from the West.

Dad loved telling the story, and finishing with the comment that the press nowadays had no such scruples. Journalists, he said, demanded freedom of the press but had lost any sense of what was in the interests of the community they served. Under the cry of freedom they would rush to print any story as soon as they had it, the general population’s right to be informed was more important than any individual’s right to justice or a fair trial. Maybe.

My father had been court reporter, headhunted by the Daily News from the Kalgoorlie Miner. At the courts he quickly learned that the dry arguments inside the building were best understood by the gossip outside. In those days just about everyone smoked, so he took up smoking, shared cigarettes with police prosecutors, defence lawyers, witnesses, clerks, and all those who gathered on the steps outside the building, usually in one group together. I imagine that many a time deals were done and the actual justice arrived at inside was merely a finishing ritual of a smoking enclave negotiation on the courthouse steps, re-enacted in courtroom for, well, the benefit of the press.

I have never read any of his court reports but I imagine, as an ex-navy man and an apologist for authority, he might have favoured the police view. Anyway, I was seven at the time and knew nothing of this until many years later, but like anyone who grew up in Perth soon got to know the story of Eric Edgar Cooke, a story that was a backdrop to the city.

Cooke was married and had seven children. The oldest, Tony, was a year older than me and would have been only eight when Cooke was hanged. Rather than hide in the shame and stigma of his father, he rose to became leader of the union movement in WA and led protests against workplace reforms proposed by the Richard Court government. He was a very public figure, and while a champion of protest was also skilled at reasoning and negotiation. My wife met him at an Occupational Health and Safety conference where he was keynote speaker, where he demanded zero tolerance of workplace injury or death. At the time, one large industrial employer was congratulating themselves for having reduced industrial deaths to only a few in a hundred thousand. Think. That is a few families whose fathers did not come home at the end of a work day.

‘Zero’, said Tony.

He was, Kerryn said, a very impressive speaker and he inspired her and her colleagues at Workcover to accept that zero deaths or injury had to be their aim.         

Years later I met Tony while sailing through Indonesia. He was crewing on Bob Kuchera’s boat. Bob
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