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Prologue

MAY SMITH PULLED A BRICK OUT OF THE WALL OF AN OUTHOUSE at the back of a shabby terrace on Terry Street, Surry Hills, and stuffed a few small packages in behind it. She knew the coming police raid wouldn’t just be a routine search of a suspected drug house and she was hoping that the police would turn over the house instead of the old crapper at the back. May Smith, also known as ‘Botany May’, was a notorious Sydney cocaine dealer and, on this day, she was edgy and running out of time.

It was April 1928, the Roaring Twenties – the era of Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, flappers and fast living for those who could afford it. The ‘talkies’ had extended the celebrity of movie stars, and Art Deco design was symbolic of the cultural edge of the period. It was an era for the person ‘on the make’, and gangsters and organised crime were on the rise. In Australia, a number of violent shootouts showed the police and public that gang violence wasn’t limited to the movies or places like Chicago and New York. Criminal business was booming in Sydney’s underworld and it drew crooks in from across Australia. The fatal shootout between Squizzy Taylor and Snowy Cutmore in St Kilda in October 1927 ended a violent criminal rivalry that spanned both Sydney and Melbourne. Australia heralded its own era of gang violence, organised crime and police crackdowns which drew the cities close to Prohibition.

Prostitution, sly grog (selling illicit alcohol from unlicensed premises) and cocaine were the mainstays of criminal business in Sydney. If you could work across all three criminal activities, you could rake in the money. Botany May had tried her hand at all of them. Now she was trying to edge out her competitors by increasing her supply but it was risky business and made her the target of police.

While the criminals were professionalising their businesses, the police were developing separate teams to target specific criminal activity. The Criminal Investigation Branch (CIB) now included a detective branch known as the Drug Squad, which was tasked with targeting drug traffickers in city-wide raids. Its investigations had singled out May Smith as one of the city’s worst dealers. Her house was placed under watch and constables reported back, ‘shocked to see the number of girls going in her place at night’. They were May’s working girls.

Botany May was good at thwarting police raids by hiding drugs in the toilet or throwing them in an open fire but the police now knew where to look and were ready for her quick, last-minute scramble to lose the gear. May had to get craftier.

May wasn’t the police’s only concern, though. She also had thuggish associates – ‘cockatoos’ – who would be on the lookout for her and wouldn’t hesitate to put the boot into a police officer. The raids had to be well planned and executed, so the detectives needed someone who could get them a result.

There, in the shadows of Terry Street, Special Sergeant Lillian Armfield was hunched down, doing what she did best: watching and waiting for a suspect to slip up. Lillian had joined the Women’s Police to make a difference to the lives of young girls and women – to ‘protect and serve’ them on the streets – but she was also drawn to policing work for the same reasons as so many others who have followed since: the enjoyment of community work alongside the thrill of police chases and hunting for clues at crime scenes.

The job now facing Lillian Armfield was the opportunity to bring down May Smith’s lucrative drug business, which was linked to various houses around Darlinghurst and Surry Hills. May preyed on drug-addicted prostitutes and convinced them to deal cocaine on the side for her, while she made a fortune from it. She paid her workers off in cocaine and kept them in a vicious cycle of prostitution and drug addiction, selling their bodies to buy more cocaine. Lillian saw firsthand the impact of this drug crisis around eastern Sydney. Women told her about their drug debts and being held to ransom by brothel-keepers wanting their cut from the sex and drugs. If Lillian was going to have any chance of fulfilling her duties and preventing more young women from entering into prostitution, she needed to take down people like May Smith.

Terry Street, bordered by Kippax, Foveaux and Elizabeth streets, was already on the police radar after numerous neighbourhood complaints about rowdy drug and sex customers. Sydney’s poorest families jostled there for space among some of the city’s most dangerous crooks in skinny terraces. The houses measured just under three metres across and sat on thirty-eight square metres of land. They were rundown places with small rooms rented out to different people. The walls were thin and the windows close to the street so police were regularly called out after wild parties and violent assaults.

May Smith had featured in an assault case on Terry Street several years earlier, in 1922. A brother and sister were apprehended on the street after a man had been robbed and violently assaulted. Esther, the sister, acted as a decoy for her brother. Her job was to lure men down lanes only to retreat once her brother approached and he would then rob the stranger. Appearing in court to give evidence against the siblings, May Smith – a ‘slender young woman, wearing a neat, sensible summer costume’ – told the courtroom she had been visiting friends nearby and saw the attack unfold. It was a rare occasion for May: she was the witness rather than the defendant.

By the late 1920s, May could no longer pass as a community-minded dressmaker. She was a notorious underworld crook and, while eastern Sydney locals would often support a crook over a cop, not all of May’s neighbours appreciated the business she was in. When a neighbour came forward with evidence against May, Lillian grabbed the opportunity to use him as an informant, a ‘fizgig’. The man told Lillian that May was hiding suspicious packages in her outhouse. This information was crucial to narrowing Lillian’s surveillance efforts. Now all she had to do was wait for May to slip up.

Lillian kept close watch over May’s house for days in the cooling weather of April 1928. Staving off moments of tiredness and boredom, she was desperate to catch May in direct possession of cocaine but she knew she couldn’t blow her cover just for an arrest. As she kept close enough to catch sight of any movements near the outhouse, Lillian’s eyes scanned the entire terrace while also watching for any sign of May’s associates hanging about the place on lookout. There were eyes all around Surry Hills, watching and waiting for a police officer. She would risk being compromised if she watched May’s house all day, so Lillian rotated her surveillance. Morning shifts were mixed in with lunchtime patrols and early evening shifts. She could be close but hidden in doorways or backyards. May’s neighbours weren’t all in support of her criminal business, as Lillian now knew from her fizgig. It was still dangerous work, though. Alone in the shadows, Lillian was putting herself at risk. May’s associates could have attacked Lillian, in the cover of an alleyway, and few passers-by would have known or wanted to stop, fearing for their own lives.

May was a smart crook – the two didn’t always go together in Lillian’s mind – and was likely waiting for the cover of darkness to retrieve the drugs she had hidden in the outhouse. So Lillian waited in the shadows. Her ears pricked at any noise or movement from inside the house. There were moments, as with all surveillance jobs, when Lillian thought she might have missed May and lost the opportunity.

The real thrill of the job, when the adrenaline pumps to full capacity, is the moment a takedown is imminent. Lillian suddenly caught a glimpse of May heading into her backyard, moving towards the outhouse. Lillian elevated herself on some packing boxes to see over the wall, and held her breath as May, holding small packages against her body, hurried back inside the house. Lillian ran to her informant and told him to call the detectives. While Lillian banged at the front door of May’s place, the informant hurried the other police officers into place over the phone: ‘Miss Armfield’s going to hold the fort till you blokes come, but you’d better make it snappy.’

Lillian Armfield thumped one more time on the front door, adrenaline surging through her body. This was the five per cent of her work when everything happened quickly and a crook was taken down. It was the exciting part, by comparison with the other ninety-five per cent of Lillian’s days spent building investigations, watching houses, filling out forms and updating her police notebook. Her surveillance had paid off this time and Lillian was ready for May Smith.

Botany May opened the door. Lillian looked down and fixed her eyes closely on her. May was a good few inches shorter than Lillian but she knew how to look after herself with her fists. Her hair was matted and combed into a part close to her skull. The hairclips did little to keep the thick waves fixed in place. She scowled at Lillian and tried to make herself look bigger. Experienced crooks know to keep quiet and avoid saying anything that will incriminate them so May pulled her fur cape tight around her shoulders and waited for Lillian to speak.

Lillian stood up even taller, pushed her shoulders back and readied herself for the accusation. She told May she was there on the suspicion that May was concealing cocaine in her outhouse. In the ensuing moment of silence, the pair measured each other up. They were both in their forties but May looked a good decade or so older. The deep lines across her forehead and bags under her eyes told a hard story of years living in Sydney’s crime streets. You didn’t mess with someone like May, unless you had a backup team in place.

May took off to the kitchen. Lillian waited warily in the doorway, always suspicious of a criminal’s movements. Her police training taught her to never turn her back on an offender. If she did, she would leave herself vulnerable and open to attack. Lillian had every right to be cautious. May was suddenly coming at her with a boiling hot flat-iron, screaming obscenities, ready to attack. It didn’t matter how she planned to use the hot iron on Lillian, scalding or clobbering her with it, it would hurt like hell. Lillian bolted from Botany May and her flaming iron: ‘I pulled up my skirts and ran for my life. As I turned the corner the iron bounced behind, but I didn’t risk going back until I had reinforcements.’

There was little else Lillian could do. Female police officers couldn’t officially carry a gun until 1979, some fifty years after Lillian’s showdown with Botany May. Lillian had a gun much sooner than that but it was not regular issue and was only meant to be used in serious situations. Though she knew Botany May was tough, Lillian hadn’t expected May to come at her with a regular household item like an iron. With nothing more than her police medallion and police card to identify her as an officer of the law, Lillian ran to her backup, Sergeant Small and a few other male officers, who were now nearby. If they were quick, they would be able to catch May still in possession of the drugs.

With the Drug Squad detectives by her side, Lillian headed back to Terry Street, readying herself for the arrest. Too preoccupied by chasing Lillian with the iron, May hadn’t managed to get rid of the cocaine. When Lillian searched her, Botany May gave up and said: ‘It is no use; here it is.’ She handed over five packets of cocaine, whereupon she was hauled off to Central Police Station and charged with cocaine possession.

When May appeared in court soon after, Lillian was there. Dressed in her usual long skirt, blouse and with her hair short and crimped close to her head, Lillian adjusted the string of pearls – her trademark accessory – around her neck and waited. She was in court to represent the Women’s Police and provide evidence, if needed, but she wasn’t just from the Women’s Police: she was the Women’s Police. She had a small team of women working for her but everyone knew the Women’s Police would not have been possible without Lillian Armfield.

Botany May – ‘the most notorious retailer of cocaine in Sydney’ according to the newspapers – was sentenced to twelve months’ imprisonment unless she could pay the fine. She paid the fine rather than do the time. Botany May didn’t learn her lesson, though. Less than a year later she was again found guilty of cocaine possession. This time she was sent away to Long Bay Prison for ten months with hard labour.

It was an important victory for Lillian Armfield. Reporters covering the first case in May 1928 wrote that it was Sergeant Small who had secured May’s conviction, with the assistance of ‘Policewoman Armfield’. By the end of the year, in the next case against May Smith, Drug Squad detectives were named in newspapers alongside ‘Sergeant Armfield’ and one of her female constables. They were increasingly looking like a team, ‘hot on the trail’ of drug dealers. In the Police Gazette, distributed to all police stations across New South Wales, May Smith’s arrest was credited to Lillian and four male officers. Lillian was now included in wider investigations that previously were only the terrain of male detectives.

There will never be another Australian police officer like Lillian Armfield. Many women have followed her into the job but none have experienced it quite the same as Lillian did. Her policing career was of its time and shows us what it was like to police Sydney’s underworlds in the early twentieth century. More than this, Lillian not only had to fight crime but also prove to the boys in blue that women could be there too. She was one of the first female police officers appointed in Australia – the first of two, in fact – and was the nation’s first female police detective. Back when Lillian’s work as a detective was not formally recognised by designation with the title ‘detective’, she paved the way for women to eventually become detectives in the Australian police forces. Lillian worked as a detective even without formal recognition for her work. There was no precedent so everything she did on the job was on her own initiative.

This is the story of gangsters and prostitutes, runaways and dodgy fortune-tellers, razor wars and the rise of organised crime as investigated by a policewoman who set the standard for women in the Australian police force. It’s a story that starts with two convicts and a police constable.
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