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PROLOGUE

19 AUGUST 1936

Australia’s Sweetheart is leaving for Hollywood and the Sydney pier is crowded with people who’ve come to watch her set sail on the Mariposa. Standing on the promenade deck of the mighty white liner, Mary Maguire waves to the multitude five storeys below. There are two thousand people down there on Darling Harbour’s Wharf 1A. Most are seeing off family and friends. But many are fans of Australia’s newest movie star. Trying not to sob like she did yesterday at her Brisbane farewell, the raven-haired seventeen-year-old smiles for everyone braving this winter morning to wave and shout best wishes.

The ship’s whistle gives two blasts, then there’s the cry of ‘All visitors ashore!’ The boys from The Sun, Truth and the Sydney Morning Herald take their final pictures of Mary. She tries to look composed in her black fur coat as she clutches a floral bouquet and poses beside a lifebuoy on the railing. Raising a gloved hand in a farewell wave, wind whipping her hair every which way, she laughs as the flashbulbs pop and the Fox Movietone newsreel camera whirs. After wishing her good luck, the reporters, photographers and cameramen go ashore.

Mary has a last round of hugs and handshakes with some of the friends and film colleagues who have just put on a huge cocktail party for her in the ship’s ballroom. When they’ve left she stands with her father, Mick, at a railing lined with other passengers. Stewards hand out rolls of coloured streamers, and the Maguires and their fellow passengers rain these down on the well-wishers below. Within seconds a dazzling paper rainbow connects ship to shore.

It’s 10.57 a.m.: just three minutes until they begin their voyage. A tiny part of Mary wishes she could get off the boat. Go back home. Go back to the way things were. Go back to a life where she’s not always the centre of attention and always expected to smile even if she feels like crying. Just for a day.

But Mary chides herself for such an ungrateful thought. Upon boarding the Mariposa she signed many autographs for excited young Australian girls. She knows they can’t expect much more from life than school and shop or secretarial work for a few years before they marry and become their mothers. Any of them would kill to be in her shoes: adored, beautiful, wealthy and setting sail for even greater fame and fortune. Mary knows she has a duty to be happy. She isn’t just living her dream – she’s living all of their dreams.

‘The most famous girl in Australia’ and ‘The envy of many a girl in Australia’: they’re phrases the newspapers have used to describe her. Mary can’t deny how lucky she is; just like she can’t help the hurt in her heart. Mother, sisters, best friends: this morning they’re more than six hundred miles away in Brisbane. Although making movies has meant such separation before, this is very different because soon the people Mary loves most will be more than seven thousand miles distant. There’s no way of knowing when she’ll see them again – any more than she knows what really awaits her on the other side of the Pacific Ocean.

At least Mary has her dad. Big, tough Mick: blue eyes twinkling as he smiles proudly; he’s well padded these days but still dapper in his three-piece suit. He may no longer be a welterweight champion, yet with him in her corner everything will be fine. Surely.

Moments before eleven o’clock, the Mariposa’s whistle sounds three times. The hawser lines are tossed off deck, the boat’s engines rumble and its twin stacks belch smoke. This is it. She’s really leaving. It seems like just yesterday she was Peggy Maguire, Brisbane convent girl, destined only to see Hollywood glamour from her seat in the local picture palace.

As the wharf band strikes up ‘Aloha ‘Oe’, which translates to ‘Farewell to Thee’, passengers and well-wishers sing along and whisper its haunting refrain, ‘Until we meet again’. Tugboats help the big liner away from shore. It’s a marvellous and melancholy spectacle as thousands of colourful streamers strain and then snap, symbolising all the ties broken by this departure.

The Mariposa rounds Miller’s Point and slides beneath the mighty arch of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. Gaining speed, saluted by honking ferries, the ship steams eastwards as Mary takes a last look at this city. While it was never really home like Melbourne or Brisbane, Sydney holds a place in her heart because it was where she was first considered for Hollywood.

Swell deepening, air saltier with sea spray, the ship surges past Sydney Heads and into the open ocean. Mary is leaving Australia behind for the first time. As the cliffs and beaches recede in the ocean haze, it’s far from clear what her life will be like when she next sees these shores. Countless hopeful young women wash out in Hollywood every year. She might become one of them. She may have been better off staying a big fish in a small pond. But if she does make it in America, then the next time she sees Australia she might be a star as big as …

Janet Gaynor? Helen Hayes? Luise Rainer? Maureen O’Sullivan? Thinking of these goddesses conjures a reverie of shiny limousine doors held open at gala premieres as searchlights sweep the sky above Grauman’s Chinese Theater and –

The cries of the dozens of seagulls following the boat shatter any reverie. Australia has slipped out of sight behind the liner. Unable to know that she will never again lay eyes on the country of her birth, Mary seeks out the luxury of the Mariposa and starts counting down the days until she takes on Hollywood.


PART ONE

Australia
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1.

Hollywood as we know it didn’t exist when Mary Maguire’s mother was born on 20 November 1890. American moving pictures were then just starting to be made in Thomas Edison’s New Jersey laboratory, and the world’s future filmmaking capital was nothing more than a modest farming community perched on the edge of the California desert. In this respect it wasn’t dissimilar to Mary Carroll’s birthplace of Lillimur, home to a hundred hardy souls living off the land in arid north-western Victoria. This tiny town was where her father, Daniel Carroll, who ran a horse-breeding business with his brother, had brought her mother, also named Mary, after they married at St Patrick’s Church in Adelaide in 1887. A good Irish Catholic couple, they set about having a big brood. Their first daughter was born in 1888. Baby Mary, who’d be known to all as ‘Bina’, came along two years later. A son followed in 1891.

Carroll Bros. had prospered in the 1880s but the business faltered as Australia slid into economic depression. Unable to pay the rent on the farm, they were forced to liquidate, with Melbourne’s Leader noting that the sale of all their worldly possessions – from furniture and farm equipment to pigs and horses – raised a dismal few pounds at auction. Daniel and his wife and children started over on a farm in Goyura, another flyspeck on the map of north-western Victoria, and had two more surviving children in the next few years. Life on the land didn’t get any easier, not with depression followed by drought, and the family moved to Melbourne around 1897. They settled where there was work, in the industrial and shipping hub of Newport, and Daniel got a job as a railway signalman. It was a position he would keep for fifteen years – which was just as well because, with another two children added to the family, he wound up with nine mouths to feed.

Bina grew up knowing she could only have a better life through hard work, a willingness to seize opportunity and an abiding faith in God. She saw proof of this as her people came up in the world. By 1909 the family had moved to a cottage in Middle Park, where the air was fresher, the streets were wider and they were just a short walk from the bay. Three years later the Carrolls were within a block of the beach, in a handsome two-storey brick terrace house in Middle Park’s Ashworth Street. This upward mobility was made possible by Daniel’s steady salary, supplemented by the contributions his children made as they left school at age fourteen and got jobs.

By 1912 Bina was working as a confectioner and had come of age as a compact but voluptuous Black Irish beauty. In 1913, at a time when many young women remained at home until they married, she showed her independence by moving to Bendigo, where she worked as a waitress.

How Bina came to meet Mick Maguire isn’t recorded. She may have known of him before they laid eyes on each other because he was a minor Melbourne celebrity – and quite the catch, even if a bit of a bad boy.

[image: image]

Mick was the eldest son of Michael Maguire, a bareknuckle boxer and Schweppes soft drink company salesman, who had married Ellen Shaw in 1892. Like the Carrolls, they were good Irish Catholics. After their first son died as an infant, they had Mick, born on 6 June 1894, then four more children. The family lived in working-class Abbotsford, which, like adjacent suburbs Richmond and Collingwood, was known for its hardscrabble conditions. Even so, Mick went to Christian Brothers College up the hill in East Melbourne, his father’s salary either sufficient to cover fees or the school waiving expenses as they sometimes did for Catholic families in need. In any event, the young Maguire was an asset for CBC because, while no academic achiever, he was a great sportsman.

So great that, in addition to captaining his school’s football team to a Grand Final win in 1910, fifteen-year-old Mick that year played professionally for Richmond’s beloved Tigers in the Victorian Football League (VFL). Despite being the youngest player in the club’s history, that season he triumphed as its leading goal kicker – and claimed the title again in 1911. Photos show a cockily handsome chap with hooded eyes, Roman nose, full lips and strong jaw beneath dark hair slicked in a centre part. Standing five feet eleven and already full of brash charm, this local hero was surely a hit with the ladies.

Mick was also tough. He had to be. The VFL was then a blood sport, with much handwringing done by columnists, club officials, politicians and policemen about how to curb outrageous on-field violence. But Mick could handle himself better than most. Trained in the ‘fistic art’ by his father, he wasn’t just a brilliant young football player but also a promising young boxer who had his first public match when he was eleven years old. By early 1911, aged sixteen, he was fighting professionally, and in March that year won £20 by beating future Australian featherweight champion Jack Green. For a kid living at home, Mick was doing well for money. In addition to his fight winnings, he and his fellow football players were from that year paid up to thirty shillings a week, which was close to the minimum male wage then calculated to take into account supporting a wife and three children.

Yet Mick wasn’t content to coast along, defecting from the Richmond Tigers to the Melbourne Redlegs halfway through the 1912 season. In a sport dominated by suburban loyalties – not to mention Christian denominations, for Richmond was Catholic and Melbourne was Protestant – the decision had to have made him a few enemies. But it showed he was a young bloke willing to follow opportunity.

Not that Mick was too sensible. He took pleasure in punching on and partying, and he was an enthusiastic brawler and boozer on a Redlegs trip to play ‘friendly’ games in Tasmania. His fondness for on-field fisticuffs saw him make history at the start of the 1913 football season. The VFL had just set up the first independent tribunal to investigate complaints and issue punishments. On 7 May it held its first inquiry into a player – Mick. He had the previous Saturday not only kicked four goals against the University side but also punched out two of its players. After hearing evidence – including Mick’s unconvincing claim to have acted in self-defence – the committee disqualified him for four games. ‘Let this be a warning to other players,’ the chairman said. ‘As far as Mr Maguire is concerned, he must learn to control his boxing proclivities on the football field and keep them for the gymnasium.’

As he copped this suspension, Mick knew he was about to be judged on a far more serious matter. In his pocket was a summons to appear at Richmond Court for missing fifteen days of the compulsory military training then required of all men aged eighteen to sixty. Defending the charge, he offered a laughable excuse for a man earning a good living as a boxer and footballer: he hadn’t been physically fit enough to do his sworn duty. That Mick even tried this excuse suggests a chancer always ready to see what he could get away with. Fined ten shillings, he was ordered into military police custody for fifteen days to do his drill.

Mick played for the Redlegs through 1913 and finished with the team early in the 1914 season. Though his goal-scoring had slowed, he had another reason for quitting. Boxing greatness beckoned – if only he could knuckle down to knuckling up. ‘Our fighting footballer,’ remarked a 1913 Referee article, ‘generally trains in a lackadaisical manner.’ Nevertheless, Reginald ‘Snowy’ Baker saw potential. Australia’s Olympic hero and all-round sporting champion had become a boxing promoter and praised Mick’s great punching power and ability to take hard knocks. Snowy booked him for major fights at the Melbourne Athletic Pavilion, promoting his ‘clever, quick, splendid judgment and defence’ in matches against local, interstate and international boxers. Mick won more often than he lost. ‘If young Maguire would only train seriously there is no telling how high he would rise in the game,’ wrote Referee in July 1914. Respected boxing journalist ‘Solar Plexus’ weighed in with the observation: ‘A more promising or finer-looking youngster I don’t ever remember seeing.’

After the Great War began in August, pressure built for young men to enlist, as Les Darcy, Snowy Baker’s most famous boxer, would soon discover when he was taunted as a coward. But, just like Darcy, Mick was under-age. He couldn’t legally sign up without parental consent before his twenty-first birthday in June 1915.

In any event, married men, especially those with children, weren’t expected to enlist – and Mick was soon to be both.
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On 17 March 1915, Mick and Bina married at the Carmelite Church in Middle Park. The bride and groom adored and complemented each other. He was a strong, popular man of independent means who would be a good provider and father. She was an independent and hard-working woman whose pragmatism would help rein in his unruly energies. That Bina was more than three years older than her new husband also gave her more authority in the relationship. They moved into a rented house in Port Melbourne and started planning a family.

Mick had by then taken work as a clerk for a rails bookmaker at race meetings. Managing hordes of excited punters was a stressful job, but it gave the popular sportsman the chance to expand his contact network in racing-mad Melbourne. In mid-1915 Mick finally listened to his critics and got serious about boxing, heading to Sydney to spend several months training and trying to rustle up big fights. He scored one in August at the Stadium against British welterweight champion Arthur Evernden. By the twelfth round Mick’s eye bled freely and he was snorting crimson spray. But he slugged on to victory in the twentieth. Returning to Melbourne, Mick, with his dad in his corner, took on Britain’s Nicol Simpson. Though ‘loose-fleshed and loose-limbed’ and half a stone lighter than his ‘fine, muscled up’ opponent, Referee reported Mick was ‘wonderfully improved’ since his last home-town fight. Mick won on the referee’s decision, and the crowd ‘cheered and cheered’. Three months later in Brisbane, he vanquished Henri Demlin, a victory that later saw him claim to have bested Australia’s most famous boxer. ‘I beat Les Darcy, too,’ he would say, blue eyes twinkling. ‘Of course, I did. I knocked out that Frenchman in sixteen rounds, and it took Darcy twenty rounds to beat him, so doesn’t that prove that I beat Darcy?’ A great bit of Irish blarney, just so long as his drinking buddies forgot Demlin was Belgian, Darcy KO’ed him in round five and that Mick won after twenty rounds when the referee gave him the decision – with half the audience this time loudly dissenting.

Briefly promoted as Victoria’s welterweight champion, Mick could make reasonable money boxing. He pocketed up to £30 for big fights and, with side wagers reaching £100, he might walk away from a win with close to what an average office worker earned in a year.

But John Wren’s shadow loomed over his career. Melbourne’s powerbroker had become Snowy Baker’s business partner in January 1914 and was infamous for fixing sports events. Mick’s last big fight – against American Fritz Holland in Brisbane in December 1915 – certainly had a stink about it. Mick seemed scared from the start. He retreated continually until the fourth round when he dropped to the mat, apparently felled by a left hook. Mick stayed down for the count. But the crowd was incensed, and the referee ruled no contest. ‘I was chased from the ring, chased by embittered fans, pasting me with chairs,’ Mick would later say. ‘They reckoned I was loafing on it. They chased me down the aisle and into the street.’

His career took a dive after the Holland fight. Anyway, by now his little brother Andy, also a bookmaker’s clerk, was proving the better boxer. Mick took genuine pleasure in his sibling’s success, sparring and travelling with him. But brotherly affection would sour for Andy as he realised that no matter how good he was, Mick would always be their father’s favourite.
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Mick’s winnings had been welcome, but Bina was glad her handsome husband – who already had one cauliflowered ear – would no longer come home beaten black and blue. Now pregnant with their first child, she had even more reason to be concerned about his health. Their baby was born in early 1916 and they named her Mary. But she died in infancy. Bina was soon pregnant again, and on 17 November 1916 welcomed baby Patricia at Coonara Private Hospital in St Kilda. Happily, this little girl thrived.

Planning a boxing comeback, Mick organised an exhibition match against Andy in February 1917. ‘He entered the ring, mud fat,’ wrote the Weekly Times. ‘Mick made an inglorious showing, being dropped in the second round, while he had great difficulty despite a 2½-stone advantage in seeing three rounds out.’

His life as a professional boxer over, Mick’s new career began that November when he and Bina took over the London Hotel in Collingwood. To economise – and get help with baby Patricia – the couple moved into the Ashworth Street home of Bina’s parents. While Mick would work the bar, Bina officially held the licence. This arrangement reflected her take-charge attitude and, at a time of much concern over illegal betting in pubs, also averted the possibility that her husband would be turned down because of his ties to the gambling game – legal and perhaps otherwise. Six o’clock closing had been introduced a year earlier, making it a tricky time to get into the hotel business. To stay on the right side of the law, Mick had to ensure drinkers were out the door by that time. It wasn’t an easy or pleasant task, particularly when ejecting drunk men recently maimed and/or made mad in places like Gallipoli, Fromelles and Bullecourt. No doubt Mick was often asked whether he – the famous fighter – had done his bit ‘over there’. In January 1917, Referee had reported he ‘once looked like moving to the front’, suggesting Mick tried to sign up and was rebuffed.

In the autumn of 1918, Mick tried to restart his VFL career by signing with Collingwood. But the old magic eluded him – he played only nine games, scored a modest ten goals and was off the team when the Magpies faced South Melbourne in that year’s Grand Final. Collingwood lost in a nailbiter, but Mick had consolation for his double disappointment because by then Bina was expecting another baby.
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The weeks leading up to the birth of the girl who would be known as ‘Australia’s Sweetheart’ were dramatic, tragic and terrifying. Early February 1919 saw a heatwave engulf Melbourne, and the air was hazy and harsh with smoke from bushfires on the city’s outskirts. Yet the threat posed by Spanish flu was far worse. The pandemic had reached Melbourne on 21 January and was soon putting a hundred citizens a week into their graves. Authorities tried to dispel rumours that the pestilence was actually bubonic plague. But they couldn’t deny the disease’s horrific virulence: people in perfect health in the morning could by evening have drowned in their own mucus and blood. Frighteningly, the most vulnerable were people Mick and Bina’s age, with pregnant women at greatest risk and their unborn babies in danger of dying in utero even if their mothers recovered. To prevent the spread of infection, race meetings and other sporting events were cancelled, and hotels, theatres, cinemas, music and concert halls were closed. The Maguires could still go to church, provided they wore masks at indoor services or endured the heat at alfresco masses offered in gardens and on tennis courts. Authorities urged people to engage in a ‘quiet, cheerful life’ at home – though life at Ashworth Street wouldn’t have been that quiet, not with toddler Patricia, or that cheerful, not with heat and smoke let into the house by anti-influenza directives that doors and windows be left open for ventilation.

Conditions eased in the third week of February. Rains doused the fires, temperatures slipped back to bearable and influenza deaths decreased. However, with hospitals still overflowing, it was far safer for Bina to give birth at Ashworth Street.

Yet even the sanctity of the Australian family home wasn’t guaranteed in Middle Park that weekend. The night before Bina’s baby came, the quiet of a suburb under virtual quarantine was shattered by gunshots when a returned Digger ran amok with a revolver. Storming into the house he had shared with his estranged wife, he shot dead their two-year-old daughter, put four bullets into the man he believed to be his wife’s lover, and then blew out his own miserable brains. Melbourne was reeling from this tragic news when Hélène Teresa Maguire – who would be called Peggy and later Mary – was born on Saturday, 22 February 1919.


2.

Little Hélène thrived. Melbourne was on the road to recovery. Temperatures eased, infections and deaths dropped, public buildings reopened. But in mid-autumn another influenza wave hit, killing nearly thirteen hundred people in six weeks. This time, though, the defiant city didn’t come to a standstill, and soon the Maguires took over the Carters Arms Hotel in Northcote. As the year progressed, the epidemic burned itself out and life gradually went back to normal. Quarantined soldiers came home, cars were more common on the streets, and films like The Man from Kangaroo, starring Snowy Baker, and The Sentimental Bloke, directed by Raymond Longford, showed that Australians could make movies every bit as good as those coming from Hollywood.

The Roaring Twenties was more an American than an Australian concept, yet Melbourne would soon exhibit some of the trappings of the era with the birth of broadcast radio and the strains of jazz coming from clubs where smart young women adopted the flapper style. As the decade got under way, the Maguires enjoyed a new era of prosperity as hotel proprietors. Hélène was by then a plump, healthy toddler. A photo of her at eighteen months of age shows her in a grassy backyard, sunlight in her short curls, dressed like a prize fighter in shorts and booties with one hand in a little boxing glove.

Not long after this picture was taken Mick and Bina added another daughter to their brood – Joan, born in April 1921 – and sold the Carters Arms licence to take over the Yarraville Hotel in Footscray. Over the next fifteen months, the Maguires bought and sold numerous hotel licences, with their eldest daughter, Patricia, later recalling that as a child she and her sisters frequently travelled with their parents in taxis between these pubs. Though they were short-term investments, records indicate the family sometimes lived on the premises, as with the Yarraville Hotel, the Palmerston Hotel in South Melbourne and the Gilbert Club Hotel in Kerang in country Victoria. It was a peripatetic lifestyle that showed the couple would take risks and move to further their interests – just as Mick had done as a teenager by defecting from Richmond to Melbourne, and as Bina had demonstrated by striking out for Bendigo as a single woman. Husband and wife were similar in this respect, yet one of Mick’s mates later confirmed that she was the brains behind their business strategy. ‘Lunching with the clan Maguire, I decided that Mick had been lucky in his matrimonial choice,’ the friend wrote in a newspaper column. ‘Mrs Maguire was a sparkling and radiant personality in any class or company … Under the wife’s direction the family fortunes prospered.’

In July 1922, Mick and Bina poured these fortunes into the Bull & Mouth Hotel in Melbourne’s busy Bourke Street. This historic hotel, with its famous gold-painted plaster bull’s head mounted over the public bar, formed the backdrop for Hélène’s earliest childhood memories. The three-storey Bull & Mouth had been built around 1851, when Victoria’s gold rush was just beginning. With its central Bourke Street location, near the corner of Swanston Street, it held a prime position opposite the staging post for Cobb & Co coaches bound for Ballarat, Bendigo and beyond.

With Melbourne’s population quadrupling in three years, business boomed at the Bull & Mouth. Predating similar saloons in the American west by several years, it was a wild place where men pounded cheap drinks in a fug of tobacco smoke, sought out other pleasures in upstairs rooms and occasionally concluded arguments with their fists. On an infamous occasion around this time, a jealous husband pulled out a revolver in the dining room and shot the man he suspected of cuckolding him. The victim fell down with a bullet hole in his forehead and an exit wound at the back of his head. Just a few minutes later he got up, very much alive; the bullet had glanced off his frontal bone, traversed around the skull beneath the skin and popped out opposite where it entered. Despite – or perhaps because of – such ribaldry, the Bull & Mouth was one of the Bourke Street businesses that survived the post–gold rush slump and other later economic fluctuations. By the early 1900s this part of the city remained a lively if seedy entertainment district, where thirty bars operated until late at night and criminal gangs like Squizzy Taylor’s Bourke Street Rats flourished. Though Squizzy was shot and wounded just a block away from the Bull & Mouth in October 1922, Bourke Street was becoming better known for its shopping and movie theatres by the time the Maguires took over the hotel.

Everyone now knew Hélène as ‘Peggy’. The nickname suited her – she was an angelic and energetic dark-eyed child just like tiny American movie tyke Baby Peggy Montgomery. This little star’s films, with titles like Peggy, Behave!, Little Miss Mischief, Helen’s Babies, Little Miss Hollywood and Peg o’ the Movies, packed cinemas all along Bourke Street. Two of these theatres were right next door to the Bull & Mouth: the Britannia, the city’s first purpose-built cinema, and the Melba, also a busy motion-picture house. On the other side of the Melba on the corner of Swanston Street rose The Leviathan, offering five storeys of shopping in one of the city’s first department stores. The Bull & Mouth’s east-side neighbour was the sprawling Cole’s Book Arcade, which stocked some two million volumes, justifying its claim to be ‘the largest bookstore in the world’. For Patricia, Peggy and little Joan, the Bull & Mouth stood at the centre of a wonderland. The Britannia and Melba each ran one or two new films weekly. There they could marvel at the movies of not only Baby Peggy but also Charlie Chaplin, Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, Gloria Swanson, Marion Davies, Charles Farrell and Janet Gaynor. When nothing at the pictures appealed, Cole’s famous motto promised ‘Read as Long as You Like – Nobody Asked to Buy’. But the Maguires didn’t even have to leave home for entertainment. From the Bull & Mouth’s first-storey balcony they could watch all of Melbourne pass by, which was particularly exciting on Anzac Day and other special occasions that saw Bourke Street lined with tens of thousands of people. Each St Patrick’s Day, Mick put their grandmother Ellen in a chair out there with a beer and cigarette so she could watch the parade.

For Mick and Bina, the Bull & Mouth’s central location made it a money-spinner – even if that very popularity sometimes put them in peril and in the public eye. ‘Busy as Bourke Street at rush hour’ was as true then as it is now: the thoroughfare teemed with pedestrians, cable trams and motor vehicles. But the busiest pockets were the public bars between knock-off and early closing. Every workday the Bull & Mouth attracted a ‘thirsty multitude’ for a frenzy of drinking that recalled the pub’s riotous gold rush era – and it was up to Mick to get them out the door by six o’clock six days a week. In early December 1922 he failed and faced court. Mick’s lawyer explained his client’s daily dilemma: he risked prosecution if he refused men service at 5.59 p.m., and a fine if he didn’t have them all out and the doors closed a minute later. The magistrate expressed sympathy at the task of ‘emptying half-muddled and cantankerous men from the bar on the stroke of six o’clock’ but said the law was the law and fined Mick £7.

Bina made a more sensational court appearance in relation to the Bull & Mouth in February 1923 when she testified in the murder case that was the talk of Melbourne. The previous November, Bertha Coughlan, a 28-year-old woman from country Victoria, had come to stay at the hotel while supposedly seeking medical treatment for an ear complaint. Bina made her acquaintance and twice noticed her in the company of a tall man. One morning, she found Bertha crying in one of the hotel’s lounges. Bina was gently rebuffed when she asked after the woman’s health, offered to help and tried to cheer her up. Bertha then walked out of the Bull & Mouth and seemed to drop off the face of the earth. She remained missing until 2 February 1923, when police found her badly decomposed body – and decapitated head – in a sack in the Yarra River. Police charged Hannah Mitchell, a backyard abortionist, with the murder. Trial proceedings indicated the tall man Bina had seen was Bertha’s lover and that he had sent her off to have her pregnancy terminated. That resulted in her death, a cover-up, the grisly disposal of the corpse and Hannah Mitchell then attempting to murder her ex-husband when he threatened to expose the crime. Remarkably, she beat the charges – just as she would later walk free again in similar cases.

Mick next fronted court in September 1923, testifying against a man whom he had ejected from the Bull & Mouth. The bloke had then come back with three or four mates and bashed Mick.

All of that paled in comparison with what happened at the end of October. After police went on strike, unrest spread and violent skirmishes broke out around picket lines. But disorder exploded into a riot as young men spilled from city pubs at six o’clock on Saturday, 3 November. On Bourke Street a group of sailors tried to stop the crowd from looting The Leviathan. They were beaten by the mob, who smashed the shop windows and helped themselves to goods. The rioters then swarmed along Bourke Street. A terrified box-office girl at the Britannia grabbed the takings and fled into the Bull & Mouth. Cinema staff locked the theatre’s entrance doors behind her, and in the auditorium moviegoers huddled in fear as they listened to shouting and smashing outside. The mob burst in, surged through the cinema, and then rushed out and on to more mayhem. While neighbouring businesses suffered serious damage, the Bull & Mouth was passed over, suggesting Mick’s boxing prowess deterred the thugs. Anarchy spread through the city, with rioters attacking any police still on duty, commandeering trams and targeting jewellery stores. One hundred thousand people came from the suburbs to watch the spectacle. Great War hero General Sir John Monash organised a volunteer militia of thousands of men to take back the streets with baton charges in scenes that called to mind the Russian Revolution. Sunday morning saw Bourke Street shopfronts barricaded. By Monday morning the rioters had retreated in the face of heavy rain and streets patrolled by soldiers armed with rifles. The madness had left three people dead and four hundred injured.

In mid-June 1924 Mick could have been forgiven for thinking it might be about to happen again after he confronted a drunk who entered the Bull & Mouth at 7.00 p.m. and demanded a drink. When the man let fly a string of obscenities, Mick kept his cool and called the cops. As he helped two constables take the resisting lout to the city watch house, a mob gathered and followed them. ‘At the intersection of Swanston and Lonsdale Streets, many persons joined the others,’ reported The Argus. ‘The crowd began hooting, and several policemen were sent from headquarters.’ Fortunately the mob dispersed.

Less than a week later Mick and Bina had another close call when they were in a head-on collision while motoring back to Melbourne from a short holiday. Their Studebaker was destroyed, but the couple emerged from the wreckage miraculously uninjured. A passenger in the other vehicle wasn’t so lucky, suffering head and face wounds that required surgery and resulted in permanent disfigurement. The victim sued for £499, claiming that Mick was the negligent driver. Mick’s defence – that the trouble had started because the plaintiff’s driver had been on the wrong side of the road – appeared to be partially accepted by the judge, who nevertheless ordered him to pay £125 in damages. Bina fared better when she was next in court, in October 1926, defending a charge of assault brought by a Bull & Mouth waitress. The former employee presented photographs of bruises to support her claim for £49 in damages, saying Bina had manhandled her before physically throwing her from the hotel. The judge tossed out the case.

Peggy was too young to know much of these events, though a massive murderous mob on her doorstep might have imprinted itself indelibly. Regardless of what she remembered, Bina and Mick’s triumphs, trials and tribulations meant that she and her four sisters – Carmel was born in 1924; baby Mary, nicknamed ‘Lupe’, followed in 1925 – grew up with a rich family lore. In their stories, her parents were always central to the action and always justified, whether on country roads and footy fields, in boxing rings and courts of law, in their very own historic hotel or out on the mean streets of Melbourne. The lesson – supported by scrapbooks filled with newspaper reports, sports articles and even Mick’s football trading cards – was that her parents weren’t ordinary and that the Maguire girls weren’t going to be either.
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