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THE BONOX HABIT

IN OCTOBER 1947, SYDNEY HOUSEWIFE YVONNE GLADYS BUTLER planned the perfect murder. She didn’t arrange an alibi, because she wouldn’t need one. In fact, she felt so confident of getting away with it she left the victim’s body out in plain sight and didn’t bother to hide it. Yvonne believed the perfect murder was possible if it could be made to look like something else entirely and no one even realised that a crime had been committed.

Her recipe for murder was simple. In her small kitchen at 57 Ferndale Street in the working-class suburb of Newtown, she waited for the kettle to boil. She carefully measured from two small glass bottles, one labelled ‘Bonox’, the other ‘Thall-Rat’. Although both products were described as economical and easy to use, only one was marked ‘poison’. Cooking by feel, Yvonne did not measure precisely. She tapped a small amount from each bottle into a porcelain teacup, poured boiling water over the mixture and stirred.

Her plan was now in motion.

She watched the swirling vortex of liquid and paused to ensure the mixture had dissolved. She leaned over it. Curls of steam spiralled slowly and ominously from the cup. The flame-shaped clouds of water vapour touched her nose. Satisfied that the hot brew looked and smelled like a cup of regular ‘beef tea’, she picked it up and walked down the hall and upstairs to the bedroom. She flicked off the hall light as she passed and the entire house fell into darkness. She handed the hot tea to her husband, Desmond, who was propped up in bed reading the newspaper by lamplight.

‘Your Bonox, dear.’

•

Desmond woke early the next morning feeling sick, though not sick enough to warrant medical attention. His diarrhoea was dismissed as an upset stomach. He attributed his headache and nausea to a hangover. He went to work.

That night, Yvonne reached again for the two small glass bottles with the strange-sounding names.

The following day, Desmond felt worse; sufficiently so to take a few days off from his job as a cleaner at the Grace Bros. department store. He felt exhausted and had aches and pains, and an odd stiffness in his legs. He decided to see the local doctor. His sore throat and lethargy might be something more serious. The diphtheria bacterium was still fairly common in the community and it affected the throat. Poliomyelitis, although less common in adults, was also raised as a possibility. When the more serious diseases were ruled out, the doctor diagnosed a common cold. He prescribed bed rest. And more Bonox.

A thick, brown, concentrated paste, Bonox was known by a few different names, including beef tea, clear beef and fluid beef. It was a regular grocery item for many working-class families because it was cheap and, according to the advertising, provided all the nutrients of meat for those who could not afford to buy it fresh. Doctors recommended Bonox because, as ‘pre-digested beef’, it was gentle on the stomach and could be dissolved quickly in hot water. High in iron, it was frequently served to patients in recovery on hospital wards. There was even a term coined for a daily intake of liquid beef when one was recuperating: the ‘Bonox habit’.

Yvonne followed the doctor’s orders. She made beef tea for her husband every night.

After a few days, Desmond’s lethargy and the worst of his symptoms seemed to go away. He hadn’t completely recovered, but he felt better.

In Newtown’s close-knit community, neighbours noticed everything. They noticed when Desmond missed work and they noticed when a doctor made a house call. The Butlers lived in a particularly cramped part of the densely populated suburb. Buildings were terraced closely together – common fences, narrow lanes and shared walls meant that families came to know far more about each other than perhaps they cared to. A neighbour could be heard coughing from next door, even when the windows were closed. Everyone knew which marriages were happy and which ones weren’t; who had sons who’d gone away to war, and who had sons who hadn’t come home. Many of the twenty-five families living on Ferndale Street had been there for more than a decade. Desmond and Yvonne Butler had lived there for only a few years, but everyone in the street seemed to know them – or know of them.

Families with young children were the most obvious. Babies woke up the neighbourhood as they cried for morning feeds like urban roosters crowing at dawn. Desmond, aged twenty-nine, and Yvonne, twenty-five, had two children – Raymond and Ellen. Neighbours heard baby Ellen crying and little Ray on his squeaky scooter playing in the street.

With his aquiline features, athletic figure, cleft chin, deep-set eyes and thick flop of jet hair, Desmond was hard to miss. In his dark suit and with his long, bounding legs, he cut a dramatic figure as he strode through the suburb. A quiet man, he spoke with a gravelly timbre which most thought was due to a poorly performed childhood tonsillectomy.

Desmond’s laconic manner didn’t stop him from communicating, though. One female neighbour described him as a ‘physical man’. Others knew him as the dark-haired chap who would sidle up to women and wrap his arm around their shoulders while having a friendly chat. He was known to pinch a bottom here and there as well. Some women viewed the behaviour as playful, others as predatory. Desmond did not hide the pleasure he took in flirting with women, not even from his wife. Yvonne once said, ‘He’s not a cranky type. But he just can’t seem to talk to a woman without pawing and mauling her. He’s a real tiger.’

If Desmond was the resident tiger, Yvonne was the leopard. She was also hard to miss. Her favourite coat went down past her knees, had wide lapels, and featured a synthetic leopard-skin print. Yvonne would team this with a garish scarf around her neck, a patterned turban to restrain her wild tangle of hair, and a bold two-toned heel. She was doll like: a small-framed woman with a long, smooth face and tiny, flat features. She painted her face with precision: her blue–red satin lips were shapely, her eyes defined by a sharp brow, and the red rouge on the apple of her cheeks gave her the appearance of someone blushing shyly. Her curly hair bounced cheekily when she walked and was rolled at the front to create a fringe. Though Mattel’s first Barbie doll would not be available for sale in Australia for more than a decade, with her heavy-lidded eyes, sharply contoured eyebrows and pouting lips, Yvonne’s look bore an uncanny resemblance to it.

Neighbours not only noticed Yvonne and Desmond, they judged them. Like every family in Ferndale Street, the Butlers had been affected by the war. Although Desmond’s army service record was long, his war stories were not heroic. In his Australian Military Forces file, the ‘service and casualty’ section typically used to record injuries, promotions and positions was instead devoted to listing his arrests and prosecutions.

In simple terms, Desmond Butler was a deserter.

Desmond had joined the Citizen Military Forces (CMF) in 1941 but failed to report when required. Absent without leave, he was declared an illegal absentee and was caught and sent to the detention barracks in Bendigo. Once released, he again failed to turn up for assigned duty and was again sent to detention. He faced even more charges when he was caught trying to escape. On another occasion, a search of his possessions uncovered a full naval uniform. It was an offence viewed very dimly by military officials because it was assumed that Desmond, a known deserter, was impersonating an enlisted officer of significant status and rank. The cycle of capture, punishment and release went on for two years. In April 1943, he was formally charged with desertion and convicted. It was now part of his permanent criminal record. Sentenced to two years with hard labour, he was dishonourably discharged. Crucially, he also forfeited the 797 days’ pay he was owed.

With her husband in gaol and with no other way of supporting herself and Ray, who was still a baby at the time, Yvonne found work in a factory in Redfern which supplied cardboard packing for foodstuffs and artillery supplies. She organised care for Ray. Neighbours were happy to help the struggling mother making a contribution to the war effort. Yvonne carefully saved to make sure there was money to help Desmond get back on his feet when he finished his sentence.

He was released in January 1945, but struggled to find work. He quickly gambled and drank the savings in the family bank account. To make matters worse, when the war ended, Yvonne’s box factory work dried up. The couple’s second child, Ellen, was born in 1946. Between 1943 and 1947, Yvonne had wed and had two children, but had spent less than half her married life living with her husband. The marriage had spanned only four years but there was plenty of time for resentments to brew.

While the sound of children was regularly heard coming from the Butlers’ house, so too was the sound of yelling parents. Sunday mornings were especially bad, as the couple rebuked each other for the shenanigans of Friday and Saturday nights. Yvonne’s voice could be heard at fever pitch over the rooftops with the high-note emotion of a diva in a sweeping soprano solo. ‘Stop running around the billiard rooms!’ It might momentarily go quiet. Without fail, however, a short time later divo Desmond could be heard booming out a baritone response: ‘I’m not stupid, Vonnie, I know you’re seeing someone!’ The residents of Ferndale Street had front-row seats to a working-class melodrama underscored with jealousy and revenge.

Neighbours had seen Yvonne with an older man. Herbert Wood was a well-known retired fireman from Glebe who had worked in the area for years. He was forty years older than Yvonne and widowed. When asked why he spent so much time with a young married woman with children his response was always the same: ‘I’m helping her hang wallpaper.’

Rumours spread like wildfire. One neighbour told another, who told the next, who passed the information on to Desmond. Seething over the humiliation, he followed Yvonne one night to the door of Herbert Wood’s home. Desmond waited for them to go in, then he waited a little longer before he finally knocked on the front door. Wood opened the door to a man with a look of absolute thunder on his face. Taciturn, even in a state of rage, Desmond simply said, ‘You’ll see what she’s like.’ Then he left.

A week or so later, Desmond went out to play cards with the boys. And Yvonne believed it to be true, until neighbour Mrs Thompson told her otherwise: Desmond was at the Surryville Dance Hall on City Road, just near the University of Sydney. Yvonne stormed straight up there in a fury and found him. It led to a very public altercation in the street. The words ‘Father?!’ and ‘Husband?!’ were screamed like questions, as if Yvonne were publicly stripping Desmond of his right to hold these titles. ‘Stay home!’ was shouted so loudly the words bounced off the sandstone of the surrounding university buildings. By the end of October 1947, most of Newtown appeared to be looking on, fearful of the trouble brewing in the Butler household.
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