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‘A false witness will not go unpunished,
 and he who breathes out lies will not escape.’

– Proverbs 19:5
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PROLOGUE

Beef Wellington is chef Gordon Ramsay’s signature dish. Historically, the dish was supposedly created to celebrate the Duke of Wellington’s victory against Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815. It’s a special dish, usually made for a special occasion. It can be hard to get right, easy to get wrong and the meal is easily let down by soggy pastry or either undercooked or overcooked beef.

In the Ramsay version, you sear a nice lump of beef fillet, then fry off some finely chopped mushrooms to form a kind of paste, or duxelles. Next you lay out some prosciutto, smear the mushroom duxelles over it, then pop the beef on top and roll. Finally, you encase the rolled-up beef in puff pastry, glaze it with a little egg wash and pop it in the oven. The result is a golden brown, buttery, flaky pastry parcel that, when sliced, reveals gloriously pink beef and a fragrant waft from the mushrooms.

In late July 2023, beef Wellington made front pages around the planet – and it wasn’t Gordon Ramsay’s recipe. 

This particular dish had been served at a family lunch held in the country town of Leongatha, Victoria. The lunch had purportedly been organised to help reconciliation between the host, Lego-loving true crime obsessive Erin Patterson, and her estranged husband, Simon, and his family. Erin also hoped her guests would provide counsel on how best to deal with some potentially serious medical issues she claimed to be facing.

According to Ramsay, ‘Beef Wellington has to be the ultimate indulgence. It’s one of my all-time favourite main courses and it would definitely be on my last supper menu.’ 

Sadly, it was to be the last supper for three of the four guests who sat down with Erin Patterson that day – husband and wife Don and Gail Patterson, and Gail’s sister, Heather Wilkinson. Heather’s husband, Ian, was also at the lunch, but after a long and brutal medical battle, Ian survived. Simon Patterson, Don and Gail’s son, was also on the guest list that fateful day but prudently decided not to attend. 

The lunch also proved to be Erin Trudi Patterson’s Waterloo – an event that would have horrific consequences for all involved. After a lengthy investigation, Erin was charged with three counts of murder and five counts of attempted murder. Two of the five attempt charges arose from the beef Wellington lunch, but – in an intriguing development – three were for alleged attempts on Simon’s life in the two years before that dreadful day. 

In the lead-up to the trial, the attempted murder charges relating to the attempts on Simon were hived off, to be heard in a separate trial. This trial was to be held after the trial for the three counts of murder of Don, Gail and Heather, and the attempt on Ian Wilkinson. But just days before that trial started, those charges for the attempts on Simon’s life were dropped.

The tragedy and bizarre nature of these crimes propelled these ordinary families, living quiet lives in the close-knit rural towns of Leongatha and Korumburra, onto the world stage. No-one could have anticipated the glare of global publicity that would ensue, and for the residents of these towns, that spotlight was unwelcome. Packs of journalists, reporters and film crews came knocking on the doors of those involved, their families, neighbours, friends and colleagues. They camped outside Erin Patterson’s home in Leongatha, all hoping for a glimpse, a photo or a comment. 

Each day brought more coverage, splashed on newspapers, TV and radio news bulletins and in the chat groups that were springing up on numerous social media platforms. First, they described the condition of those hospitalised, then the dreadful fate of the three decent, honourable people who lost their lives, before the focus shifted to Ian Wilkinson’s months-long recovery and the careful, methodical work of the police. 

Was it really the diabolical death cap mushroom that had caused the victims’ fate? If so, was their inclusion in the dish an accident, a terrible, innocent mistake? Or was it something more sinister – a mother dedicated to her kids taking brutal retribution on her estranged family? And in the background was Simon Patterson’s chilling suspicion that his wife had poisoned him before, and more than once. 

There was a question we all wanted answered. Was Erin Patterson a person who had tried to commit mass murder?
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WELCOME TO LEONGATHA

Murder is a crime that in one single devastating and usually unanticipated moment – at least for some – changes the lives of so many forever. The impact may become less vivid over time, the tragedy may soften, but it will always be there, lingering in a corner of the mind, waiting to be triggered. Those impacted include not only the victims’ families and friends, but also the investigators, lawyers, and of course the perpetrator and those who know them. These crimes also leach into the community where the victim(s) and perpetrator(s) lived, worked, raised their families, walked their dog and lived out their day-to-day lives.

The death of three people put the towns of Korumburra, where the victims lived, and Leongatha, where the lunch took place, on front pages around the world. The bizarre events in this peaceful part of Australia, a place many of us needed a map to find, were a hot topic in discussions around both the nation and the globe, from true crime afficionados to the broader public. In the plentiful online chat groups that popped up, speculation was rife – was it an accident, misadventure or something more sinister? 

Leongatha, the town that Erin Patterson and her deadly beef Wellington put on the map, is an easy 130-kilometre drive from Melbourne, with a population of around 6000 people. I’m a fan of the road less travelled, so when a road sign informed me I could turn off the main highway and enjoy a more scenic route to the scene of the crime, I jumped at the chance. First stop was Poowong, home to just over 700 people, a handful of shops, a petrol station and a pub – a sliver of bucolic bliss. But if you look past the houses on the main street, you’ll see housing estates pegged out, presumably awaiting new residents escaping Melbourne in search of a quieter life. 

Fifteen kilometres along the road, among rolling hills and verdant pastures, is Korumburra, population of around 4500 people. This close-knit town is home to the Patterson and Wilkinson families, and was also once home to Simon and Erin Patterson. 

The main street of Korumburra boasts a pub spruiking vegan meals, a tattooist, a few cafes, a smart new craft brewery, a Thai massage parlour and a few greying tree-changers who’ve fled the city. A smattering of Marge Simpson-like hairstyles adds a little visual variety.

Korumburra was settled in the late 1800s, its development aided by the discovery of coal and the advent of the Great Southern Railway from Dandenong to Korumburra, which began construction in 1887 and finally opened in 1892. This work was spurred on by an 1889 Royal Commission that declared the rapid transport of coal from the mines to Melbourne should be an imperative. 

Korumburra was the regional hub of a vigorous coal mining industry from the reign of Queen Victoria until the late 1960s, when it went into a rapid decline. The first profitable coal mine – the Coal Creek Proprietary Company – was established in 1889, and remnants of that era still linger in names like Mine Road, the Coal Creek Motel – the only motel in town – and the Coal Creek Miners Museum. The train line ceased operation a century later and is now a tourist attraction, the Great Southern Rail Trail. The last mine in Gippsland closed in 2015.

These days Korumburra remains a close-knit town with a strong sense of community, evidenced by over eighty local groups, mainly volunteers, working in organised sport, landcare, the arts, supporting senior citizens and simply helping each other. It’s also a town devastated by the loss of Don and Gail Patterson and Heather Wilkinson, who, for decades, had worked hard for their community. Recovery will be slow.

Religion is a strong thread, with the churches not only significant as places of worship but also as social hubs that welcome the less religiously inclined. The town has a mix of the usual suspects, including a vigorous Pentecostal church and the Baptist church in Mine Road where the Patterson and Wilkinson families regularly joined the congregation. The Baptist church is a humble weatherboard building, painted a dark cream with dark green highlights and an ochre tin roof. It was built in 1895 during the town’s thriving days, when the future looked rosy. In 1956, the church made history as the first Baptist church in Australia to induct a deaconess, Norma Barnett, to what Melbourne’s Argus reported as taking ‘full responsibility for a Baptist church’.

Fifteen kilometres along the picturesque A440 highway is Leongatha, the administrative heart of South Gippsland, and home to the South Gippsland Shire Council. 

When motoring in from Korumburra, Leongatha – pronounced with a short ‘a’, rather than the drawn-out ‘gartha’ (like Martha) we city types were quickly schooled not to use – greets you with the not terribly welcoming sign ‘Leongatha – Arrive Alive, Take A Break’. There’s no suggestion of a warm country welcome, no proud claim of a ‘tidy town’, none of the signs announcing places to stay or to eat that are common on the outskirts of many Australian country towns. 

The town was a key player in Gippsland’s dairy industry, dating back to the late 1880s when the place was first settled. Today, many smaller producers have been taken over and consolidated by major global players like the Canadian conglomerate Saputo, who swallowed up well-known brands like Devondale, King Island Dairy and the sharp yet squishy cheeses of Mersey Valley.

Back at the close of the nineteenth century, Leongatha was also home to the first and probably only experiment in using a labour colony to help with unemployment in a time of recession. Spurred on by examples in Bismarck’s Germany, a camp was set up to focus on clearing land and developing a self-sustaining community. It started with twelve men in 1893. They cleared the land, planted crops like silverbeet and corn, and started dairy production. Over the ensuing decade around 6000 men passed through the colony, and by 1914 it was closed, with some of the land sold to the Leongatha Butter and Cheese Factory, and other parcels to become soldier settlement farms in the wake of World War I.

These days, Leongatha is the service town for the region, home to the big shops like Woolworths and the wildly popular other note of German influence on the town, Aldi. There are traffic lights, more Thai massage parlours, and even a cafe offering a plant-based menu.

Locals who’ve lived there for generations now find themselves sharing the angle parking in the two main streets with middle-aged chaps sporting man buns and driving new-model SUVs that seldom see any offroad motoring. 

On my visits, I found the locals weren’t too keen to comment on the terrible crime that happened in their midst. Their reticence was perhaps a combination of coming to grips with the shock of it and the vigorous, and often intrusive, media attention that had stirred their lives a little too much. Having journalists, reporters and international stringers knocking on doors and loitering in the main streets for a vox pop can tax anyone’s goodwill.

However, being politely persistent and turning the last remains of my ageing charm up to high did bring the occasional reward. Explaining why I was in town was always followed by a pause and the occasional grimace, then the consistent response: ‘Erin Patterson? Well, she’s not from around here really.’ 
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FATAL FUNGI FORAGING

Britain’s Woodland Trust describes the Amanita phalloides, commonly known as the death cap mushroom, as the ‘silent assassin and killer of kings. The death cap has been used as a murder weapon for millennia.’ The death cap is thought to have killed Roman Emperor Claudius in 54 AD and Pope Clement VII in 1534.

The Australian National Botanic Gardens and Australian National Herbarium, as part of a public information initiative, posed the question ‘How dangerous is the death cap?’ The answer? ‘Deadly! The poisons in one cap are enough to kill a healthy adult and less will be enough to kill a small child.’ In 2016, the Guardian reported that the death cap was responsible for more deaths than any other mushroom, adding, ‘Worse still, death caps have been reported to taste quite pleasant.’ The article went on: ‘To make life even more difficult, it’s easy to mistake the death cap for some edible mushrooms. They can be distinguished by a pale green cap, a bulbous ring at the bottom of the stalk and a ring-like collar at the top. But the cap can be white like an edible field mushroom, and the young unopened cap conceals its telltale white gills – a field mushroom has darker gills – and can also be mistaken for an edible young puffball.’ 

The internet provides a wealth of information on the death cap and its lethal ways, and it doesn’t take a supersleuth to find numerous cases of poisoning by this fungi and the horrific consequences.

According to Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria, the first confirmed identification of a death cap in Australia was in Canberra in the 1960s, followed by Melbourne in the 1970s and Adelaide in 2008. Death caps have been spotted across suburban Melbourne, including the south-eastern suburbs where Erin Patterson grew up and kept a home. The death cap originated in Europe, but made its way to North America and Australia, probably through the transport of trees that had some of the fungus attached.

The mushrooms grow in autumn, often at the foot of an oak tree. According to South Australia Health, they’re one of the deadliest mushrooms in the world and account for around ninety per cent of all mushroom poisoning deaths, which are thought to number around 100 per year. And according to Doctor Tom May, an expert from the Royal Botanic Gardens of Victoria and co-author of the 2021 book Wild Mushrooming, written to help people safely forage, the death cap is white when young, but as it ages the colours vary, including white, green, brown and yellow.

An amble around the internet reveals quite a few examples of the poor souls who’ve found themselves among that 100. Christina Hale, fifty-seven, and her husband, Jocelyn Lynch, forty-nine, from the historic market town of Bridgwater in the United Kingdom, were rushed to hospital on 17 November 2012. On the night of 15 November, both had eaten mushroom soup that Mrs Hale had made using mushrooms she’d found in their garden. The couple had begun to feel unwell the next morning. Mr Lynch later said they’d eaten mushrooms foraged from the garden previously but had been fine. On this occasion he’d been at work when his wife picked the mushrooms, so he hadn’t seen them, nor did he know how many she’d used. 

With diarrhoea and vomiting persisting, Mrs Hale called an after-hours medical service and told them she’d ‘eaten some dodgy mushrooms’. After examination, the doctor thought the cause was norovirus and the soup was unrelated. But he was wrong, illustrating the deceptive nature of death cap mushroom poisoning. 

The couple stayed at home, hoping the symptoms would fade, but that evening Mr Lynch, who’d been sleeping, was woken by shouting and discovered his wife had called the paramedics. Both were taken to hospital. Mrs Hale’s heart, affected by the toxins, stopped four times. She died of multi-organ failure on 19 November. Mr Lynch survived. 

At the Inquest, Coroner Michael Rose described the toxins in the mushrooms as assaulting Mrs Hale, noting that the amount was too great to survive. The Inquest also heard expert testimony that the mushrooms had been identified from photos taken at the house, and the death cap could readily be mistaken for safe mushrooms. Chillingly, just half a mushroom could be fatal, and there was no antidote. The coroner’s advice was, ‘One should never pick mushrooms, particularly under trees, unless you know exactly what you’re doing.’ 

In Australia there have been ample warnings about the danger of eating death caps. However, there have been a few recent cases of death by death cap, and in each instance the cause was accidental ingestion rather than someone with an intent to inflict harm.

The Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) article of 19 November 2021 quoted Australian Capital Territory (ACT) Health Minister Rachel Stephen-Smith, who warned, ‘While this is not the normal time of year for death cap mushroom growth in the ACT, it is a timely reminder to people not to pick and eat wild mushrooms.’ The article also said that death caps usually grew in autumn, thrived in wet weather and were often found under oak trees, noting, ‘Death caps are a very dangerous mushroom, causing liver damage, which can be fatal. The mushrooms are often confused for straw mushrooms, a commonly eaten variety in Asia that looks very similar.’ 

Other articles around that time outlined the symptoms of death cap poisoning, and reported the sad case of three people who ate them in Australia in 2012, two of whom died as a result. This event garnered publicity around the world.

An undated article in the online publication Australian Food Timeline said of the incident, ‘Death cap mushrooms have been involved in the majority of mushroom poisoning deaths around the world including, in ancient times, that of Roman emperor Claudius.’ The article went on to recount a New Year’s Eve dinner in 2011/12 at Canberra’s Harmonie German Club, which curiously had a Chinese bistro rather than the expected sauerkraut and sausages. The bistro’s respected chef Liu Jun was a fan of foraging, and used some mushrooms he’d found to make a stir-fry at a private dinner for friends. Chef Jun and kitchen hand Tsou Hsiang died in hospital while awaiting a liver transplant, and a third diner recovered.

On 14 January 2012, the ABC reported that the chef had mistaken the mushrooms for a Chinese delicacy. This article also went on to note that death caps were often found under oak trees, and that five people in Canberra had died of death cap poisoning in the five years prior to this incident.

The article in the Australian Food Timeline noted also that a young woman had sued Woolworths in 2014, claiming that mushrooms she’d bought there contained traces of death cap. The woman alleged that she’d bought button mushrooms that had been contaminated by death caps from a Woolworths supermarket. The mushrooms were for her mother to make a family favourite – potato and mushroom curry. The woman, her mother and her housemate enjoyed the dish for dinner on 23 April 2014, but by 1 am the next day all three were violently ill and suffering from diarrhoea and vomiting. They initially passed it off as food poisoning but by late afternoon they were in the emergency unit of Canberra’s Calvary Hospital, where staff quickly suspected death cap mushroom poisoning. Though her mother and housemate were stabilised, the woman endured multi-organ failure and was in a coma before a liver transplant saved her life. She was adamant the offending mushrooms came from Woolworths, and was reported in the Sydney Morning Herald of 14 June 2015 as saying, ‘they don’t believe me – they say [the] death cap didn’t come from Woolies [that they] could be from anywhere. But I’m not stupid. Everyone knows that you don’t pick mushrooms from the forest. The mushrooms came from Woolies – I remember.’

The investigation was complicated, because the mushrooms allegedly used in the curry had been bought two weeks before, so would most certainly be different stock once investigations started. To further complicate matters, the woman said she’d paid cash for her purchase and had not kept the receipt. ACT’s Chief Health Officer Paul Kelly said it was an isolated incident and that no other reports of poisoning by death cap had been received.

The case has an eerie similarity with the story first offered by Erin Patterson after her lunch guests became ill.

The most recent death cap fatality was the May 2024 death of 98-year-old Loreta Del Rossi of Bayswater, Victoria. Loreta grew her own vegetables and cooked with them, using the wild grasses like dandelions that appeared in her garden, and the mushrooms that also occasionally popped up. 

In April that year she found a patch of mushrooms growing in the front yard and told her son Nicola, who lived with her, that she’d clean and test them. The pair then ate them in a dish of rice and tuna to no ill effect. Nicola recalled that the mushrooms were white in colour. On 15 May Loreta found similar-looking mushrooms growing in the same part of the yard. She collected them and included them in that night’s dinner. Both went to bed at their usual time and were feeling fine. 

Around 2 am, Nicola heard his mother in the bathroom. Initially, he didn’t think anything was wrong. However, around 4 am he went to his mother, who told him she’d been vomiting since around 2 am and that the mushrooms were the cause. He wasn’t feeling any ill effect so assumed she had a simple case of food poisoning. But by 6 am Nicola was also unwell and vomiting. Hours later, they were so unwell they called 000. Mrs Del Rossi died seven days later of multi-organ failure following amanita poisoning. Her son survived.
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