
“MAD MOSSY: MURDER, MAYHEM AND THE FORGOTTEN CLASS”                                                      LARGE PRINT COPY

LARGE PRINT COPY



“MAD MOSSY: MURDER, MAYHEM AND THE FORGOTTEN CLASS”                                                      LARGE PRINT COPY

A REGION ON THE EDGE

December 1938. It had not rained for a month and 
the land around Dubbo was parched. For days on end 
the temperature topped the old mark of 100 degrees 
Fahrenheit (38 degrees Celsius). Creeks and rivers, 
including the Macquarie River, were dry. It had been 
a dry year, well below average rainfall, and crops and 
farms were on the brink of failure.  

The region could not withstand much more pressure. 
The country was only just getting over the Great 
Depression. A few years prior to this, unemployment 
was almost 30% and, though it was now declining, 
thousands of itinerant workers (what we might 
call swagmen) roamed the countryside looking for 
work. Australia was recovering very slowly from the 
Depression; unlike the USA it had not introduced large 
government projects to drive employment up. The 
general gloom had yet to leave the land. 

Overseas, war threatened. Europe was once again 
declining into chaos. Hitler had already annexed 
Austria and the Sudetenland and Jewish businesses 
were attacked in the Kristallnacht. In Italy, Mussolini 
was demanding the return of former colonies whilst 
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in China, Japan was overrunning the forces of the new 
Nationalist government. It seemed almost certain that 
Australia’s young men would once more be called upon 
to sacrifice their lives for King and Country.

And the region did not have very many young men to 
start with. Narromine had a total population that barely 
reached 900 people, young and old. Dubbo had just 
over 4000. These numbers do not include the Aboriginal 
peoples of the region. They would not be counted 
properly until 1967. The population was scattered 
across farms, villages and towns. In between was space 
and isolation. On some roads you could travel for days 
without seeing anyone. At other times, roads would 
be clogged with farmers picking up supplies, salesmen 
visiting clients, and swagmen moving from house to 
house, farm to farm, looking for work. 

The swagmen had set routines. They returned to where 
they found work before. They worked hard to gain a 
good reputation. Driven by the seasons of work, they 
migrated across the landscape, reappearing at the 
same farms at the same time, offering to do the same 
chores and tasks. In the main, they were expected and 
welcomed. Farmers and pastoralists knew the bush 
skills these men had; they were used to living rough 
on the land, were generally reliable and caused little 
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trouble. 

Most workers were recognisable figures in towns and 
villages and on the farms. In between they could be 
anonymous. Camping by themselves near creeks, they 
might not see anyone else for days. Or they would 
camp nearby one another, striking up temporary 
friendships for a few days before moving on to the next 
farm.

Dubbo was a bustling town for the area but a far cry 
from the ordered grass-lined streets you see today. 
Its main streets were recently paved, but dust clouds 
still billowed behind cars, trucks and motorbikes 
throughout most of the town. As the temperature 
rose and the rains never came, the landscape took on 
the look of a country dying in its roots. The red dirt of 
Dubbo clung to everything, casting a thin sheen of red 
across the land. 

Then, on the last day of 1938 the skies broke. Thirty 
three millimetres (well over an inch) of rain fell on that 
day, clearing the air of dust and cooling the night. It 
was a portent that, perhaps, the coming year would be 
better than the last.
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THE LEATHER WORKER 

William Henry Bartley was a good man.

Born in Queensland he moved to Sydney later in life, 
and took up what jobs he could around the city. He 
lived in Lidcombe with a relative, Rupert Redshaw, 
or sometimes with long-term family friends such as 
Mrs Batten from Paddington or Mrs Williams at Kurri 
Kurri. Photographs that exist of him show a thin, neatly 
dressed man with hair cut short.

Like most, the Depression hit William hard. What jobs 
he could find came and went. He moved between 
houses in search of employment, turning his hand to 
whatever earned him a shilling. When work in the city 
dried up, he went west, travelling inland NSW in search 
of employment.

Unlike many in his position he did not turn to drink. 
Those who knew him described him as a hard worker, 
honest, and especially gifted in the art of leather work 
and plaiting.

In 1938 Bartley could find no work and so again turned 
to the countryside. He mounted his newly purchased 
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Niven bicycle, laden with leather goods and his tools, 
and began the long and arduous journey along dusty, 
rutted country roads. He stopped at farms and villages, 
selling his leather goods or doing work as a general 
bushman.

In early December, somewhere between the 5th and 
the 8th, he arrived in Dubbo. He set up camp with a 
Charles Ward, another itinerant worker, at the rear of 
Bowen’s Garage in Macquarie Street. During the day he 
searched for work or tried to sell his goods. There was 
little about however and, despite selling a number of 
plaited leather goods to local saddler, Thomas Jenkins, 
Bartley was forced to move on. 

He arrived in Narromine on the 9th and door knocked 
the town looking for work or sales. Narromine was 
even less successful than Dubbo and by the 13th he had 
moved to the outskirts of town, setting up camp by the 
river.

It was at this camp that he was visited by local farmer 
George Carpenter. He had heard that Bartley was good 
at plaiting leather and asked him to visit him at home 
the next day to discuss what he might be able to make. 
True to his word, on the 14th December Bartley visited 
Carpenter and agreed to make a leather rope for 25 
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shillings, a tidy sum for the time. The two shook hands 
and Bartley agreed to deliver the rope on the morning 
of the 16th. 

William Bartley would not be seen again.

The morning came and went. When Bartley did not 
appear, Carpenter became concerned. Itinerant workers 
lived on their word – a broken promise meant no work, 
no work meant no food. Carpenter returned to the 
river camp where he had last left Bartley. Bartley was 
gone. On the ground, near a tree, was a bloodstained 
newspaper. Near that, a bag of tea lay up-ended in the 
dirt, tea spilt everywhere. Strips of leather lay strewn 
about.

Carpenter took all this in. He turned and walked back to 
his house. It would be months before he notified police.
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THE GOLD PROSPECTOR 

Life in the Depression was not easy for those carrying 
their swag. Long distances, lonely roads and empty 
pockets ruled the life of many, but some made a success 
of it.

One such man was Timothy O’Shea.

He was born in Walgett and at 55 years of age, no doubt 
knew the rhythms and motions of this harsh landscape 
intimately. In search of work, he travelled across the 
region, being well-known in towns and villages such as 
Wellington, Nyngan, Warren, the Pilliga and places in 
between.

Like Bartley, O’Shea travelled to where the work was. 
Also like Bartley, O’Shea was known as a good worker, 
honest, reliable, temperate in his drink, and generally 
of good character and habits. He was just another one 
of the hundreds, if not thousands, of men travelling the 
NSW outback in search of money, food and a bed.

Unlike Bartley, however, O’Shea had few, if any, 
saleable craftsman skills. He survived on his hard work 
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and reliability. When work was short, or if conditions 
were right, O’Shea supplemented his income by 
prospecting for gold. It appears to have been a good 
living for him. He owned his own sulky and horse, a 
beautiful chestnut mare, had a large supply of camping 
supplies, and was known to carry a sizeable amount of 
cash with him when he travelled. It also appears he did 
not always work in ad-hoc jobs. Near the end of 1938 
he finished a one month stretch of work at Maxwellton 
Station near Carinda, south of Walgett. He agreed with 
the owner, Lachlan Simpson that he would return in 
January for the shearing season.

Like Bartley, he would not keep that promise.

By mid-December he was in Narromine. As well as 
his chestnut horse, he had purchased a dappled grey 
horse and was joined by a red sheepdog of somewhat 
distinctive appearance. Many people remembered 
seeing O’Shea camped by the river on Brummagem 
Creek. He must have been quite the sight, with this 
well-equipped sulky, two horses and that distinctive red 
dog. A far cry from the modern image of the ‘swaggie’ 
down on his luck, O’Shea was a successful worker 
and prospector. His camp was well-ordered and very 
well equipped. If anyone could be said to have had a 
comfortable life on the road, it was O’Shea.
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The last time O’Shea was seen was the 17th December. 
He stopped at Fred Nolan’s blacksmith shop in 
Narromine, among others, and asked about good 
places to feed his horses. He was told that Mack’s 
Reserve just down the river was the best bet. The next 
day, he had disappeared without a trace. 

What had not disappeared were his sulky and two 
horses. They continued to be seen for months 
afterwards all around the region. But they were no 
longer in the possession of Timothy O’Shea.

They now belonged to another itinerant worker.

His name was Albert Andrew Moss.
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"BRUTE, BULLY AND PLAUSIBLE ROGUE"

If Albert Moss had not lived a life of crime, he would not 
have lived a life at all. 

His first criminal conviction that we know of took place 
in Dubbo in 1902. He had been found trying to pass 
off fake documents and was found guilty of forging 
and uttering, a charge that saw him given 12 months 
of hard labour. In 1902 Moss was either 11, 23, or 
somewhere in between. His birth certificate has never 
been found and the various dates he gave for his birth, 
and its various locations, make charting his early life 
difficult.

For example, we do not know if he suffered any 
childhood malady, such as a fever or foetal alcohol 
syndrome that impacted him in later life. In fact, 
almost all the records we have of Moss come from 
his interactions with the criminal justice system. We 
do know he was most likely born in Narromine. His 
parents, James and Mary Moss, were respected and 
hardworking members of that community. James 
worked as a bush contractor and railway man, picking 
up work where he could. When he died in 1932 he was 
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described as one of Narromine’s most well-known 
citizens. Mary was described in her obituary as one of 
the area's most respected people. They had seven sons 
(Albert was the third) and there is the possibility they 
had one daughter. With the exception of Albert, they 
lived an unexceptional life. Nothing indicated the sort 
of childhood that would lead the young Albert astray.

In the decade following his first arrest, Moss was 
gaoled for a variety of crimes, mainly theft. He received 
numerous sentences of three months with hard labour. 
Each time he went inside it became harder for him to 
exist on the outside. Despite there being no doubt he 
was being gradually institutionalised, Moss did not 
enjoy prison life. He could not live outside but despised 
being inside.
 
In 1911 he was found wandering a Sydney street acting 
erratically. He was taken to a cell where the police 
became increasingly concerned at his behaviour. 
He veered between long rambling speeches and 
looking dull and confused; he complained there was a 
policeman hiding in the ceiling waiting to kill him. Their 
concern led them to take him to Gladesville Mental 
Asylum where he was diagnosed as having ‘Alcoholic 
Insanity’ and committed as a patient. Alcoholic insanity 
is vague in this respect. We do not know if Albert 
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suffered from some other condition that was triggered 
by alcohol or if they were withdrawal symptoms. In 
most cases, however, psychotic episodes associated 
with alcohol resolve themselves fairly quickly once they 
dry out’. Very few people exhibit symptoms after that. 
Moss had recovered his wits enough in the next 15 days 
that he was certified sane and released. Though he was 
not, it appears, charged with a crime, this latest brush 
with the police did not lead to three months inside 
a stone cell. Instead he received 15 days in the lush 
environment of the leafy Gladesville asylum. 

Moss saw an opportunity.
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NOT UNDER PROPER CARE AND CONTROL

Two weeks after Moss was released from Gladesville 
in his first experience of a mental asylum, he found 
himself in Orange. He may have been heading home to 
Narromine, he may have been looking for work. In any 
event, he was again caught and charged with stealing - 
this time it was horses. 

Moss was not going to prison for this one.

When confronted by the police with the evidence, he 
refused to answer questions. Instead he began twisting 
his fingers around each other in what was described 
by police as a ‘silly fashion’. The only time he spoke or 
stopped twisting his fingers was to point to the sky and 
mouth the words ‘black world’. 

That was enough to get him admitted to Parramatta 
Mental Hospital. 

Whilst there he continued to twist his fingers and refuse 
to answer questions, but now when he pointed to the 
sky he said ‘up there’. He was admitted as Charles 
Andrew Cook, a New Zealander who had spent at least 
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half of his time in Queensland.

Thirty days later he was considered sane, and thus a 
free man.

Here began a pattern of crime, madness, 
hospitalisation, recovery and release. Doctors 
invariably found him morose and confused at first, but 
then his memory came back, his mood improved and 
he was discharged. Months or weeks later, or even 
the very same day in one instance, he would be back, 
having been picked up by the police for drunkenness or 
some further petty crime.

To cover his tracks he used a variety of names - 
John Brown, Albert Sterling, John Sterling. He was 
alternately an Australian, New Zealander or American. 
He was a returned soldier from the Great War, or a 
world class bull rider back from an international tour. 
His mother was mad, his mother was dead, his uncle 
was mad, he had no family. Lies, truth and madness 
swirled around Moss like a winter fog.

Strangely, one constant that he repeats several times 
is that he had a sister who, at around 18 years of age, 
accidently shot herself and died. No other account of 
this sister appears. Local papers relate seven living 
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sons of the Moss parents, with two sons and an infant 
girl having passed away. Why this one figure remains a 
constant in Moss’ lies is a mystery.

In any event, and without seeming reason, in January 
of 1918 Moss married Alice Ruddock, the daughter of 
successful cherry farmers in Thirlmere, south-west of 
Sydney. The marriage took place in Cobar, far from 
either home town. 
They had known each other for years. A photo exists of 
them in 1914 visiting the White City adventure park in 
Sydney, looking for all the world like any other young 
couple.

The honeymoon was short-lived. By August of that 
year, Moss was back in Gladesville Mental Asylum. Alice 
visited him at some point and Moss himself escaped by 
tearing up blankets to make a rope and climbing out an 
upstairs window.

At times, during Moss’increasingly long bouts of 
incarceration in mental institutions around the state, 
Alice would write to the doctors asking about the 
health of her husband. In 1921, when he was suspected 
of trying to lure two young girls into a cemetery, she 
wrote to the Parramatta Hospital concerning his past 
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behaviour. When he was released, he was pointedly put 
into the care of his brother, Alex, in Narromine. When 
Moss was charged in 1926 with the sexual assault of a 
12 year old girl and again institutionalised, she did not 
write to him. There is no evidence to suggest she ever 
visited or spoke to Moss again.

Alice had already returned to the family cherry farm 
at Thirlmere where she worked for the rest of her life. 
She never remarried and had no children. She remains 
a mysterious figure in Moss’ life. A small pool of 
normality in a life of violence and unpredictability.
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A DUSTY DESERTED ROAD 

The Narromine police knew Albert Moss.

On the 17th December, the day after William Bartley 
disappeared, Moss was in Narromine. He was drunk 
and disorderly, aggressively trying to sell a number of 
leather goods in his possession.He was arrested, spent 
the night in prison to ‘dry out’ and released the next 
day. No one questioned where he got the leather goods 
or why he was riding a new Niven bicycle.

On 23rd December it was still hot. Summer had come 
early and with a vengeance. Across the region, rivers 
ran dry and stock suffered.

Henry Warren, a pensioner out on the road looking for 
work, rode into Mack's Reserve near Narromine. As he 
unloaded his sulky he noticed another man camping 
nearby. He also had a horse and sulky, as well as a 
bicycle and a large supply of camping gear. It was Albert 
Moss. He introduced himself, however, as Jim Clarke.

Striking up a conversation, Warren told Moss he was 
only there for the night, as he was travelling on to 
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Trangie the next day. By a stroke of luck, Moss replied 
that he was travelling in the same direction. Moss 
then excused himself, saying that he had not finished 
packing up his campsite. He got into his sulky and drove 
just a short distance to a nearby tree. There he packed 
up a tarpaulin with several articles of clothing and 
boots. He brought them back and laid them out before 
Warren. Offering them for sale, he told Warren he had 
got them from a young fellow who won the lottery and 
sold all these to Moss for cheap. The young boy had 
then ridden off to spend his new found wealth.

Warren bought the tarpaulin, blankets and loose 
clothes, but refused several suitcases full of clothes, 
as well as plaited leather goods. Warren paid seven 
shillings for his goods. As Moss put the money away he 
showed Warren a tin full of money, mainly five pound 
notes.

The next day Moss gave Warren a boot last and 
hammer (for shoe repairs), an axe, saucepan, billy and 
frying pan. For someone who lived rough it was strange 
behaviour for Moss to so easily give up all these goods, 
but Warren accepted them eagerly.

Warren left first, with Moss following some distance 
behind. Soon, Moss caught up and suggested to Warren 
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a different route to Trangie via a side road. Warren took 
the suggested route and Moss fell back, content to 
follow Warren rather than travel alongside.

They stopped at a homestead to get better directions. 
This new road did not seem to be going in the right 
direction.

Again, Moss fell back, watching Warren as he travelled 
slowly down the dusty, deserted road.
Warren was unnerved. Not only was it unusual for 
an itinerant worker like Moss to sell so much vital 
equipment but now to follow him at a distance, to send 
him down this deserted road. Something was wrong.

Warren paused, waiting for Moss to catch up.

They had a short conversation until suddenly, fearing 
for his life, Warren whipped his horse into action. A 
fast trotting mare, she sped down the road, leaving the 
forlorn figure of Moss in her dusty wake.
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“IT’S A FUNNY THING YOU CAN’T BURN 
THEIR TEETH”

Just before Christmas in 1938 Moss was camping with 
an old swagman named John Neville, again at Mack's 
Reserve near Narromine. After three days together,  
Moss told Neville he was going to Parkes to sew 1000 
chaff bags. He left on his bicycle but returned just three 
days later, this time driving a horse and sulky; a horse 
and sulky similar to that owned by Tim O’Shea. Moss 
told Neville he got the horse and sulky from a young 
man whose brother had won the lottery.

Several weeks later, after the New Year, Moss and 
Neville were again camp mates. They drank some wine 
and Moss became increasingly agitated. He demanded 
to know if Neville would ever help the police if he knew 
who had committed a murder. Neville said he did not 
know about any murders in any case so he did not know 
what Moss was talking about.

Moss stood up, looming over Neville. “You remind me 
of my father,” he said and then fell upon Neville, hitting 
him to the ground and savagely kicking the stricken 
old man. As suddenly as he began, Moss stopped and 
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went to sit down. Neville was able to recover somewhat 
and grabbed a nearby bottle, striking at Moss when 
he came after him again. Neville made his way to a 
local store where he got in contact with Alec Moss 
(Albert’s brother) to come and get him. Moss took the 
opportunity to escape into the bush. 

Alec called the police, who went looking for Moss. They 
found him and told him, according to Moss, that he 
should be ashamed for "knocking that old man about" 
and to "get on your bike and get down to your camp". 

Moss returned to camp and apologised to Neville, 
strangely saying, “I believe I knocked you about, did I, 
Jack?”. Moss also warned Neville about ever talking to 
the police again (though he had in fact not) saying, “ ... 
they can’t hunt me if you haven’t put them on to me.”

Police did not seem to notice, or connect, the large 
amount of goods that the normally hard-up Moss had 
so suddenly accrued.

Moss came to attention again in February of 1939. 
Camping at the Talbragar Reserve near Dubbo Moss, 
again after drinking, began to curse the family and 
children of Walter Taylor, an Aboriginal man who lived 
on the Reserve. Taylor fronted up to Moss and told him 
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to stop. Moss backed down, returning to his camp. 
Shortly after, however, he was back, armed with a 
revolver and threatening to shoot him.

“You would not be the first person I’ve done away with,” 
he shouted. He again disappeared into the night.

Taylor contacted the police but neither Moss nor the 
revolver could be found.

Later still, Moss reappeared at the campsite.
“It is a funny thing,” he said to Taylor. 

“If you burn the body of a man, you cannot burn the 
teeth.”

When asked how he knew, Moss pointed to his 
experiences on the Western Front of WW1.

“I should know, I have burnt a good few of them over 
the other side.”

Moss never went to war. If he had any experience of 
burning bodies, he gained it in Australia.
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A ONE DOG KINDA MAN

Thomas Robinson had basically retired from life on the 
road. 

In his 60s, Robinson had spent most of his life moving 
from place to place in search of work. By the late 1930s 
however he was drawing a pension and restricted 
himself to doing odd jobs around Narromine for a little 
extra cash. Tall, lean and fit for his age, Robinson was 
a common sight around Narromine, camped down by 
the river at various spots, or travelling along local roads 
in his sulky with his trusty chestnut mare with a white 
blaze.

Being mainly local, Robinson had a strong network of 
friends and acquaintances. One of these was George 
Carpenter, a friend for over 30 years. In January of 
1939 Carpenter saw him camped by the river at Mack's 
Reserve. One day Carpenter went to visit Robinson only 
to find him gone. This was of no concern – he rarely 
stayed in one place long, and no doubt he would be 
back soon.

Weeks passed but Robinson did not return. He was not 
seen in town, not on any road nor at the many camping 
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sites along the river. It was as if he had disappeared off 
the face of the earth.

By mid-March Carpenter began to be concerned. 
Perhaps Robinson really had disappeared off the face 
of the earth. He was not concerned that he had been 
attacked, rather that he had had an accident on some 
lonely dusty road and was in urgent need of help. 
Carpenter and his son, Fred, began searching the area 
for any sign or word of Robinson’s whereabouts. No one 
had heard or seen anything.

The local police were not interested; he would surely 
turn up eventually.

Unconvinced, Carpenter visited the Post Office. There 
he learnt, to his great concern, that Robinson had not 
collected his pension for three months. Carpenter 
redoubled his efforts to find him.

On the 31st March he and his son visited the saleyards 
in Dubbo, camping overnight at a reserve near the river. 
There they saw a man with a sulky and a chestnut horse 
with a white blaze. Fred Carpenter confronted the man.
“You’ve got Tom Robinson’s horse,” he is reported to 
have said to the man.
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Albert Moss looked up.
“That dirty old bastard never owned this horse. I have 
reared him from a foal.”
Moss later continued, “ ... you are mistaken about Tom’s 
horse. Tom travelled away to Mudgee with his horse 
and sulky.”
Later that day George Carpenter approached Moss, not 
to find out the truth about the horse but to ask about 
Tom himself. Had Moss seen him?
“I will be candid with you. He fell over them gutters at 
Brummagem Bridge and went to the hospital.”
“This local hospital?”
“No, not the Dubbo Hospital, the Orange Hospital.” 
“How did he go?” 
“In an old utility truck.”
“What hospital in Orange?”  
“I will be candid with you. I would not be surprised if he 
did not go to the mad house.” 

The Carpenters returned to Narromine but could not 
shake the notion that Moss was involved with the 
disappearance of Robinson. Convinced that Robinson 
had met with foul play, George finally went back to the 
police.
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POLICE OPPOSE BAIL: HINT OF GRAVER 
CHARGE

The disappearance of Tom Robinson was not so easy to 
dismiss.

He did not wander the state in search of work. He had 
a circle of friends and was well-known in the area. Then 
there was the issue of his unclaimed pension. Even if he 
had left the area he would have needed his money.
And of course, Albert Moss had his horse, so he clearly 
had not travelled far at all. George Carpenter went to 
the Dubbo police station, where he met with Detective 
Sergeant George
Frankish. On the afternoon of the 11 th April 1939 
Frankish approached Moss’ campsite. A small tent sat 
next to a fire pit, the chestnut horse tied to a nearby 
tree. Moss was nowhere to be seen.

Frankish went to the tent. “Are you there, Moss?” he 
called out.
Someone stirred within the tent.
“Come out, I want to see you.”

Moss emerged, crouching in order to fit through the 
tent’s low entrance.
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“You know me, Moss,” said Frankish.
“Yes,” replied Moss, “You saw me before, when Taylor 
said I was going to shoot him.”

Frankish then questioned Moss about the 
disappearance of Robinson and the fact that Moss 
appeared to have his horse. Moss denied any 
knowledge of the man.
“No,” he said, rubbing his hands over his head and face, 
“I don’t know him, I don’t know him, I never heard of 
him.”
Moss then somewhat said too much.
“Why do you think I’d kill him?”
Frankish pushed harder on why a well-known man 
would no longer draw his pension and had not been 
seen for months. Moss could not help.
“If I knew him, I’d help you find him. I don’t know him,” 
he said.

Frankish was not convinced. He arrested Moss for the 
possession of stolen goods. He packed what goods he 
could into the police car, telling Moss he would come 
back for the rest later.
As Moss stepped into the police car and looked out to 
his campsite, he was not to know that he had just spent 
his last night as a free man. 
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Later, when they had identified some of the goods in 
Moss’ possession as those belonging to William Bartley, 
the leather worker last seen in December the previous 
year, Moss became even more cryptic. He did not 
claim that Bartley had gone to hospital after a fall or 
to Melbourne after a lottery win. “[He’s] just gone, you 
won’t find him again.” He refused to discuss Bartley 
any further. A local man, known only as Wood, came 
forward to say that he had bought a bicycle, horse and 
sulky from Moss for five pounds. That bicycle, a Niven, 
was identified as Bartley’s.

The police now had a strong circumstantial case to say 
that Moss had stolen a large number of goods from 
at least three men. During lengthy questioning, Moss 
admitted to the murders of Robinson and  Bartley but 
could not lead them to the bodies. Moss had a history 
of mental illness. Could his confessions be trusted?

They needed to find the bodies.

And so began one of the most exhaustive searches that 
NSW had ever seen.
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"PERSPICACITY AND TENACITY OF 
PURPOSE OF POLICE OFFICERS" 

The summer of 1938/39 had been dry, rain had hardly 
fallen for weeks on end. That is except for New Year's 
Eve of 1938 when over 30 millimetres thumped onto the 
arid plains of the Central West. It washed away the dust 
of a long dry, but it also washed away evidence of two 
murders police were now convinced had taken place 
around the 14th and 18th December.

Moss had been found with Bartley’s plaited leather 
goods and Robinson’s horse, and he had sold O’Shea’s 
bicycle and sulky, but if he had murdered all three, 
where were their bodies? As Moss had already grimly 
noted, even burning a body leaves behind their teeth. 

The police did not have to have a body in order to try 
Moss for murder. An eye-witness would be just as good 
but it seems none existed. A body would seal the case. 
However, finding one would not be easy.

On the 12th April, immediately after Moss’ arrest, 
the police began organising a search. Twenty five 
local police from across the region were called in, 
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supplemented, in time, by 13 more from Sydney. An 
unknown number of Aboriginal trackers also took part. 
Local residents pitched in as well, volunteering their 
time, knowledge and even boats to assist in the search.

They initially focussed their efforts on the river. The 
boats trawled up and down the river, locals and itinerant 
workers were interviewed; despite the exhaustive 
search, nothing was found. The police expanded their 
search. The search party went further downstream, 
often confronted by large piles of twisted wood, debris 
left over by flood waters. After a brief search these 
were blown apart with dynamite, trying to bring to the 
surface anything trapped beneath. Nothing emerged.

When the three men had disappeared it was dry, the 
river had ceased to run in several parts. Now, in April, it 
was flowing strongly. Men struggled in water up to their 
armpits to comb the riverbed. The river was searched 
for a length of over 300 km, yet still nothing was found.

Closer to where police believed Moss may have dumped 
a body, the riverbed was scraped to a depth of two 
metres, the sand carefully inspected for any evidence 
of a body. Riverbanks were blown apart or excavated, 
countless tons of dirt, rock and sand scrutinised. All for 
no result.
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The police then turned to the scrub around the Minore 
district. Mine shafts, wells, water tanks, hollow logs, 
depressions and holes – all were thoroughly searched. 
Aboriginal tracker, Alec Riley found evidence of a sulky 
being driven through the area but again no trace of the 
victims was found. An area 20 km long and 1.5 km wide 
was painstakingly investigated. Again, nothing. 

Finally, on the 22nd April, police found what they were 
looking for. They had returned to Mack's Reserve and 
found evidence of an old fire, overgrown by weeds and 
grass after the recent rain. The ashes were searched and 
several human teeth were found. Nearby, two human 
vertebrae, which had also been burnt, lay amongst the 
undergrowth. Stuffed into a hollow log was a travel 
blanket. The search of this area intensified. Police stood 
shoulder-to-shoulder across the river, sifting its bed 
with rakes and shovels. This revealed several objects 
similar to those owned by O”Shea but nothing that was 
positively his. 

Meanwhile, Moss was leading police down a rabbit 
warren of his own. He claimed to have put the body 
of Robinson in a tree. It was never found. He took the 
police towards Peak Hill, but became confused about 
which roads he had turned down. Nothing was ever 
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found in the area.

The teeth and vertebrae were human but could not be 
positively identified as O’Shea’s. A wealth of evidence 
had been accumulated about Moss’ past criminal 
behaviour and his possession of the men’s property but 
no physical evidence of a murder.

The police would have to trial this murder charge 
without any bodies. It would not be easy.
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"GRIM, STARK, HORRIBLE DRAMA"

A packed courtroom greeted Magistrate Cookson as he 
began the committal proceedings against Moss. This 
hearing would decide if the police actually had a case 
against Moss. Typically, these were a formality, but with 
no bodies the police had to be particularly thorough.

Thirty seven witnesses were called by the prosecution, 
placing Moss at the scene of the disappearance of each 
man: George Bartley, Tim O’Shea and Tom Robinson. 
The police produced evidence that, except for a small 
bundle of clothing he brought with him from the 
Orange Mental Hospital, everything Moss had in his 
possession on 11th April 1939 belonged to those three 
men. The bones and teeth found in Mack's Reserve 
were determined to be most likely O’Shea’s. 

Despite the lack of bodies, it was a compelling case that 
Moss was guilty of murder.

Moss represented himself. This consisted mainly of 
sullen silence interposed with sudden bouts of apparent 
insanity, where he screamed, shouted and stripped off 
his clothes. Cookson called two doctors to examine 
Moss to see if he was fit to stand trial. 
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The first doctor simply said he was sane enough to 
stand trial. The second went further, stating that he was 
not only sane but was faking his bouts of insanity.

The committal ended with Cookson lamenting the 
‘wretched man’ he saw before him, shunned by his 
family and the legal profession. He found there was 
good evidence that Moss had murdered all three men 
and ordered him to stand trial at the Supreme Court, 
Dubbo before Justice Owen.

The trial commenced on 19th September and would 
last for six days. He would only be tried with the murder 
of O’Shea. The charges of murdering Bartley and 
Robinson would be held over. Moss appealed, asking for 
the trial to be relocated to Sydney, claiming he could 
not get a fair trial in Dubbo. The appeal was dismissed.

The Crown was represented by Crown Prosecutor 
Monahan. Moss this time had representation by Mr 
Samuel Redshaw, appointed by the Crown. This being a 
murder trial, a plea of 'Not Guilty' was mandatory – the 
Crown would have to prove its case.

The same 37 witnesses from the committal came 
forward, this time backed by 120 pieces of physical 
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evidence. These included receipts from Moss for the 
sale of the horse, sulky and bicycle. Bartley’s leather 
goods and Robinson’s horse, the bones and teeth 
found at Mack's Reserve, these and more, along 
with enormous maps showing the detailed searches 
carried out for any trace of the men, were put on 
display. Though the trial was about O’Shea alone, the 
prosecution included the confessions of Moss regarding 
the murders of Bartley and Robinson, as well as 
arguing "a pattern of behaviour" in the similarity of the 
disappearances.

Also on display was Moss’ criminal past. Redshaw 
objected strongly to this. The prosecution had to prove 
that he had murdered the men, he argued, not that he 
was the type of man who might murder. This objection 
was overruled. 

Moss recanted his confession, saying that it was made 
under duress, that the police would not let him sleep, 
and harassed him until he cracked. The confessions 
were allowed to stand as evidence, Judge Owen leaving 
it to the jury to decide on their veracity.

Redshaw tried to poke holes in the evidence where he 
could, questioning if witnesses could actually identify 
O’Shea or were they speaking of another, unidentified, 
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bush worker. He did not make any case that Moss was 
‘criminally insane’ at the time, acknowledging there 
was no evidence to suggest such. The judge even 
overruled evidence from the prosecution that he was 
sane, deeming it irrelevant.

Throughout the trial Moss sat duly in his chair. 
Occasionally he would stir, and bouts of ‘insanity’ 
still took place, but he was, in the main, strangely 
insensitive to what was happening around him. 
The prosecution ended its case. Judge Owen turned to 
Redshaw. Would the defence like to call its first witness?

No, the defence had no case to put forward or 
witnesses to call. They would rely on the weaknesses of 
the Crown’s case to show that Moss was innocent.

On 25th September 1939 at 4.24 pm, the jurors retired 
to consider their verdict.

Less than three hours later, they were back.
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“MAY THE LORD HAVE MERCY 
ON YOUR SOUL” 
Before the jury retired they were addressed by Justice 
Owen. 

The case had already been laid out by the prosecution, 
the defence by the dogged Redshaw.

But with no bodies, no confession and no witnesses, the 
jury needed to have very specific instructions as to what 
it was that they were allowed to decide on.

As I said earlier, it is not essential that there should be 
a dead body even to establish a case of murder. That is 
merely one means of proving death.

If there was no body, then what were they to judge?

You are asked to infer from a great mass of evidence 
which has been put before you and from a confession 
which has been made by the accused man that O’Shea 
was killed and killed by the accused.

What of Moss recanting that confession?



“MAD MOSSY: MURDER, MAYHEM AND THE FORGOTTEN CLASS”                                                      LARGE PRINT COPY

He (Moss) says that after his arrest the Police Officers 
pressed him to confession to the commission of the 
offence with which he is now charged, and that he 
refused to do so. He says that at a later stage they kept 
him awake for two nights taking it in two hour shifts 
to question him and try to force him to confess to the 
commission of this offence which he says he never 
committed, and that eventually, driven to desperation 
by lack of sleep and mental torture, he told them that 
he had killed O’Shea.

Was he to be believed? Owen left that to the jury.

“If you accept his statement to you then, obviously, he 
is entitled to be acquitted. If, while not accepting his 
statement, it raises a reasonable doubt in your mind as 
to whether or not it may be true, again he is entitled to 
be acquitted.”

Though Owen was careful to be as circumspect as 
possible, it was clear what his thoughts were on the 
matter of Moss’ guilt.

On that aspect of the case [the possession of Bartley’s 
and Robinson’s goods by Moss] the Crown suggests 
that there is a good deal of evidence which tends to 
show that his conduct was not that of an innocent 
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man. Your attention has been drawn to the fact that he 
painted the sulky, and your attention has been drawn 
to the number of varying accounts which he gave of 
his possession of the property. In connection with the 
defence, no explanations at all have been offered by 
the accused in connection with the cases of Bartley and 
Robinson ... no explanation has been placed before you 
by the accused person of either of these two matters 
and no explanation has been given by him as to how 
property which you may think is positively identified as 
being the property of one or the other, came into his 
possession.

Just prior to Justice Owen giving his remarks, Moss 
was given the chance to speak in his own defence. 
He rose from the bench and addressed the court. In a 
rambling discourse that included a previously never 
mentioned motorbike, a bet on a horse called Golden 
Rod, a brother in Brisbane (or Orange), he admitted to 
meeting O’Shea at Mack's Reserve but that O’Shea had 
taken off for Western Australia after his brother had hit 
a rich vein of gold there.

It was not impressive.

After deliberating for less than three hours, they 
returned.
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Albert Moss was found guilty of the murder of Timothy 
O’Shea.

Justice Owen thanked the jury for their service and 
turned to Moss.

“The Sentence of the Court is that you, Albert Andrew 
Moss, be taken hence to the place from whence you 
came, and that on a day hereafter to be named by His 
Excellency the Governor, on the advice of the Executive 
Council, you be taken to a place of execution, and 
thereby hanged by the neck until you are dead and may 
the Lord have mercy on your soul.”
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“A QUIET SOFT SPOKEN BUSHMAN”

Albert Andrew Moss was sentenced to death for the 
murder of Timothy O’Shea. He had been committed to 
stand trial for the murders of George Bartley and Tom 
Robinson but police delayed those charges and quietly 
dropped the possession of stolen goods charges. 

Moss appealed the sentence and in January of 1940 the 
State Cabinet decided that Moss would not be hanged 
but would spend the remainder of his life in gaol. The 
reasons for that decision are not clear but no doubt the 
likelihood of Moss being ‘insane’, and not criminally 
insane, weighed heavily in his favour.

Moss was in Long Bay Gaol in the south-east of Sydney. 
Built in the early years of the 20th Century, Long Bay 
Gaol was a massive complex of buildings covering 
hectare after hectare of land. Its main entrance, 
rendered in a suitably Federation Gothic style, sat 
forebodingly over the street, dominating the smaller 
houses emerging around it.

It was here that Moss would live out the rest of his life.

He entered as a convicted murderer but kept up the 
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claim that O’Shea, Bartley and Robinson were his only 
victims. Notoriously, he claimed to have murdered a 
‘baker’s dozen’ (13) in his time. As such, he would have 
been a fearsome figure in Long Bay. Old, but fit and 
strong from a life living hard on the land, Moss could 
have ruled the yard but that was not what happened. 
Moss, in a sense, retired.

Gone were the violent outbursts and period bouts of 
madness. Instead Moss settled into the predictable 
rhythms of an institution. His early prison record 
shows him as a master manipulator, encouraging other 
prisoners to ‘act up’. A report from 1933 notes, “Since 
being in this hospital he has remained plausible and 
cunning; he has displayed very little violence or given 
very little active trouble himself ...  As mentioned 
above, he will not offer much violence himself but will 
cause trouble by instigation.” 

Now, he was sedate, compliant and trustworthy. A 
former guard recalled, “I found instant rapport with 
Andy, ... [He] was a quiet, soft-spoken bushman, very 
knowledgeable with horses, fencing and farm work, 
these being the main topics of conversation.”

So trustworthy he was, he was given the role of 
caretaker of the tools used by inmates on the prison 
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farm. He set himself up in a small corrugated iron 
shed with the tools, adding a table and chair and small 
fireplace. From there, surrounded by stray cats and 
kittens, he handed out the tools, checking them out 
and in against names, making sure none went missing 
in the process. He invited people in for a cup of tea and 
often had a stew on the fire in the colder months. Prison 
guards refused the stew noting, “It was rumoured by 
staff and prisoners alike that the cats around Andy’s 
shed often finished up in a billy of stew.” 

Outside gaol, his reputation was very different.
In his home town of Narromine he became a grotesque 
bogeyman. For locals, the fact that no bodies were 
found was proof positive that Moss was, in fact, a 
cannibal. The tale came out (although never mentioned 
in court) that a couple of travellers accepted a meal 
from Moss out on the trail, only to find a finger bone in 
their bowl. Moss' comment in gaol that his meals had 
too little meat was a clear symptom of those who had 
tasted human flesh.
Parents in Narromine trying to control unruly children 
would warn them that ‘Mad Mossy’ would get them if 
they did not behave. He was a local monster.

Beyond that, few people knew his story. The start of the 
war in September of 1939 overwhelmed all other news. 
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His claim to have killed 13 was generally dismissed 
and, given his sedate gaol life, he slowly faded into 
history. Occasionally, sensationalist papers revived his 
story, painting him as the terror of the west, an insane 
murderer who spread fear and dismay across the 
region. They stressed his claim to having killed many 
more and detailed his long history of crime and mental 
illness. Many show sketches of him looming madly 
over stricken victims. He could have become a truly 
Australian monster.

His infamy was short-lived. Towards the end of his life 
he was a forgotten figure, just another old man in the 
solid brick confines of Long Bay Gaol.

Moss died on 24th January 1958, having spent 19 years 
in prison for his final crimes. 
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"UNDER THE SHADE OF A COOLIBAH TREE"

The swagman or ‘swaggie’ is an iconic character in 
Australian culture. With his bundle (swag or matilda) of 
goods carried on his shoulder, a tin can or ‘billy’ for tea 
and faithful dog by his side, the travelling worker has 
become a symbol of what many see as the independent 
and egalitarian spirit of the nation.  

Swagmen emerged alongside the gold rush that hit 
Australia in the 1850s with Australians and newly 
arriving European and Asian migrants moving around 
the nation in search of gold deposits. As the gold rush 
came to an end, many of the former miners chose to 
continue a life on the road, travelling the land looking 
for work. From time to time, particularly during periods 
of economic depression, their number swelled with the 
unemployed and for those who were on the wrong side 
of the law, the lifestyle offered an attractive anonymity.

Swaggies were said to be ‘on the wallaby’, ‘on the 
outback track’, ‘humping the drum’ (drum referring 
to the rolled blanket carried over their shoulder), or 
‘humping bluey’ (the blue blanket roll got its name 
from a reference to the blue-grey woollen vests 
worn by convicts – and later transferred to a similar-
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coloured blanket available in the 1880s). Some were 
given specific names like ‘Murrumbidgee whaler’ – a 
swaggie who spent an extended time camped by a river 
well-stocked with fish. Typically, they would roam the 
countryside in the hope of finding work as shearers or 
farm hands. In many cases the farmers, if no permanent 
work was available, would provide food and shelter 
in return for some menial task. Many swagmen were 
skilled bush workers, hardy, strong and excellent 
labourers. Others were less willing. ‘Sundowners’ or 
‘sun chasers’, those who arrived at station homesteads 
just as the sun set – an easy way to avoid the light 
labour usually requested when handing over rations.

What we know of the lives and conditions of the 
swaggie has been overshadowed by the fictional 
literature that has grown up around them. At the end 
of the 19th Century, as the swaggie tramped across the 
nation, ideas around Australian identity were starting 
to form.  With murmurings of Federation, writers and 
artists began to explore and create Australian narratives 
to reflect the emerging nation. The swagman became 
venerated in poetry and literature as an Australian 
archetype, his independence of spirit and reliance on 
bush hospitality and mateship seemed for many to 
represent the democratic, self-reliant Australian spirit.
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The mythos around the character of the swagman 
reached its zenith with Banjo Patterson’s bush poem 
'Waltzing Matilda' written in 1895 and published in 
1903. The poem presented the swagman as an anti-
authoritarian romantic figure, defying police and 
preferring to ‘die on his feet than live on his knees’.  

Like the tragic tale at the heart of Waltzing Matilda, 
many of the stories and images created of the 
swaggie emphasised the isolation, hopelessness 
and desperation of life on the road.  In 1902, Barbara 
Baynton published a collection of short stories titled 
Bush Studies. The final story, 'The Chosen Vessel' 
(1896), gives an account of a woman alone in a bush 
dwelling, where she is preyed upon and eventually 
raped and murdered by a passing swagman. This was in 
stark contrast to traditional bush lore, where swagmen 
were more larrikin than criminal. 

By the time the swagmen reappeared on bush roads 
during the depression of the 1930s, newer Australian 
archetypes were emerging: the ANZAC, the bronzed 
lifeguard and the knockabout footballer, representing a 
younger, more urban character. Much of the romance of 
life on the road was disappearing. Swagmen could still 
occasionally be seen up to the 1950s, but their numbers 
decreased as economic conditions, and welfare support 
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Having first been institutionalised in 1911, Andrew Moss 
was to spend significant periods of his life in mental 
healthcare facilities in Sydney and Orange. Most of his 
periods of confinement were shorter than a few months 
some were only a few days, although one lasted seven 
years, but his movement through these institutions 
highlights a confused and confusing system. Grappling 
with emerging ideas around mental health and its 
connection to crime, sexuality and poverty, doctors and 
others struggled to find consistency in treatment.

Within NSW, the administration of mental health 
services during the 19 th century remained that of 
convict system; punishment and control. Up until 
1811 ‘lunatics’ had been accommodated at the old 
Parramatta gaol, but over subsequent decades, 
dedicated asylums were established at Castle Hill, 
Tarban Creek (Gladesville), Parramatta, Callan Park, 
and other sites. The conditions in these institutions 
were rudimentary. The definition, understanding and 
treatment of mental illness was basic. The general 

“...TO BE INSANE OR OF UNSOUND MIND 
AND INCAPABLE OF MANAGING HIMSELF OR 
HIS AFFAIRS...”
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understanding was that mental illness was temporary 
and connected to either a moral cause, such as 
the excessively frightened, excessively religious 
or excessively excited, or a physical cause, such as 
drunkenness, epilepsy or brain injuries. These were all 
testable and people could, and would, recover.

From the 1880s through to the early twentieth century, 
when Moss entered the system, most patients were 
admitted into facilities by court order or arrest by the 
police others were referred from general hospitals, 
admitted at the request of family members or, on rare 
occasions, self- admitted. 

It is difficult to discern what life was like inside many 
of these facilities, there is little documentary evidence 
left by patients for us to interpret, and photography in 
psychiatric institutions was prohibited and by law. What 
we do know is that the 1930s was one of transformation 
for the system as a more complex understandings of 
mental health came to the fore. Primarily, this was due 
to the impact of World War One and those returning 
with shell-shock and the growth Freudian Psychology. 
These changes were not universal however and many 
institutions continued to operate on the 19 th Century 
model.
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Inspector General of the Insane for the Colony of New 
South Wales, Frederic Manning (1876 to 1898) identified 
what he saw as five major causes of insanity – isolation, 
anxiety, intemperance, sunstroke, and hereditary 
factors. On this basis, Manning and his doctors 
practiced a number of therapies which promoted the 
provision of work, religious instruction and pleasant 
surroundings for patients. These places provided ‘work, 
rest, food and sympathy’. Men were encouraged to 
engage in manual labour in the hospital grounds, and 
women were encouraged to practice domestic work 
in the laundry and sewing rooms.. Whilst this work 
wasn’t compulsory, patients’ willingness to participate 
was interpreted as an indicator of their progress and 
potential for discharge. As an encouragement, extra 
rations were given to patients who undertook work.

Eric Sinclair was appointed to Director General of the 
Insane for New South Wale sin 1898 and, in his decades 
in the office, saw an almost complete reformation of 
the mental health system. He oversaw the increase 
in mental hospitals, in both size and number, and 
was influential in the establishment of the Chair of 
Psychiatry at Sydney University in 1922. It was due 
to him that asylums changed from pseudo prisons in 
which the insane were incarcerated to mental hospitals 
where patients received skilled attention for a definite 



“MAD MOSSY: MURDER, MAYHEM AND THE FORGOTTEN CLASS”                                                      LARGE PRINT COPY

disease and where active treatment replaced mere care 
and restraint.

Generally, the longer a patient stayed in the facility, 
the less likely it would be that they would ever be 
discharged. Most of the patients that were discharged 
as ‘recovered’ were released after less than a year. 
Patients who had not recovered but were deemed 
‘harmless’ and non-violent could be discharged to the 
care of their family. 

Occasionally, newspapers reported on the escape 
of patients from the hospital, although government 
records indicate that the vast majority of attempted 
escapes were ultimately unsuccessful. Curiously, under 
the New South Wales Lunacy Act, any escaped patient 
who was not recaptured within 28 days was deemed 
sufficiently recovered and discharged.

Though in no way the ‘bedlam’ of an earlier age, the 
system Moss encountered was not yet capable of 
dealing with the issues and illnesses Moss presented. 
It would take more than gardening and classical music 
to cure Moss. It may not be correct to say the system 
failed him, but it did little, if anything, to actually help 
him.
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A BAKERS DOZEN

Albert Moss claimed to have murdered 13 people (a 
baker’s dozen) in his lifetime. If this claim was proved 
true, it would make him one of Australia’s most prolific 
serial killers. Could this be true? Or is it another of Moss’ 
many lies?

The claim that he had killed 13 was not simply a gaol 
yard boast made to cement his reputation among other 
prisoners. It was first made by Moss himself to the 
police shortly after his arrest, and also whilst travelling 
in a police car he sat in the back seat, repeatedly 
counting up to 13 on his fingers. During his trial, one 
witness, William Bowman, recalled a conversation he 
had with Moss while the search for Thomas Robinson 
was underway. Bowman had asked Moss if he had 
been camped with Robinson, and Moss replied: "I was 
camped with him at Timbrebrongie and we had a row." 
Asked why, Moss said that he had told Robinson his 
name was Clark, but Paul Olsen (a Narromine farmer) 
had come along and called him ‘Mossy’.

"That's the last time Paul Olsen has crossed my path,” 
Moss is reported to have said. “He will make a baker's 
dozen.”
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How reliable is this claim?

Unfortunately there is little direct evidence that points 
either way, therefore much of our assessment of the 
likelihood of further murders relies on what we now 
know of psychological profiling, Moss’s character 
and a large amount of healthy supposition.  Moss 
killed in a region and landscape that he knew well and 
was comfortable in. Serial and multiple murderers 
conventionally kill in and around areas that they are 
familiar with, building on knowledge of escape routes, 
patterns of local behaviour, familiar locations and safe 
places to retreat. Moss had these around Narromine 
and Dubbo. It is therefore unlikely that Moss would 
have killed in areas unfamiliar to him, reducing the 
likelihood he was responsible for murders outside the 
region. Aside from the murders he was charged with, 
no missing persons in the Narromine and Dubbo region 
were linked to Albert Moss. 

Further supporting the case against the claim is Moss’ 
own character. Moss was a habitual liar, a trait that 
was corroborated by his own family and the police. 
His official records are filled with claims that can be 
proved to be exaggerations if not outright lies (his 
time with horse breaking tours of America, his war 
service, illegitimate children, family relocations to New 



“MAD MOSSY: MURDER, MAYHEM AND THE FORGOTTEN CLASS”                                                      LARGE PRINT COPY

Zealand). No one record consistently matches the next, 
so it is well within his behaviour to lie about the number 
of victims he might have killed. 

Despite the movement of people during the Depression 
and the years leading up to 1939, the murder and 
disappearance rate in Australia was not so high that the 
disappearance of 10 people would not raise suspicion. 
Also, although the area and type of victim is consistent, 
there are no other records of Moss having been found 
with goods belonging to missing men. His crimes, in the 
main, up to this point, were theft alone. He does not 
have a pattern of killing that would support his claim.

Thus the claim that Albert Moss killed 10 additional 
victims to those we know of, is unlikely. 

The rigorous work and attention to detail shown by the 
police in tracing and compiling evidence to secure a 
conviction alongside the work to trace the movements 
of the three victims for the last weeks of their lives was 
painstaking. If the police had indeed found evidence 
that lead them towards additional victims, it seems 
unlikely that they would not have followed it.  
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WAS MOSS A SERIAL KILLER?

In the late 1930s the term ‘serial killer’ did not exist. The 
idea of a serial killer is a modern one, fuelled by popular 
culture and an apparent increase in these types of 
crimes. 

The emergence and rapid spread of serial killers in the 
1970s seemed to come from nowhere. High profile trials 
of notorious American serial killers (David Berkowitz, 
Ted Bundy and John Wayne Gacy in particular) sparked 
popular interest in the serial killers. They were modern 
day ’bogey men’, springing from nowhere to murder 
and maim. The hysterical media response to these 
crimes signalled the start of an ongoing fascination with 
serial homicide in popular culture and beyond.

It was in 1976, with the “Son of Sam” case (David 
Berkowitz) in New York City, that FBI Special Agent 
Robert Ressler initiated the use of the term Serial Killer 
for law enforcement in the USA. He and his colleagues 
in the FBI's budding Behavioural Science Unit (now 
Behavioural Analysis Unit) were increasingly called 
into cases involving multiple murders, many of which 
comprised of distinct but related murders. They were 
tasked with finding common traits that might enable 
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them to identify the ‘type’ of felon they were looking 
for. It was at this time that the first comprehensive 
discussions around the definition of ‘serial killing’ took 
place and a number of differing definitions emerged. 
Some of these definitions vary widely but there is a 
general agreement that a serial killer has at least three 
victims, displays a cooling off period between murders, 
there is no close relationship between killer and victim 
and they kill in an area close to where they live or is 
familiar to them. Personality wise, the killer is most 
likely to be a white male aged between 25 and 45, has 
moderate to high intelligence and has a family history 
of violence, emotional abuse or has suffered a head 
trauma. It should be noted these descriptions were 
developed in the USA but can be generalised over to 
the Australian experience.

Perhaps the most terrifying aspect of serial murder 
is that such killings appear random. This, however, is 
a misleading characterisation, for while serial killers 
do target strangers, their victims are not haphazard. 
The victims of serial killers tend to come from the 
vulnerable and excluded members of society; the 
homeless, prostitutes, migrant workers, homosexuals, 
children, the elderly and hospital patients. Despite 
media attention on the sexual motivations of many 
serial killers, this is not a core requirement for defining a 
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serial killer.

In the 150 year period between colonisation in 1788 
and Moss crimes of 1938-1939, there were, under this 
understanding of serial killing, between 9 and 13 serial 
killers active in Australia. The list includes, the killers 
of family members and lovers (Martha Needle, Martha 
Rendell and Frederick Deming) Killers of children and 
‘Baby Farmers' (Alice Mitchell, John and Sarah Makin 
and Arnold Sodeman) and killers of co-conspirators 
(Alexander Pearce). Of these five were women, a 
percentage far higher than the world average.

Moss’ crimes fulfil the criteria as a serial killer. He had 
three victims, he chose those on the edge of society, 
he had a cooling off period between each murder and 
killed in an area he knew well. While he may not match 
the criteria in age (he is older than usual) or intelligence, 
it is impossible for us to reflect on a possible history of 
family or childhood trauma, as we know little of Moss’s 
before his first arrest aged 17.

Moss, by this definition, was a serial killer. If his claims 
to have killed 13 people are believable, he is Australia’s 
worst serial killer.

The serial killer active closest in time to Albert Moss was 
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Victorian Arnold Sodeman, a killer who more typically 
fits the ‘type’ we associate with serial killing. With a 
family history of insanity, and a head injury as a child, 
Sodeman killed four young girls in rural Victoria over a 
5 year period. He was executed at Pentridge Prison in 
1936

Though serial murder is statistically rare it is 
nonetheless a significant part of Australia’s psyche.  

Of all the notorious Australian serial killers, it is Ivan 
Milat in particular who looms large. When Milat was 
arrested for the murders of seven backpackers in 
the Belanglo State Forest in New South Wales in the 
1990s, the case received an enormous amount of 
media attention. From this case the Australian serial 
killer archetype emerged: a patriarchal, white, violent 
drifter who lives outside the margins of society, both 
symbolically and geographically; a wanderer with 
knowledge of the land who terrorised the vulnerable 
and isolated. 

But  perhaps this archetype had been established 50 
years earlier. 
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THE HOMICIDAL HOBO

"As the jury filed into the tiny courtroom at Dubbo 
Criminal Court on a chilly September morning in 1939, 
a macabre scene met their eyes. Spread on tables and 
strewn on "the floor of the room were a few charred 
bones of a man, human teeth, blankets, blood-stained 
clothes, a battered suitcase ..." 

Like the opening of a pulp novel, the language of 
sensation, drama and the visceral were at the heart of 
newspaper reports during the trial of Albert Moss. 

These descriptions helped define the case of Albert 
Moss, and played a dominant role in how Moss was 
seen at the time. The Moss trial is a telling example of 
how crime can be downplayed, embellished, dismissed 
or exaggerated through the language we use.   

The media had the most direct and long-lasting impact 
on the image of Moss. From his arrest in April 1938 
through to the trial in September 1939, the papers 
maintained a constant commentary on the case, on 
Moss’ background and on the possibility that Moss 
could have killed more.  
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When the story of Albert Moss and his connection 
to missing men around Narromine broke in April 
1938?, much of the reporting was circumspect and 
understated -  "Alleged Stolen Goods in Possession: 
Elderly Man Charged", "POLICE OPPOSE BAIL: Hint Of 
Graver Charge" , but within days the narrative begins 
to shift with the case described as the "Brummagem 
Creek Mystery" and hints of the macabre in "Human 
Bones in Ashes: First Clue to Missing Men". Moss 
himself would go from being described as pensioner or 
labourer, to irrational, frenzied, a wretched man and 
finally “The Homicidal Hobo". 

After his imprisonment there was a revival of interest 
in the case from the late 1940s to his death in 1958. 
Stories about Moss again filled the papers, but these 
were different in tone and style to those that had been 
written during his trial. While the articles of 1938/39 
had hints of the sensational and shocking, they largely 
focussed on the evidence and witnesses presented to 
the court. These later publications, freed from the need 
for truth from a court reporter, were true examples of 
pulp writing.

 From an article printed in the Truth in 1955, titled “The 
fiend who slew a “Bakers Dozen":
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“On a September day in 1939, Albert Andrew Moss, 
beetle-browed, evil-eyed nomad – a triple killer on the 
evidence and a slayer of 13 on his own boast – stood 
amid the cavernous austerity of Dubbo Criminal Court 
and heard himself sentenced for murder. He had been 
put there by a simple country man who turned amateur 
detective.” 

The popular appeal of the language used in sensation 
writing, lay in its lack of subtlety, it is the language of 
the masses, written to elicit a physical reaction. There 
is sex appeal, danger, good and evil, heroes and villains. 
It was the gut that these stories aimed for, delivering 
cheap thrills as fast as readers could swallow them.

Frequently blending truth with a more salacious fiction, 
pulp writers blurred the truth to heighten the drama, 
tension and consequence, inserting narrative points 
that spoke to the character or morals of the subject 
and combined snippets of truth alongside fiction to 
give reality to the sensation. For example, we start 
with truth, “On 15th September 1938 after the last of 
his many spells in asylums, Moss was discharged from 
Orange Mental Hospital”, followed by a somewhat 
more florid version of what may have happened 
next. " … As the gates closed behind him, he gave a 
contemptuous shrug, shouldered his swag and plodded 
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out on the long trail that ended in – Murder.” There was 
no need for any evidence to show that any of this had 
actually happened.

Pulp magazines and novels had hit their peak in 
the 1930s and 1940s coinciding with the economic 
downturn of the Depression and WWII. As pulps were 
so affordable, they were one of the main forms of 
escapist entertainment for the working class. Soon the 
popularity of the pulp began to influence mainstream 
media and journalism and the lines between truth, 
fiction and sensation increasingly blurred. 

Headlines from the Sydney Truth - “THEY MUST BE 
CAUGHT!” (about Darcy Dugan), “CRIME WAVE MUST 
BE STOPPED NOW”, “ABOMINATION: Shocking filth 
in Chinatown”, “MAN’S NAKED BODY FOUND ON 
SETTEE”, give a sense of the times.

One of the most popular of the new 'Sensational 
Press' in Australia was the Truth. Founded in 1890 it 
claimed to be "The organ of radical democracy and 
Australian National Independence" and advocated 
"a republican Commonwealth created by the will of 
the whole people". What it really was, was a scandal 
sheet. It expanded to include the Sportsman (1900), 
the Brisbane Truth (1900), the Melbourne Truth (1902), 
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the Perth Truth (1903), and an Adelaide Truth (1916). 
By the mid-1920s it had developed to become a 
sensational weekly paper with a large circulation, 
delighting in shocking its readers with its frequent 
exposure of personal scandal, social injustice and 
grisly crimes. 

In 1940 the Truth featured the case of Albert Moss. 
“Is Albert Andrew Moss the greatest killer in the 
history of Australia?” they asked. “Powerfully 
built and wolfish-looking, it is certain now that 
Moss murdered three men. Whether he murdered 
another dozen is merely speculation. Reading his 
awful record and having regard to his unexampled 
cunning, it must be admitted that Moss was capable 
of anything. For 38 long years he has preyed on 
society; a menacing human jackal.” 

It does not get much more lurid than that.
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