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Companion paper: “Hidden Shield — Protecting Travellers on Australia’s Remote 
Highways,” which sets out the narrow, regulated deterrent capability this analysis supports. 
The traveller-protection proposal that previously appeared in this document now lives there 
and is not repeated here.

SECTION 01

Purpose and evidentiary basis

This paper is a criminological case study with two aims. First, it sets out what is established and 
what is suspected about the Queensland killer Vincent O’Dempsey — the human illustration of a 
predator who operated for decades because the policing of his era could not, or would not, stop 
him. Second, it advances a reasoned theory: that the fake-police roadside stop — a predator 
posing as an officer so that a lone traveller stops willingly — is a credible explanation for a 
category of Australia’s “car abandoned by the roadside” disappearances, and that the author’s 
own 1979 encounter bears its hallmarks. It is offered as background and policy argument, not as 
an allegation of fact beyond what the courts have established.

Claims are graded throughout so the reader can weigh them appropriately:

• ESTABLISHED  proven in a court of law or recorded as a formal finding.

• SUSPECTED / THEORY  the subject of police suspicion, coronial inquiry, investigative
journalism, or reasoned hypothesis — not proven.

• CAUTION  a connection that should NOT be asserted, so the submission stays credible.

SECTION 02

A first-hand account — 1979

The following is the author’s own recollection, recorded as a witness statement. It describes an 
encounter on an isolated bush road near the Oxley Police Academy, south-west of Brisbane, 
during the period in which women were disappearing from that corridor.

In 1979, near the end of my cadetship, I took a trainee nurse to the Oxley Police Academy 
dance. Her father asked one thing of me: that I return his daughter home safely before 
midnight. My own car would not start, so I borrowed a friend’s older Ford station wagon. He 
warned me it had a slow leak in a tyre, which I changed, and in my hurry I threw the wheel 
brace and the long-shaft jack into the back.
A few miles from the academy I noticed a car following us. On an isolated stretch of bush 
road it pulled alongside. A passenger held up a black card and ordered, “Pull over, driver.” 
The car looked something like a police vehicle but had no lights or siren, a dent in the rear 



door, and four men inside. It did not feel right. I told her I would not stop. Twice they pulled 
ahead of us, and twice I left the road through small trees to get back in front, remembering 
my father’s advice from his own years in the police: in the heavier car, slow down, 
manoeuvre, and do not let them past.
We reached her father’s bush driveway. The car’s horn was useless. The four men stopped 
at the turn-off and began walking up toward us in a line. In the dim light I took the long-shaft 
jack from the back; against my shoulder it had the rough shape of a rifle. I racked the 
mechanism and it gave a solid double click. One of them shouted, “He’s got a gun.” They 
stopped, retreated, and as they drove off I raised the jack as if to aim. “He’s going to shoot,” 
one called, and they sped away.

Only later did I understand what they likely were. Women leaving work late at night had been 
disappearing in that area, their cars abandoned by the roadside.

SUSPICION (the author’s inference):  My belief is that those four men were Vincent 
O’Dempsey and associates, or predators of the same kind then operating in that corridor. I 
record this as reasoned suspicion grounded in lived experience and in the climate of fear of 
the period. The identity of the four men cannot be established, and I do not assert it as 
proven fact — but the manner of the approach, set against what is now known about 
predators who pose as police, is why the suspicion has never left me.

SECTION 03

The established record (proven in court)

ESTABLISHED — The McCulkin murders (1974).  On the night of 16 January 1974, Barbara 
McCulkin (34) and her daughters Vicki (13) and Leanne (11) were lured from their home at 6 
Dorchester Street, Highgate Hill, by O’Dempsey and Garry “Shorty” Dubois, driven south-west 
out of Brisbane through Ipswich toward Warwick, and murdered. Their bodies have never been 
found. In May 2017 O’Dempsey was found guilty of all three murders and sentenced to life 
imprisonment; Dubois was convicted of the manslaughter of Barbara and the rape and murder of 
the two girls. The trial judge accepted the killings were carried out, in part, to silence Barbara, 
who knew of O’Dempsey’s involvement in earlier firebombings — including the Whiskey Au Go 
Go fire of 8 March 1973, in which fifteen people died.

ESTABLISHED PATTERN — Elimination of witnesses and accomplices.  The feature most 
relevant to the Hidden Shield argument is O’Dempsey’s documented method: those who could 
testify against him disappeared. As his biographer Matthew Condon put it, “if anyone threatens 
his liberty, he removes that threat.” Three instances are on the record:

• Vincent Raymond “Tommy” Allen (1964). A 22-year-old railway labourer who helped 
O’Dempsey burgle and burn the Pigott & Co. jewellery store at Warwick. He agreed to 
give evidence, was last seen getting into a maroon Holden in Grafton Street, Warwick, on 
18 April 1964, and was never seen again; the charges collapsed. Decades later 
O’Dempsey was charged with his murder.

• The Gayton family plot (1975). From custody, O’Dempsey sent Dubois detailed written 
instructions to firebomb the entire Gayton family — petrol drums and gelignite under the 
house — because the two Gayton sisters could place him at the McCulkin home. The plot 
was not carried out; both sisters testified against him in 2017.



• Barbara McCulkin (1974). Killed, on the court’s finding, in part to silence her knowledge 
of the firebombings.

Together these establish — as a matter of record — the very creed quoted in the Hidden Shield 
submission: that a secret is kept by ensuring those who hold it cannot speak.

SECTION 04

The suspected pattern — missing women, abandoned vehicles

SUSPECTED — Margaret Grace Ward (late 1973).  A young woman who worked at 
O’Dempsey’s Brisbane massage parlour, Polonia’s, at Lutwyche, Margaret Grace Ward vanished 
in late 1973 and has never been found. Her disappearance was considered serious enough that 
the 1980 coronial inquest was a joint inquiry into the McCulkins, Allen and Ward together. She 
remains an established suspected victim, though no charge has been laid.

SUSPECTED — A wider series of disappearances.  Investigators and Condon’s decade-long 
inquiry hold that a string of missing persons may be linked to O’Dempsey — sex workers, low-
level criminals, drug-crop cooks, female backpackers and, in one instance, a young child. 
O’Dempsey is reported to have confessed to as many as 33 killings, and some associates put his 
true tally beyond one hundred. None of this wider series has been individually proven. His 
suspected burial ground lies around Morgan Park, near Ghost Gate Road outside Warwick — 
reached by the same south-west corridor through Ipswich along which the author’s 1979 
encounter took place.

SECTION 05

The police-impersonation ruse — why a car is left by the roadside

The pattern that troubles investigators in this category of case is distinctive: a vehicle is found 
neatly stopped or abandoned by the roadside, often with keys present, no sign of a crash or a 
forced run-off, and no sign of a struggle — yet the driver is gone. That signature is hard to 
explain by force. It is easily explained by compliance: the driver stopped of her own accord, 
stepped out, and went willingly, because she believed she was dealing with authority.

ESTABLISHED — The ruse is among the best-documented predator methods.  Posing as a 
police officer to make a lone person stop and submit is a recurring tool of serial offenders, 
precisely because the appearance of lawful authority converts a wary stranger into a compliant 
one:

• Ted Bundy (Utah, 8 November 1974). Bundy approached Carol DaRonch identifying 
himself as “Officer Roseland” of the Murray Police Department, told her someone had tried 
to break into her car, and produced a police badge from his wallet when she asked for 
identification. She got into his car and escaped only when she realised he was not driving 
toward any police station. His ruse was the appearance of authority, not force.

• The Hillside Stranglers (Los Angeles, 1977–78). Kenneth Bianchi and Angelo Buono 
repeatedly flashed phony police badges and ordered women into their car before raping 
and murdering them. Victims understood themselves to be complying with police.

• John Wayne Gacy. At times posed as a police officer to gain compliance from young men 
he approached.



Criminology recognises the pattern formally. Studies of police impersonation describe a 
typology of offenders that includes common criminals who commit thefts, robberies and 
abductions through vehicle “pull-overs” and home invasions — the offender exploits the universal 
instinct to obey a lawful command. The tactic is easiest and most convincing for those who have 
genuine knowledge of how police behave and how an investigation will run.

The hallmarks in the 1979 account. The car that “looked something like a police vehicle,” the 
black card held up in place of a warrant card, the flat command “Pull over, driver” — these are 
the signature of exactly this ruse. The author did not comply, and the bluff with the jack ended 
the encounter. The theory advanced here is that others, on darker stretches of the same 
network, did comply.

THEORY — A reasoned hypothesis, not a proof.  It is reasonable to propose that some 
unknown portion of Australia’s unresolved roadside disappearances — particularly of lone 
women whose cars were found by the road — were effected by this compliance-based ruse 
rather than by ambush or force. The hypothesis is consistent with the international record and 
with the physical signature of the scenes. It cannot be tied to any individual Australian case, and 
— importantly — it cannot be attributed specifically to O’Dempsey, for the reason set out next.

SECTION 06

O’Dempsey, the ruse, and the honest limit of the connection

Credibility requires holding two true things apart. O’Dempsey’s proven method was not the 
random roadside stop of strangers; it was the elimination of people connected to him — the 
McCulkins lured from their own home, Tommy Allen getting into a car with men he knew, 
Margaret Ward an employee of his parlour. There is no record that O’Dempsey ran a fake-police 
ruse on travellers who were strangers to him.

Two conclusions follow, and the submission should state both plainly. First, the ruse theory 
stands on its own evidence — the documented international cases and the physical signature of 
the scenes — independently of O’Dempsey. Second, O’Dempsey’s value to this analysis is as 
the proven local exemplar of the predator who exploited isolation and operated with near-
impunity under the compromised, pre-Fitzgerald policing of the day: the kind of man the author 
suspects was abroad in that corridor in 1979, not a man who can be shown to have used this 
particular method. Asserting more than that would weaken the very case it is meant to 
strengthen.

SECTION 07

The 1979 encounter assessed

Set in its place, the encounter is coherent. In a corridor where women were vanishing and their 
cars were being found by the roadside, the author and his companion were approached, on an 
isolated road at night, by four men in a vehicle mimicking police, who used the command of 
authority to try to make him stop. He suspects — and records his suspicion — that they were 
O’Dempsey or predators of his kind. The encounter cannot be proven against any named 
offender. Its worth is as a credible, first-hand illustration of the ruse and of the climate of fear of 
the period — and of one fact the broader Hidden Shield argument turns upon: that a single 
deterrent, the mere appearance of being armed, was enough to break the predators’ certainty of 



an undefended victim and send them away. The companion highway paper builds directly on that 
lesson.

SECTION 08

Evidentiary cautions for the submission

CAUTION — Do not fuse O’Dempsey with the Sharron Phillips case.  Phillips, 20, 
disappeared on 8 May 1986 after her car ran out of petrol on Ipswich Road at Wacol — the 
strongest “car abandoned by the roadside” match in that corridor. However, the Coroner’s prime 
suspect was a Brisbane taxi driver, Raymond Mulvihill (died 2002), not O’Dempsey. Asserting a 
link would expose the submission to easy rebuttal. (Note, however, that a taxi driver is itself a 
figure of assumed safe authority — consistent in principle with the compliance theory, even 
though it points away from O’Dempsey.)

CAUTION — Do not name O’Dempsey as the 1979 attacker.  The identification is the author’s 
suspicion and must be framed as such. The credible claim is that predators of his kind were 
active in that corridor, not that O’Dempsey is proven to have been in that car.

CAUTION — Do not present the ruse theory or the wider series as proven.  Beyond Ward 
and the McCulkins, the broader pattern is suspicion and journalism, not established fact; the ruse 
theory is reasoned hypothesis anchored to documented cases. The honest and stronger framing 
is that the climate of fear was real, that O’Dempsey’s method of elimination is proven, that the 
police-impersonation ruse is a documented predator method, and that compromised policing 
allowed such men to operate unchecked for decades — precisely the gap Hidden Shield is 
designed to close.

SECTION 09

Assessment

The submission’s core proposition stands on solid ground: a diagnosed psychopath operated for 
decades in and around Brisbane and the Southern Downs, killed to silence those who could 
testify against him, and was shielded by the failures of pre-Fitzgerald policing. To that 
established core, this paper adds a criminologically sound explanation for a class of roadside 
disappearance — the police-impersonation ruse, which produces compliance and leaves an 
abandoned car but no struggle — advanced honestly as theory. Framed that way, the author’s 
1979 encounter becomes a credible first-hand illustration of the danger ordinary travellers faced, 
and of how the appearance of a deterrent denied the predators the certainty they relied upon. 
The practical capability that follows from that lesson is set out in the companion highway paper.

SECTION 10
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