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The Callaghans and the Fitzgeralds 
 
The Callaghan and Fitzgerald families lived in Gatton, South East Queensland, 
Australia at the time of the notorious, unsolved murders of the three Murphy siblings, 
Michael, Norah and Ellen, on the evening of Boxing Day, 1898.  The murders 
occurred at Morans’ Paddock off Tenthill Road, just outside Gatton, as the Murphy 
siblings were returning home after a dance they were to attend was cancelled.   
 
The Irish Catholic community in Gatton was tight knit, and the Callaghans and 
Fitzgeralds knew the Murphy family well.  My grandmother, Mary Fitzgerald (later 
O’Keeffe), whose mother was a Callaghan before marriage, was a close friend of the 
youngest sister of the murdered siblings, Kate.   
 
Grandma was 14 ½ at the time of the murders and held the widely held view around 
Gatton that the police had bungled the investigation and that the mysterious young 
man from the slaughter yard, who went by the alias Thomas Day, was responsible for 
the murders1.   
 
Several books have been written about the murders, with differing theories about who 
was responsible.  One of the more recent books is The Gatton Murders - A true story 
of lust, vengeance and vile retribution by Stephanie Bennett2, published in 2004.  
Several of our relatives are mentioned in the book.  These include: 
 

• Four siblings of my great grandmother Ellen (Callaghan) Fitzgerald, namely 
Mary Ann (Callaghan) Dowling, George Callaghan, Theresa Callaghan (later 
O’Grady) and Liz Callaghan (later Nihill); 

• Michael Dowling Junior, Ellen’s brother-in-law; 
• Maggie Hay, Ellen’s future sister-in-law; & 
• Patrick Shine, a first cousin of my great grandfather Andrew Fitzgerald.  

 
Refer to the appendix for a graphical illustration of these relationships. 
 
The author concludes that the murder was not committed by one person, but that there 
was a conspiracy among several people, mainly from the Gatton district, to take 
revenge on the Murphys.  The author believes two members of our family were 
implicated in the crime.  She believes that George Callaghan was an accessory and 
that Michael Dowling Junior should have been added to the list of suspects as a 
possible accessory or perpetrator.   
 
In her book, the author presents the results of a significant amount of research, too 
detailed to fully cover here.  I would encourage anyone to read the book to get a more 
in depth understanding of the author’s theories. 
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In this article, I will focus on the author’s theories concerning the involvement of 
George Callaghan and Michael Dowling Junior in the crime.  However, firstly it is 
necessary to summarise the author’s conclusions concerning Michael Murphy and the 
reasons for the cancellation of the dance. 
 
Michael Murphy 
 
The author concludes that Michael Murphy was a womaniser and sexual predator of 
very young women.  She also concludes that he was responsible for the pregnancies 
of two local girls, May Cook and Kate Ryan, both close neighbours of the Murphy 
family.  If so, both girls would have been about 18 years old at the time they fell 
pregnant and Michael Murphy would have been about 27.  The author argues that 
they both died from peritonitis as a result of septic abortion, although their death 
certificates give different causes.  Kate Ryan died on 21 March 18973 and May Cook 
died on 27 December 18964, almost exactly two years to the day before Michael and 
his sisters were murdered.  Curiously, an ‘In Memoriam’ notice for May Cook, 
published a year after her death and a year before the murders, was found near the 
scene of the crime5. 
 
The author also suggests that in the months before the murders, Michael Murphy was 
engaged in a love affair with another naïve young woman.  A few weeks before the 
murders, Michael had left his job at the Gatton Agricultural College and relocated to 
Toowoomba.  The author speculates as to why Michael left his job: 
 

Supposing Michael Murphy was engaged in a love affair with a local girl, why 
had he left his job at Gatton Agricultural College a few weeks prior to his 
murder?  Why leave Gatton at all to live at Toowoomba and be parted from 
his lover?  It is possible that Michael’s recent departure from Gatton was in 
answer to ultimatums from the girl’s family.  Perhaps he had been warned to 
stay away from his new sweetheart. 

 
His move away from Gatton so soon before his murder presents yet another 
situation that is perhaps a little too coincidental to be readily accepted as 
mere chance. 

 
Had his workplace become uncomfortable for Michael, prompting his 
relocation to Toowoomba?  It is possible that his life at the college was being 
made intolerable by the provocation and bullying of connections, who also 
worked there, of his new lover. 

 
Besides Patrick (Michael Murphy’s brother), others known to have worked 
there at the time were Michael Dowling Junior and Simon Laffey, the 
gardener and fiddle player…. (p. 201) 

 
The author speculates that while Michael Murphy was back in Gatton visiting his 
family for Christmas, he once again visited his lover at her home.  Rather shockingly, 
in an era when pre-marital sex was not tolerated and adultery was considered 
scandalous, the author believes that Michael’s new lover was Delia Barlow (nee 
Quinn), who she says was the 17 year old wife of the publican at the Tenthill Hotel, 
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John Barlow.  The author claims that Delia Barlow was also the younger sister of the 
barmaid at the hotel, Julia Quinn, who was friendly with the Murphy siblings.   
 
The author believes that several close relatives and associates of May Cook and Delia 
Barlow decided that Michael needed to be taught a lesson.  She concludes that, rather 
than acting themselves, the rougher and more lawless elements of their families, some 
of whom may have had their own grievances against the Murphys, were recruited to 
carry out the deed.  She believes that the intention may have been to just rough 
Michael up, but that fuelled by alcohol, things quickly got out of hand.   
 
The Cancelled Dance  
 
On the night of the murders, the Murphy siblings were on their way home from 
Gatton after 9pm after the dance had been cancelled.  The author concludes that the 
dance was deliberately sabotaged in advance.  She also concludes the murderers knew 
that it would be cancelled and that the Murphys would be travelling back home at that 
time where they could be ambushed at Morans’ Paddock.   
 
The author writes of rumours circulating to deter people from attending the dance, 
then continues: 
 

Whatever the dissuasion, it achieved its purpose… the Murphys would be on 
their way home early in the evening.   

 
What this indicates is that almost certainly more than one person was involved 
in the plan against the Murphys - one or more to bring about the cancellation 
of the dance in Gatton, and at least one other waiting at Morans’ paddock for 
the quarry to be flushed into the trap. 

 
It also shows that the conspiracy was hatched well in advance.  This was no 
opportunistic, spur-of-the-moment attack, but a calculated, premeditated 
crime by people who hated the Murphys. (p. 89) 

 
The organisers of the dance were Ted Chadwick and Stephen and Joe Jordan.  The 
three organisers, like Michael Murphy, were members of the mounted infantry.  The 
author makes no suggestion that any of the three organisers were implicated in the 
murders.   
 
Fourteen girls, including the two Murphy sisters, Theresa and Liz Callaghan, and 
George Callaghan’s girlfriend Maggie Hay, were invited to the dance.  Only six 
young women turned up before the decision was made to cancel the dance - Agnes 
Chadwick (sister of one of the organisers), two sisters of the Jordan brothers, Maggie 
Hay, a Miss Crane and a Miss Bourke. 
 
Tom Jordan, brother of two of the organisers, was called to give evidence before the 
Magisterial Inquiry into the Gatton murders5 held in March 1899.  In a sworn 
deposition, he said that only five persons knew the dance had been cancelled (Ted 
Chadwick, George Callaghan and the three Jordan brothers).  They discussed the 
matter near Gilbert's Hotel, and any one standing there might possibly have heard 
them.  He said he was in Gatton on Christmas Day and the dance to be held the 
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following night was not generally known about.  His brothers Stephen and Joe gave 
similar evidence5.   
 
Stephen Jordan also presented evidence before the Inquiry, which was summarised in 
an article in The Queenslander newspaper on 25 March 18996, part of which follows: 
 

He had known the Murphys all his life, and never heard they had any enemies. 
He could not say whether Norah or Helen (sic) had admirers, or Michael a 
sweet heart. He knew all the young people in Gatton. He never heard any 
suspicion among them as to the murderers, and he had none himself. He had 
known dances fall through in Gatton before because the girls did not attend.  

 
George Callaghan deposed at the Magisterial Inquiry that the dance fell through 
because there were too few young women attending5.   
 
Another of the dance organisers, Ted Chadwick, deposed at the Inquiry5: 
 

It was nothing unusual for ladies invited to dances not to come. 
 
Simon Laffey, a young local musician who was to play fiddle for the dance, was also 
involved in the discussion about whether to proceed, but possibly only in brief 
conversations with George Callaghan and Stephen Jordan out on the street.  Simon 
Laffey was not called to give evidence before the Magisterial Inquiry, nor 
interviewed by police.  However, in George Callaghan’s evidence before the Inquiry, 
he stated: 
 

I left Jordan and Chadwick and went down the street as far as Skinners and 
met Simon Laffey, the musician. 

 
He said to me “Come back to the dance”. 

 
I said “I have made up my mind to go home”. 

 
I said that because I thought it was no use going to the dance with 5 or 6 
couples. 

 
Laffey said “The two Murphy girls and their brother are coming to the dance”. 

 
I then took Miss Hay home to her place about a mile from Gatton.5 

 
The author writes of the decision to cancel the dance: 
 

It was customary for dances to start at 8pm after the mail train came in, 
bringing guests from neighbouring townships.  This night, after obtaining the 
key from Mr Shine, the caretaker of the Tarampa Divisional Hall where the 
dance was to be held, Ted Chadwick and the three Jordans lit the lamps and 
swept the floor.  They then crossed the road to the railway station to find that 
the only girls there were one of the Chadwick sisters and Miss Crane.  The 
Jordan girls were at their father’s butcher shop down the street, awaiting 
word that the dance was about to commence.  Miss Hay was at the home of 
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her escort George Callaghan’s sister, Mrs Michael Dowling, which was 
opposite the station.  Miss Hay and Callaghan had been at the Dowlings’ 
since before 8.30pm.  Both ‘up’ and ‘down’ trains were late that night, and it 
wasn’t until 8.37pm, after the ‘up’ train came in, that Steven (sic) Jordan went 
along the street to the butcher shop and told his sisters that the dance would 
probably not proceed. 

 
Out in the street, at about 8.45pm, Steven (sic) met Simon Laffey and a couple 
of his friends.  In reply to a suggestion by George Callaghan, who by then 
joined Laffey, Jordan agreed that it was no use holding the dance with only 
five or six couples present.  Laffey argued that Michael Murphy and his sisters 
intended to be there, and urged Callaghan to accompany him back to the hall.  
It was decided to confer with the others, and the three young men, Laffey, 
Callaghan and Jordan, joined Chadwick and the two other Jordan brothers 
who were conversing on the front verandah of Gilbert’s Hotel in the light of 
the kerosene lanterns. 

 
It was decided to wait until nine o’clock to see if anyone else turned up.  When, 
at nine, there was no sign of any more arrivals, Ted Chadwick and the 
Jordans returned to the hall to put out the lights and hand the keys back to Mr 
Shine, who lived next door.  Callaghan also went along the street to the 
Dowlings’ to take his friend Miss Hay home. 

 
It is clear, although how has remained a mystery, that the Murphys’ 
murderers knew that the Gatton dance had been cancelled, and the organisers 
were later questioned closely by police. 

 
‘Callaghan, Tom and Joe, Chadwick and myself knew there was to be no 
dance and the lights were to be put out’, said Steven (sic) Jordan. 

 
No one seemed sure later if Simon Laffey was still at the hotel when the 
decision was made to abandon the dance, nor where Miss Chadwick was at 
the time. 

 
‘Persons standing about Gilbert’s verandah could have heard the 
conversation’, added Steven’s (sic) brother Tom. 

 
At ten past nine the doors of the hall were closed and the lights extinguished.  
Ted Chadwick was next door handing the keys back to the caretaker when the 
trap containing the Murphys appeared from around the corner of Railway 
Street.  It drove past the hall, then without stopping to find out why the dance 
had been cancelled, made a U-turn and drove off, disappearing around the 
corner again before Chadwick or his friends could speak to the occupants.  
(pp. 26-28) 

 
George Callaghan and Michael Dowling 
 
As mentioned earlier, the author concludes that relatives and associates of May Cook 
and Delia Barlow (nee Quinn) were responsible for the crime, both directly and 
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indirectly.  She names various people in the district she believes were involved in 
planning the crime, including George Callaghan and Michael Dowling. 
 
The two main perpetrators she concludes were Martin Quinn of Laidley and his 
brother, habitual criminal and itinerant, Joe Quinn, probably with the assistance of 
members of “the young hoodlum element of the district”.  The author claims that the 
Quinn brothers were relatives of Delia Barlow, but that their main motive was 
probably jealousy of Michael Murphy and long held grievances.  The author 
speculates that Joe Quinn may have been involved in the shearers’ strike in 
Barcaldine in 1891, which heralded the formation of the Australian Labour Party7, 
and which Michael Murphy had a role in breaking up as a Special Constable.   
 
The author writes: 
 

A thirst for violence and excitement and a desire to cut Michael Murphy down 
to size would see the Quinns joining in with relish. (p. 257) 

 
The author also claims that the Quinn brothers were first cousins of Michael 
Dowling’s father, Michael Dowling senior.  The author writes: 
 

The Quinn brothers had strong connections to the Dowling family on many 
fronts, the Dowlings being their closest relatives and friends.  Their mother 
had been a Dowling.  Two of their Quinn uncles had married two of their 
Dowling aunts.  To Martin and Joe Quinn they were family, both having lost 
contact with their parents and other siblings long before. (p. 257) 

 
The author continues by explaining the family connection between Michael Dowling 
and George Callaghan, George Callaghan’s relationship with May Cook and his 
actions on the night of the murder, as well as making suppositions about what 
Michael Dowling would have known that night: 
 

Testimony from George Callaghan … was that he was the younger Michael 
Dowling’s brother-in-law. 

 
Callaghan, who described himself as having known May Cook ‘very well’, 
admitted to police he had said to the organisers of the dance that he wasn’t 
keen to go ahead with the dance with so few couples attending.  He also said 
the same to Simon Laffey when he met him in the street.  After the decision 
was made to cancel the dance, he immediately left the others and went off up 
the street to take Miss Hay, his girlfriend, home.  When George Callaghan 
went ‘up the street’ after leaving Gilbert’s Hotel to pick up Miss Hay to take 
her home, it was to the Dowlings’ place, almost next door to the Tarampa 
Divisional Hall, that he went.  Michael Dowling therefore would have known 
at about nine o’clock that the dance was cancelled. … Did Michael Dowling 
… witness from (his) home near the hall the Murphy’s arrival at the hall and 
immediate departure?  (pp. 257-258) 

 
As well as the ‘In Memoriam’ notice referred to earlier, two other curious pieces of 
evidence turned up at or near the murder scene5.  These were: 

6 
 



• a pipe-stop made from memorandum-paper from the Gatton Agricultural 
College; and 

• a bloodstained facsimile of the weave of whipcord fabric imprinted on the 
clothes of the murdered girls. 

 
These three pieces of evidence, along with George Callaghan’s role in the 
cancellation of the dance and the claimed associations between various people 
already mentioned, have led the author to the conclusion that Michael Dowling and 
George Callaghan were also involved in the murders of the Murphy siblings.  The 
author writes: 
 

Michael Dowling knew both Michael Murphy and Patrick Murphy, Mrs 
Dowling testified.  Dowling was a labourer at Gatton College and had been 
working there since July of that year, she said. 

 
There isn’t much doubt that Michael Dowling’s presence at Gatton College 
was the explanation for Michael Murphy’s resignation from his job there.  The 
fact that Dowling was employed at the college was also a possible explanation 
for the presence of the college memorandum-paper pipe-stop found at the 
murder scene. 

 
Mrs Dowling answered ‘yes’ when asked by police if her husband wore 
whipcord pants at times.  This question obviously referred to the bloodstained 
facsimile of the weave of the fabric imprinted on the clothes of the murdered 
girls, found by Sub-Inspector Galbraith. 

 
In the margin of the statement taken from Mrs Dowling, Inspector Urquhart 
wrote in red ink: ‘9/1/99. This man wore cord pants.  Have his account of 
himself night of 26/12/98 verified.’ 

 
Nothing further eventuated from this line of inquiry because the police could 
find no one who would admit to seeing Michael Dowling out that night.  It 
obviously was very important because it linked Michael Dowling Junior, the 
son of Martin Quinn’s close friend and cousin, Michael Dowling, to the 
cancellation of the dance, to Michael Murphy’s resignation from his job, and 
even to the murder scene itself.  Michael Dowling’s name can therefore be 
added to the list of suspects.  George Callaghan’s can be included as an 
accessory.  (p. 258) 

 
Response to the Author’s Conclusions 
 
Stephanie Bennett’s book has proven to be very popular amongst individual readers 
and reading groups.  Almost a decade after publication, one still has to go on a 
waiting list to borrow one of the eleven copies available in Brisbane City Council 
Libraries8.  However, I would suggest this popularity is more to do with the 
sensational nature of her theories than the credibility or strength of her arguments. 
 
Was Michael Murphy a Womaniser and Sexual Predator of Young Women? 
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The author writes of persistent rumours that Michael Murphy was responsible for the 
supposed pregnancy of Kate Ryan and extrapolates that he was also responsible for 
the supposed pregnancy of May Cook.  However, the examples the author gives of 
these rumours (pp. 73-75) are very weak.  Her examples are: 

• three anonymous letters to police; 
• a letter from someone in Brisbane who was unable to be traced by police; 
• a letter from a selector in an outlying district who did not appear to know the 

Murphys or the Ryans, but had a theory he wanted to share with police; and 
• an allegation that appeared in a newspaper on 2 February 1899 that Michael 

Murphy had been sued for the maintenance of a child he was said to have 
fathered 15 years previously when he was 14 years old, to which the Murphy 
family responded “As Michael’s gentle and quiet character is so well known 
here it is superfluous to publish a denial”. 

 
As the author states, these rumours began to circulate only after a letter was published 
in the Toowoomba Chronicle on 24 January 18999 describing a similar case in Austria 
50 years before.  The correspondent wrote about a young man, his sister and cousin 
brutally murdered and the women raped, and how a death bed confession some years 
later had revealed that the young man had seduced a girl in the district and, with the 
backing of his family, had refused to marry the girl, and how the brother and former 
lover of the girl had taken revenge. 
 
The author writes: 
 

It is hard not to wonder if there ever was such a crime in Austria, and whether 
the letter was in fact designed to raise publicly the question of Michael 
Murphy’s morals, of which the writer may have had some knowledge.  If so, 
the ploy was successful as it was only after the letter’s publication that 
information regarding Michael Murphy’s philandering was provided to police. 
(pp. 71-72) 

 
I agree that the story of the crime in Austria was probably apocryphal.  However, 
while the author thinks that the letter encouraged people with knowledge of Michael 
Murphy’s “philandering” to come forward, I think all it did was encourage people to 
get carried away with the intimation contained within it and engage in wild 
speculation.   
 
The letters, allegations and theories about Michael Murphy mentioned in the book 
were either from anonymous sources or from people with no apparent connection with 
the Murphy or Ryan families, so their reliability should be seriously questioned. 
 
In fact, the police received far more letters from members of the public advancing the 
theory that the murders were the result of incestuous sex within the Murphy family5 
than letters about Michael Murphy’s supposed philandering.  As the author explains: 
 

Most of these letters came from Victoria and may have originated from a 
newspaper article published there which hinted at such activities within the 
family. (p. 65) 
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Like the allegations about Michael’s philandering, the incest allegations lack 
credibility. 
 
The police also received numerous letters which they filed under the heading 
‘Astrologers, Dreamers, Theorists, Evangelists, Cranks’5.  They certainly had their 
work cut out in dealing with frivolous allegations and theories. 
 
The author argues that both May Cook and Kate Ryan died from Peritonitis as a result 
of septic abortion and their death certificates tried to cover up the true causes of their 
deaths.  Not only did abortion carry a great social stigma at the time, but it was also a 
criminal offence10. 
 
Like the Murphys and the Ryans, my ancestors the Callaghans, the Fitzgeralds and the 
O’Keeffes grew up among the tight knit Irish Catholic community of the Lockyer 
Valley.  These families lived by a set of conservative values which included the 
central roles of the church and family in their lives and strict sexual morality (no sex 
before marriage, no contraception and no abortion)1.  Even when I was growing up in 
a Catholic family in the 1960s, 70s and early 80s, these forces, and I don’t use that 
word lightly, were still very strong.  In the context of late 19th century Irish 
Catholicism, it is difficult to believe that Michael Murphy was the reckless womaniser 
that the author has portrayed or that Kate Ryan died from complications related to 
abortion.   
 
Kate Ryan’s death certificate states that she died from typhoid fever and epileptiform 
convulsions3.  Typhoid fever is a bacterial disease transmitted by the ingestion of food 
or water contaminated with the faeces of an infected person11.  In Queensland, in the 
19th century, it was one of the major infectious diseases that killed many people in 
towns, mining camps and among railway construction gangs12.  Conditions generally 
improved from 1897, coincidentally the year that Kate Ryan died, with the 
introduction of the cold bath treatment at Brisbane General Hospital and a laboratory 
test, the Widal test, that identified typhoid fever12.   
 
Kate’s death in March 1897 may have come just too soon for the improved techniques 
and testing introduced in the same year.  Even after these innovations, residents of the 
railway town of Gatton were still vulnerable to typhoid fever.  On 9 December 1903, 
the Brisbane Courier reported that four students at Gatton Agricultural College had 
come down with the disease13.  Three of the students were sent to Brisbane Hospital 
for treatment and one was treated in Gatton by a local nurse.  One of the students sent 
to Brisbane died. 
 
‘Epileptiform convulsions’ simply means convulsions resembling those of epilepsy14.  
One of the key diagnostic features of typhoid fever is convulsions15.  
  
The incidence of typhoid fever is highest in children and young adults between 5 and 
19 years old16, the age group that Kate Ryan fell into.   
 
Given the prevalence of typhoid fever in Queensland generally and Gatton 
specifically around the turn of the 19th century, and Kate Ryan’s age falling within the 
highest risk group, it appears likely that she did die from typhoid fever and 
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epileptiform convulsions, as stated on her death certificate, rather than peritonitis as a 
result of septic abortion. 
 
May Cook’s death certificate states that she died from typhlitis and peritonitis4.  The 
author claims that ‘typhilitis’ is an obsolete word for appendicitis, but it is actually a 
disease that mimics appendicitis, but is unrelated17.  It is a condition involving the 
inflammation of caecum – the first portion of the large intestine or colon, situated in 
the lower right quadrant of the abdomen17.  In the past, the condition was universally 
fatal with peritonitis being the final stage before death18. The condition is common in 
both children and adults17.  It is quite plausible that 18 year old May Cook’s 
peritonitis was caused by typhilitis, as stated on her death certificate, rather than 
septic abortion. 
 
Certainly, the presence of May Cook’s ‘In-Memoriam’ notice near the scene of the 
crime is puzzling to say the least.  One possible explanation is that it was the copy that 
Kate, the younger sister of the murdered siblings, had cut out from the newspaper at 
Norah’s request.  According to Kate, the clipping had disappeared about six months 
earlier5.  Perhaps Norah or Ellen knew where it was all the time.  Norah and Ellen did 
not carry handbags or purses to the dance, but perhaps one of them carried the 
clipping on her person and it was dislodged in her frantic struggle for life.  According 
to the author, May Cook’s mother described her daughter as an ‘intimate and life-long 
friend’ of Norah and Ellen (page 93).  It was the day before the second anniversary of 
May’s death.  Had the dance the Murphys were attending gone ahead, it would have 
ended in the early hours of 27 December, May Cook’s actual anniversary.  It would 
not be surprising for Norah or Ellen to carry some memento of their close friend 
May’s life with them on her anniversary. 
 
As mentioned earlier, the author believes that relatives and associates of May Cook 
and Delia (Quinn) Barlow were responsible for the crime.  She concludes that 
Michael Murphy’s new lover was Delia (Quinn) Barlow.  According to the author, 
Delia Barlow was the naïve 17 year old wife of the publican at the Tenthill Hotel, 
John Barlow, and the younger sister of the hotel’s barmaid, Julia Quinn.  However, 
the author has failed to provide any references for this assertion and it is simply not 
true.   
 
John Barlow’s wife was indeed a sister of Julia Quinn, but she was her older sister, 
Margaret, who married John Barlow in 188619.  Julia Quinn did not even have a sister 
named Delia20.  At the time of the murders, Margaret (Quinn) Barlow was nearly 29 
years old21, had given birth to six children to John Barlow and would go on to have 
five more children to him up to 190722.  The eldest daughter of John and Margaret 
Barlow, Ellen, died tragically in 1897 at the age of 9.  The Queenslander newspaper 
reported on 6 November 189723: 
 

A terrible accident happened at the Tenthill Hotel, Tenthill, on Thursday week, 
by which Ellen Barlow, 9 years of age, daughter of Mr. John Barlow, licensee 
of the hotel, was burnt to death. The little girl was attending to a fire, and 
endeavoured to revive it by pouring some kerosene upon the embers. A blaze 
immediately sprang up, and the child's clothes were ignited… 
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Ellen Barlow’s death certificate shows her mother’s name as Margaret24, not Delia.  
In any event, if Delia (Quinn) Barlow was 17 at the time of the murders, she would 
have been only about 7 years old when the unfortunate Ellen was born, so she could 
not have been Ellen’s mother.   
 
A Delia Quinn did marry a John Barlow in Rockhampton, Queensland in November 
1897, but she was 31 when she married and would have been 32 at the time of the 
murders25.  This Delia Quinn was a widow, previously married to a Robert Quinn in 
1891 in her maiden name of Bridget Fahey26.   Delia is a nick-name for Bridget27.  
She used the names Delia and Bridget interchangeably on the birth records of her 
children28, just as she did on her marriage records25,26.  Julia Quinn did not have a 
sister named Bridget either20 and there is no record of a marriage between a Bridget 
Quinn and a John Barlow in Queensland in the 1890s29. 
 
There was another Delia Quinn born in Queensland in January 188230, the only person 
to have been born in Queensland or to have migrated to Queensland up to 1898 with 
that specific name31,32.  She would have been one month short of her 17th birthday at 
the time of the Gatton murders.  In the absence of another Delia Quinn who was born 
in or migrated to Queensland, the author may have assumed that this was the Delia 
Quinn who married John Barlow in November 1897.  This would be easy to do if one 
just relied on the limited free information on the Queensland Births, Deaths and 
Marriages Historical Index31 and did not obtain the actual marriage certificate.  This 
Delia Quinn would have been almost 16 in November 1897, which was a legal age to 
marry at the time33.  However, she did not actually marry until 1911, when she was 29, 
to a man named Alfred Hallett30,34,35.  
 
It is quite clear that the wife of the Tenthill Hotel publican John Barlow at the time of 
the murders was not 17 year old Delia (Quinn) Barlow.  In fact, there is no evidence 
that such a person even existed.  Furthermore, the John Barlow who married 31 year 
old Delia Quinn in Rockhampton in 1897 was clearly a different John Barlow from 
the publican at the Tenthill Hotel.  The wife of the Tenthill Hotel publican, John 
Barlow, was Margaret (Quinn) Barlow. 
 
I have already argued that the allegations and the author’s conclusions about Michael 
Murphy’s womanising lacked credibility, particularly if one considers the late 19th 
century Irish Catholic context in which Michael grew up.  Her conclusions appear 
even less credible if one considers that the causes of death appearing on Kate Ryan’s 
and May Cook’s death certificates seem more plausible than her alternative cause of 
peritonitis resulting from septic abortion.  If naïve 17 year old Delia (Quinn) Barlow 
is removed from the picture and replaced by 28 year old mother of six, Margaret 
(Quinn) Barlow, then the author’s conclusions stand on very shaky foundations 
indeed. 
 
The Quinn Brothers and Michael Dowling 
 
A reason put forward for the involvement of Joe Quinn in the crime is Michael 
Murphy’s role as a Special Constable in breaking up the shearers’ strike.  However, 
there is no evidence presented that Joe Quinn was even involved in the strike.  
Furthermore, while Joe Quinn was apparently of very bad character, there is no 
conclusive evidence that he was even in the Gatton District at the time of the murders. 
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The author states that Joe and Martin Quinn were first cousins of Michael Dowling’s 
father, Michael Dowling senior.  Certainly, their mother was a Dowling and Martin 
Quinn’s witness at his wedding in 1887 was one of the Michael Dowlings, senior or 
junior35, so there does appear to have been a close relationship at that point.  The 
author infers that Michael Dowling junior recruited the Quinn brothers to carry out 
the crime and may have even participated himself.  In order to demonstrate that a 
lifelong friendship existed between Martin Quinn and Michael Dowling junior, the 
author states at the end of her book: 
 

Martin Quinn returned to his family in Laidley.  He died in 1935 and is buried 
at the top of the hill in Laidley Cemetery.  Beside his grave is that of Michael 
Dowling; the pair remained close friends throughout their lives. (p. 266) 

 
However, she is describing the wrong Michael Dowling in this passage.  Michael 
Dowling junior was buried in Gatton Cemetery, not Laidley Cemetery, next to his 
parents in law, Daniel and Mary Callaghan37.  His father, Michael Dowling senior, 
was buried in Laidley Cemetery38,39.  The author presents no evidence of an ongoing 
friendship between the Quinn brothers and Michael Dowling junior.   
 
The author’s conclusion that Michael Dowling bullied Michael Murphy at Gatton 
Agricultural College is pure speculation.  The two men only worked there at the same 
time for a few months in the second half of 18985.  They do not appear to have 
worked closely together, with Michael Dowling working as a labourer and Michael 
Murphy apparently working on farming experiments.  There could be many reasons  
why Michael Murphy, who had already worked in a variety of jobs by December 
1898, may have left his job.  
 
The Gatton Agricultural College employed several local people apart from Michael 
Dowling, including Simon Laffey, Patrick Murphy and, until not long before the 
murders, Michael Murphy himself5.  The college memorandum-paper pipe-stop found 
near the murder scene could have been dropped by one of a number of employees and 
may have even blown there from the road and had no connection with the killers.   
 
Whipcord fabric, the same fabric that created the facsimiles on the clothing of the 
dead girls, was in common use in the 1890s, after first being manufactured in the 
1860s40.  Michael’s wife Mary Ann’s confirmation that he owned a pair of whipcord 
fabric pants is not in itself incriminating.  The author’s statement that “Nothing 
further eventuated from this line of inquiry because the police could find no one who 
would admit to seeing Michael Dowling out that night” (p. 258) is somewhat 
mischievous.  I could find no evidence on the Gatton murder files that this question 
was even asked of anyone5.  Perhaps no one admitted to seeing Michael out that night 
because he was at home with Mary Ann and the children.  The Police evidently did 
not think the matter was important enough to pursue, as Michael was never 
questioned5.     
 
I have discovered evidence that Michael Dowling was a respectable family man and 
public spirited person (see description below under “Life After the Murders”), and I 
do not believe he had any part in the murders.   
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George Callaghan, Michael Dowling and the Cancelled Dance 
 
The author believes that George Callaghan: 

• was involved in the conspiracy against the Murphy family that was hatched 
well in advance; 

• played a pivotal role in having the dance cancelled; 
• communicated information about the cancellation to his brother-in-law 

Michael Dowling and possibly others; 
and that Michael Dowling somehow got this information to the murderers who were 
waiting to ambush the Murphys. 
 
The author highlights George Callaghan’s statement to the Magisterial Inquiry that he 
knew May Cook “very well”5, suggesting that this may have been a motive for his 
involvement in the crime.  There were fewer than 500 people living around Gatton at 
the time (449 people in the 1901 census)41.  Those in the 18 to 30 year age range 
would probably have numbered between fifty and one hundred.  I would suggest that 
most of the young people of Gatton at the time would have known each other very 
well.  In his evidence before the Magisterial Inquiry, Stephen Jordan stated that he 
knew all the young people of Gatton5. 
 
The idea of holding the dance was only conceived two days before it was to take place.  
Stephen Jordan, one of the dance organisers gave sworn evidence at the Magisterial 
Inquiry confirming this5.  His evidence was summarised in an article in The 
Queenslander newspaper on 25 March 1899, part of which follows6: 
 

On Christmas Eve he made arrangements with Edward Chadwick and his 
(witness's) brother Joe to hold a dance at Gatton on Boxing Night. They met 
Chadwick at the railway station by accident, when the subject cropped up. 
Chadwick was the first to suggest it, saying they would hold the dance in the 
Board Hall. They then went up the street, where Chadwick had a conversation 
with Pat and Jerry Murphy about the dance. Chadwick informed witness 
afterwards that the Murphys were coming, and would bring ' their sisters. 
Later on witness had another conversation with Chadwick, but it simply 
related to the opening of the hall on Boxing Night. On Boxing morning witness 
asked George Callaghan if he was going to the dance, and he replied "Yes", 
but asked what girls were going. Witness mentioned the names, including 
those of the Murphy girls. These were girls who usually attended these dances. 
None of them had been specially invited. 

 
Given the hasty organisation of the dance, if there were sinister elements in the 
district plotting against the Murphys, they would have to have mobilized very quickly.  
If George Callaghan was involved in the conspiracy, as the author suggests, he would 
have had just a few hours to liaise with his co-conspirators and settle upon his actions 
for the evening, as he only found out about the dance on the day it was to take place in 
a conversation with Stephen Jordan that morning in Gatton.  This was confirmed by 
sworn statements before the Magisterial Inquiry from both George Callaghan and 
Stephen Jordan5.  In an era of very limited electronic communication, it seems highly 
unlikely that a group of people could co-ordinate such a crime in such a short period 
of time.   
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The author concludes that the dance was probably sabotaged in advance through 
active dissuasion of people from attending, so that the Murphys could be ambushed 
while they were travelling home that evening, rather than early the following morning.  
However, the only example of dissuasion she comes up with is that of the local 
publican convincing his sister-in-law to go to a different local dance.  She also 
mentions the decision of Jerry Murphy, brother of the victims, not to attend because 
he thought it would be a failure.  Jerry Murphy was right, but probably because he 
thought that the dance had been too hastily organised and not enough people knew 
about it, rather than any active dissuasion. 
 
The author gives particular emphasis to George Callaghan’s discussions with the 
Jordan brothers, Ted Chadwick and Simon Laffey on the night of the dance, where he 
stated that he didn’t want to proceed with the dance.  Far from any sinister motives, 
the reason he did not want to proceed with the dance was simple - not enough people, 
and particularly women, were attending.  Ted Chadwick, Stephen Jordan and George 
Callaghan all stated this same reason for the cancellation of the dance at the 
Magisterial Inquiry5. 
 
The author concludes that Michael Dowling would have known that the dance was 
cancelled at about 9.00pm when George Callaghan arrived at his home to collect his 
girlfriend, Maggie Hay, and that he may have witnessed the Murphy’s arrival in and 
immediate departure from Gatton at about 9.10pm.  It stretches credibility to suggest, 
as the author has, that Michael Dowling quickly departed his home after 9.00pm in 
order to warn the murderers of the Murphys’ impending arrival and perhaps even 
participate in the murders himself. 
 
An Alternative Suspect 
 
The Gatton murders do not appear to have been the culmination of a conspiracy that 
was planned well in advance.  Rather, they appear to have been an opportunistic 
attack carried out by a psychopathic individual or individuals.  Whether one man was 
capable of restraining and killing all three Murphy siblings is debatable, but there are 
scenarios where this may be possible.  Perhaps the killer forced the Murphy siblings 
into Morans’ Paddock at gunpoint, ordered Michael to restrain his sisters (their hands 
were tied), shot Michael in the head, then raped and murdered Norah and Ellen. 
 
If one man was responsible, then I agree with my grandmother.  The young man from 
the slaughter yard, known as Thomas Day, has to be the prime suspect.  Thomas Day 
was a powerfully built young man of about 21.  He had been in town less than two 
weeks at the time of the murders and was living near and working at the slaughter 
yard, very close to the scene of the murders.  He was seen by several witnesses 
walking along Tenthill Road on the nights before the murder and was identified by 
one witness standing at the sliprails on Tenthill Road on the night of the murders5.  
The sliprails was a section of the fence where the rails could be easily removed to 
allow vehicle access to Morans’ Paddock.  This was the point from where the 
Murphys were diverted from Tenthill Road and murdered.   
 

Thomas Day was seen shortly after the murders washing blood off his jumper, against 
his employer’s advice5.  Another employee at the slaughter yard told police he hadn’t 
liked the look of Day from the start5.  A girl also living near the slaughter yard had 

14 
 



told police that she heard shots and screams on the night of the murders, yet Day 
claimed to have heard nothing5.  Day’s employer at the slaughter yard, Mr Clarke, 
told the Magisterial Inquiry that Day displayed a “perfect state of indifference” when 
he tried to discuss the murders with him5.   
 
Mr Clarke also told police that Day was always reading, often sophisticated texts5.  
For example, he was reading a book titled Rienzi, about a 14th century Italian patriot.  
Day could be taciturn or aggressive at times, but charming and erudite at other times. 
 
Two junior policeman and several members of the public suspected Thomas Day5.  
However, senior police, apparently impressed by Day’s youth, charm and level of 
education, refused to countenance the possibility that he could have committed the 
crime5.  Inspector Urquhart, who headed the investigation, threatened one of the 
junior policemen and took punitive action against the other for voicing their suspicion 
of Day5.  
 
Thomas Day left the district about two weeks after the murders after clashing with his 
employer, although he appears to have co-operated with police up to that point5.  He 
later enlisted in the military, but deserted in May 1899 and was never heard of again 
by authorities in spite of attempts to locate him5.   
 
The Gatton Murder files at the Queensland State Archives do not contain any record 
of a police interview with Thomas Day and he did not appear before the Magisterial 
Inquiry in March 18995. 
 
Life After the Murders 
 
George Callaghan and Michael Dowling both died prematurely (George was 53 and 
Michael was 55)42,43, but that is where the similarity ends in their lives after the 
murders. 
 
George married Maggie Hay on 12 July 1899 in Gatton44, only 6 ½ months after the 
murders.  At the time, George was a farmer.   
 
According to the Commonwealth Electoral Roll, by 1903 George and Maggie had left 
Gatton and were living in Toowoomba, where George worked for the Railways45.  
When he left Gatton, George had accumulated significant debt in the district and left 
town without settling his debts.  George’s father, Daniel, made special provision in his 
will in 1914 that empowered the trustees to pay out of the proceeds of the will any 
debts owed by George to various tradespeople around Gatton at the time he left town 
some years before46.  Such payments were to come out of George’s share of the will.  
Michael Dowling was one of the two trustees, George’s brother Patrick being the 
other. 
 
George and Maggie were still living in Toowoomba in 190545, but by 1913 they were 
living in the small North West Queensland settlement of Duchess45.  George’s 
occupation on the 1913 Electoral Roll was listed as miner45.  According to the Centre 
for the Government of Queensland, based at the University of Queensland47: 
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Duchess, a former mining town, is a hamlet on the railway line between 
Cloncurry and Mount Isa, 130 km from the former and 90 km from the latter…. 

 
It was the richest copper mine in the Cloncurry district with serious 
production beginning in 1907. In 1912 Duchess was linked by railway to 
Cloncurry, enabling fuel to be brought in for the Duchess smelter. Wartime 
copper prices were buoyant, and it was estimated that about 1000 people 
resided at Duchess in 1917, compared with 74 in the 1911 census. Pugh's 
Queensland Directory (1918) recorded three drapers, four hotels, two market 
gardeners, two motor garages, a picture theatre and a school (1911). 
 
By 1920 copper prices had collapsed. The smelter closed and the population 
dwindled; the 1921 census count was 344 and 135 in 1933, both of which 
appear giant against the current population of three. 

 
Summer high temperatures in the Cloncurry district average about 37 degrees 
Celsius48, so in the days before air conditioning, life would have been pretty 
uncomfortable for George and Maggie. 
 
When his father Daniel died in 1915, George was living on Woodlark Island in the 
Milne Bay Province of Papua New Guinea46.  In 1915, it was part of the Australian 
Territory of Papua49. 
 
Thousands of young Australians were attracted to Woodlark Island in the late 19th 
and early 20th century by gold.  Following the first discovery of gold on Woodlark 
Island in 1895, an initial gold rush occurred, consisting largely of individual miners 
working alluvial fields on the surface of the island50.  By the time George Callaghan 
arrived there some years later, the alluvial fields had largely dried up.  However, 
underground hard rock mining was undertaken at a number of locations on the island 
and it was probably this hard, physical labour that George was engaged in.   
 
The work was hard, the accommodation in the main settlement of Kulumadau was 
rudimentary and the population was male dominated.  It seems unlikely that Maggie 
would have accompanied George to Woodlark Island.  In fact, the 1913 electoral roll 
is the last one that records them living at the same address45.  They appear to have 
separated after 1913.  The couple never had any children31.   
 
By 1919, George was living in Cloncurry and still working as a miner45.  He had the 
same address and occupation in 192245. 
 
George died on 11 August 1927 at Boronto Siding, Near Prairie in North Queensland, 
at the age of only 5342.  His occupation at the time of death was recorded as a Ganger, 
which is a foreman of a group of labourers.  Prairie is a small town to the east of 
Hughenden in Northwest Queensland51.  The town does not have a mining history.  
The exact location of George’s death, at Boronto Siding, and his occupation of 
Ganger, indicate that at the time of his death he was working for the railways again 
and that he died on the job.  George was buried in Hughenden Cemetery42. 
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The causes of George’s death were recorded as Chronic Nephritis (a kidney disease), 
Arteriosclerosis (hardening of the arteries), Myocarditis (inflammation of heart 
muscle) and Cardiac failure41.   
 
There are indicators that George was a troubled soul who led a self destructive 
lifestyle that inevitably affected those around him.  These include his departure from 
Gatton and his family with outstanding debts, his unsettled lifestyle where he moved 
to a different locality every few years, his apparent marriage breakdown in an era 
where Catholic marriages rarely broke down and perhaps the manner of his death.  
George’s death from heart disease at the age of 53 suggests that he didn’t take good 
care of himself.  He was possibly an alcoholic.  Heavy drinking is a known risk factor 
for heart disease52. 
 
George’s decision to leave Gatton, his family and farming behind just a few short 
years after the murders suggests that he may have been trying to escape the ghosts of 
the past.  Perhaps, as the author Stephanie Bennett suggests, he did have a role in the 
murders, and he had a guilty conscience.  While the murders and their aftermath 
probably had a profound effect on George Callaghan, I do not believe he had a direct 
or indirect role in the crime, as I have argued previously.   
 
Perhaps George Callaghan left Gatton because he couldn’t cope with rumour and 
innuendo in the town concerning his supposed role in the murders.  Perhaps he found 
the police questioning and public inquiry process traumatic and difficult to put behind 
him.  Perhaps he needed to get away from the town where several of his young friends 
had died.   
 
Maggie (Hay) Callaghan survived George by 15 years, dying in Queensland in 194253. 
 
Unlike George Callaghan, Michael Dowling was never questioned by police or called 
to give evidence before the public inquiry.  He lived out the rest of his days in 
Gatton45, becoming a prominent and highly respected citizen. 
 
Michael Dowling had married George Callaghan’s sister Mary Ann in 189154.  They 
had five children, four of whom survived to adulthood55.  They have many 
descendants living in Queensland today, who may be upset at Stephanie Bennett’s 
conclusion that their ancestor Michael Dowling bullied Michael Murphy into leaving 
his job at Gatton Agricultural College and was involved in his murder and the murder 
of his sisters.   
 
Please forgive this trip down memory lane, but I went to a Christian Brothers school 
in Brisbane in the 1970s with one of Michael Dowling’s great grandsons (my 3rd 
cousin).  Admittedly, this great grandson was a horrible little bully, one of the 
smallest boys in the class who would regularly psychologically torture and physically 
abuse the fattest boy in the class until he reduced him to tears1.   
 
Of course, that doesn’t mean that my classmate inherited the bullying gene (if such a 
thing exists) from his great grandfather, Michael Dowling.  As discussed above, the 
author Stephanie Bennett has presented a very weak argument that Michael Dowling 
bullied Michael Murphy into leaving his job or that Michael Murphy left his job 
because of bullying. 
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Michael Dowling appears to have been a very public spirited person.  In April 1901, a 
little over two years after the murders, he was appointed road overseer by the 
Divisional Board in Gatton56.  In 1908, he was appointed overseer of the Tarampa 
Shire Council57.  In 1913, he was elected to the Convent Building Committee, formed 
to re-establish a Catholic primary school in Gatton58.  As mentioned earlier, Michael 
Dowling was also the co-executor of the will of his father-in-law, Daniel Callaghan, 
in 1915.  After Michael died on 27 December 1919, the following article appeared in 
The Queenslander on 10 January 192057: 
 

Mr Michael Dowling, who passed away at a private hospital in South 
Brisbane last Saturday, was born in Laidley, and was 55 years of age. He was 
overseer of the Tarampa Shire Council for 11 years, and for the past eight 
years had been licensee of the Federal Hotel, Gatton. The body was conveyed 
to Gatton for interment, a large number of residents attending the funeral. The 
Rev. D. Walsh conducted the service, at the graveside. The deceased is 
survived by his widow, one son, and three daughters.  

 
Based on what we know about Michael Dowling, he does not seem like someone who 
would have been involved in the murders of the Murphy siblings. 
 
Michael Dowling’s widow, Mary Ann, married again in 1926, to a man named 
August Kluck1,59.  It was an ill suited and short lived marriage1.  Mary Ann died in 
1963 at the age of 941,60. 
 
My grandmother, Mary (Fitzgerald) O’Keeffe, died in 1981 at the age of 971,61.  She 
may have been the last person who lived in Gatton on that fateful day in 1898 with a 
clear memory of events. 
 
 
 
 
 
I would welcome discussion on this article. You can contact me at 
reginapaul@powerup.com.au 
 
Paul Middleton 
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Appendix              

RELATIVES ASSOCIATED WITH GATTON MURDER STORY 
              

John Shine 
(c.1818-1867) 

& Honora 
Riordan 

(c.1818-c.1861)  

Honora & 
Mary 

Riordan 
were sisters  

Edmond Fitzgerald 
(c.1807-c.1887) & 

Mary Riordan 
(c.1810-1875)  Daniel Callaghan (1836-1915) & Mary Cleary (1837-1920)   

(Patrick Shine's 
Parents)    

(Andrew 
Fitzgerald's 

Parents)          

        

Ellen 
Callaghan 

(1860-1950) 

Patrick 
Callaghan 

(1862-
1923) 

Mary Ann 
Callaghan 

(1869-
1963) 

George 
Callaghan 

(1874-
1927) 

Theresa 
Callaghan 

(1877-
1957) 

Liz 
Callaghan 

(1879-
1968)  Children 

        married married married married married married   

Patrick Shine 
(1851-1905)  

Andrew 
Fitzgerald & 

Patrick 
Shine were 

cousins    

Andrew 
Fitzgerald 

(1858-1935) 

Mary 
O'Shea 

(c. 1865-
1920) 

Michael 
Dowling 
(1864-
1919) 

Maggie 
Hay (1875-

1942) 

Henry 
Joseph 
O'Grady 
(1878-
1936) 

Thomas 
Nihill 

(1879-
1956)   

              

      

Daughter of 
Ellen 
Callaghan & 
Andrew 
Fitzgerald -        

  
Grandchild of Edmond & Mary 

Fitzgerald  

Mary 
Fitzgerald 

(1884-1981)  Grandchild of Daniel & Mary Callaghan.   
      married        

      
Bill O'Keeffe 
(1881-1971)        

              
Relatives who the book author, Stephanie Bennett, believes were implicated in the murders - Highlighted in Purple.     
Other Relatives Mentioned in Stephanie Bennett's Book & Defence of Uncles Article - Highlighted in Blue.      
Other Relatives Mentioned in Article Only - Highlighted in Red.  Mary (Fitzgerald) O'Keeffe was the grandmother of the article author.    

 
21 

 


