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[james]

mean street serenade

There’s no place like Woolloomooloo. A rambunctious working-
class enclave smack dab in the middle of one of the most 
breathtaking settings on earth.

You want extremes? Go to the ’Loo. You’ll find extreme 
beauty, for it is located on one of the most stunningly 
picturesque bays of Sydney Harbour, it’s a quick stroll to Mrs 
Macquarie’s Chair with its views of the Bridge and the Opera 
House, the Royal Botanic Gardens, the Domain, the Finger 
Wharf (built between 1911 and 1914 as a wool shipping wharf 
and used as a departure point for diggers sailing away to fight 
overseas in World War I) and above it all, to the south-west, 
is the towering cityscape of Sydney whose big bright lights at 
night seem so high you can’t tell them from the stars. Yet in 
its narrow streets, lanes, parks, pubs, cafés and convenience 
stores, terrace- and townhouses, you’ll also find extreme 
poverty, domestic violence, drug and alcohol abuse and 
homelessness.

Once, close to 200 years ago, Woolloomooloo was one of 
the most desirable addresses in all Sydney. The wealthy and 
powerful lived there in sprawling sandstone mansions set 
in sumptuous gardens. It was safe and law abiding, a world 
away from the larrikins, vice dens and rampant boozing that 
had turned Paddington and The Rocks into no-go zones for 
respectable citizens. Residents of Woolloomooloo shopped for 



fresh produce in bountiful market gardens and you could 
stroll down to the bay and take your pick of fish that had 
been caught just an hour or so ago. Yes, as in all the inner 
suburbs of Sydney, there were tanneries, brickworks and 
factories belching smoke, and coal-fuelled steamers loading 
and unloading in Woolloomooloo Bay made the air and water 
filthy, but the delights of the suburb were compensation. And 
anyway, the brisk salty winds whipping in off the Harbour 
usually whisked the pollution away.

The ’Loo began to change around 1850–60 when inner-
Sydney dwellers took advantage of better roads, public transport, 
gas and water supplies and improved communications to move 
away from the bustling, noisome and increasingly populated 
city to the new garden suburbs of Ashfield, Strathfield, 
Rockdale, Chatswood and Manly. 

When they departed, their mansions and their gardens were 
demolished and new factories or cheap workers’ terraces were 
erected in their place and filled with the people who toiled in the 
factories and their families. Suddenly, and increasingly so in the 
early twentieth century, Woolloomooloo was overcrowded with 
poor people who were rich in spirit; people whose numbers were 
added to by maritime workers and by the many thousands who 
were flocking to the city from the bush to find employment. In 
time, the factories closed down and industry was relocated in 
Sydney’s west and south and the flimsy, shoddily-constructed 
buildings were converted into boarding houses.

By the 1920s, Woolloomooloo was a seething slumland 
of ramshackle, falling-down terraces and rooms-for rent, 
bloodhouse pubs, cafés, corner shops and brothels. Un-
employment was higher than elsewhere in Sydney.

The crime rate too. Lawbreaking is often a symptom of 
poverty, and, a far cry from its halcyon days of 100 years 
before, the ’Loo became one of Sydney’s more dangerous 



addresses, home to razor gangsters, drug dealers, sly grog 
shops, standover men and prostitutes. It was a hangout for 
the likes of Tilly and Jim Devine, Kate Leigh, Guido Calletti, 
and Frankie ‘The Little Gunman’ Green, who lived for a time in 
Cathedral Street.

About the time that we moved to Woolloomooloo, in 1973, 
it retained the colourful squalor of past eras, although parts of 
it were being bulldozed for low-cost and Housing Commission 
accommodation. When we rolled up, brighteyed and bushy-
tailed and desperately glad to escape from Camperdown, and 
moved into a small, neglected terrace in Dowling Street, the 
Finger Wharf was a working wharf, still twenty or so years 
from being transformed into a luxury site of multi-million 
dollar homes and apartments, restaurants where the cost of 
a single meal could feed a Woolloomooloo family for weeks, 
and a berth for huge power boats. Occasionally today I’ll treat 
myself to lunch at the Finger Wharf’s pre-eminent restaurant, 
Otto, and sit there among the merchant bankers, radio shock 
jocks, sports champions and stars of TV and the screen, 
and gaze around the bay, remembering the old days when I 
would sit just there on the dock dangling my bare feet in the 
water and Woolloomooloo was my playground, battlefield and 
schoolyard.



[stephen]

for the defence

Amazingly, I didn’t do too badly in my Higher School Certificate. 
For this I thank James, who cajoled and, when he had to, 
threatened me into studying for the exam. When I left St Mary’s 
at the end of 1982, aged seventeen, I signed on to do a Bachelor 
of Education degree at Sydney’s University of Technology. For 
on-the-job training as a teacher, they sent me to a school out 
in the western suburbs. My first day in the classroom a bunch 
of boys at the back of the room started chanting ‘Underdaks! 
Underdaks!’ It was far from the first time I’d been called that. 
This time, however, I wasn’t going to cop it from a bunch of 
smartarse students. These kids didn’t realise that I wrote the 
book on being a smartarse in class. I gave them the old ’Loo 
steely glare and they went very quiet. I hated teaching and quit 
my course.

James got me a job at St Vincent’s Hospital in the cleaning 
department. Sweeping hospital wards, I soon concluded, it was 
not what I wanted to do either. I told James I wanted to resign 
to do something I liked, like boxing full time, and he pleaded 
with me to reconsider. ‘We need the money at home,’ he said. 
‘You can’t just walk out.’ I left anyway.

I scuffed around aimlessly for a couple of years. I hung out 
with a tough bunch and I got involved in some petty crime. I 
drank too much, and when I was drunk I tended to get into 
strife. I worked for the council sweeping streets a couple of 



hours a week for pocket money; Bruce Collins from the PCYC 
was a manager in the Sydney City Council and got me the job.

Then when James started out in the real estate business 
with our friend John McGrath he gave me some work helping 
out at house openings and doing other menial tasks. James 
is a wonderful manager, and he paid me more than he should 
have. None of that was the problem. I had to leave. I wasn’t 
meant to be a real estate agent. I couldn’t stand there and let 
customers treat me like a servant, a third-class citizen selling 
snake oil, and rudely fire questions at me. I wanted to put one 
on their nose. James and John were more professional and put 
up with the crap to make their business grow.

Also, I had come to believe that as much as I loved and 
respected my big brother, I had to step out from behind his 
shadow. He had always set the standards for me, in life, sport 
and now business, and it was time for me to do something 
for myself that I could take pride in. It was hard to tell James 
‘Thanks, but no thanks’ again, especially when I so looked up 
to him.

Then I had the good fortune to meet Denis Cleary. Denis, 
the brother of Michael, who represented Australia as a winger 
in both rugby league and rugby union and went on to be a 
minister in the State Labor Government, was, and is, a stalwart 
at the City of Sydney PCYC. A big, formidable man, he was an 
administrator there and took boxing and fitness classes. Away 
from the club he was the managing director of the then State 
Building Society.

Denis and I found ourselves hitting the punching bag at the 
club one day in mid 1986, and he suggested we go for a run. I 
was twenty-one and he would have been in his forties. We ran 
together in the Domain, and hit it off beautifully. He opened up 
and told me about his life, and some personal problems he was 
having. Then I told him my story. Much as John Ireland had 



reached out to James at St Vincent’s Hospital, Denis said he 
wanted to help me get a start in life and he organised a job for 
me as a trainee manager with the building society. I learned the 
ropes of the home loan game at branches at Carlton, in Martin 
Place in the city, and at Maroubra.

I’m ashamed to say I ended up letting Denis down, even 
if I didn’t mean to. He was standing for a senior position at 
the PCYC and it was between him and another bloke, a boxing 
coach there. I voted for the other guy, but not because I thought 
he was the better man. Normally I would have backed Denis 
every day of the week, but I thought he had too much on his 
plate with his work and personal responsibilities, and I figured 
I was doing him a favour by lightening his load. I didn’t realise 
how much that role at the club meant to him. Denis didn’t win 
the poll. He found out I hadn’t supported him and he thought 
I had betrayed him. For a while our connection weakened, and 
that made me very sad. It was a blessing when we reconciled a 
little later and we have remained mates ever since.

Another bonus about working at the building society was 
that when James and I bought a small house in Dangar Street, 
Randwick, in 1986, I was able to get a loan at 6 per cent, far 
less than the going rate then of 18.5 per cent.

One morning my mate, the champion boxer Spike Cheney, 
and I turned up at the Bayswater Brasserie in Bayswater Road, 
Kings Cross, for brunch and to meet a lawyer named Chris 
Murphy. Spike and I had been tossing up turning professional 
and Chris, who was a fight fan, had organised $1000 worth 
of sponsorship for the PCYC and also offered to give us some 
advice on the pitfalls of signing contracts.

Like I had with Denis Cleary, I took an immediate shine to 
the flamboyant and outspoken Chris, and he liked me. Right 
there at the Bayswater Brasserie, he invited me to become a 
part-time junior clerk in his law office, getting a grounding 



doing legwork for him, meanwhile studying law part-time as a 
mature-age student at Sydney University. Oh, and I’d still be 
able to hold down my job at the building society to earn money 
to live on, and continue training hard for boxing. ‘If you want to 
do anything badly enough, you’ll find a way to do it,’ said Chris. 
Then, if I realised the potential he saw in me, he said, he’d help 
me every step of the way to become a top lawyer like him. This 
was all beyond the wildest dream I had ever had, and Chris, 
as anyone who knows him realises, is very persuasive. Still, I 
hedged. Was this really what I wanted to do with my life?

Cottoning onto my misgivings, Chris invited me to his 
office and gave me a grilling. He asked me about myself and 
encouraged me to ask him about his business. I was almost 
convinced, but I wanted an hour or two away from him to 
decide. He said to have a think and give him my answer over 
lunch at Diethnes Greek restaurant in the city. I always think 
best when I’m eating so to better mull things over I hared it 
down to a favourite restaurant, Bill & Tony’s in Stanley Street, 
Darlinghurst. There, in the dining room sitting alone at one of 
the trademark red-and-white-checked tables, gulping down an 
enormous pasta meal with green cordial, I weighed up the pros 
and cons. My answer to Chris Murphy would be yes.

Sweating like a hog from my huge early lunch and the uphill 
run from East Sydney into the city, I  rendezvoused with Chris 
at Diethnes at 1 pm. He was dining with some equally high-
flying colleagues.

Chris’s first question to me was what did I want to eat and 
because my stomach was still bursting from my brunch at Bill 
& Tony’s, I told him I wasn’t hungry. (When I saw the delicious 
Greek food they ordered I could have cried!) ‘Well,’ Chris 
continued, ‘good to see you’re watching your diet for training. 
Anyway, the part-time job with me – are you in or out?’

I told him, ‘I’m in.’



He said, ‘When can you start?’ I told him eight tomorrow 
morning. He said to go and sign with the  Solicitors Admission 
Board first. Next morning I did that, then I appeared at Chris’s 
doorstep on the corner of Elizabeth and Liverpool streets ready 
to work.

I had not considered a career in the law any more than I’d 
considered a career as an astronaut. Yet it made sense. After 
all, I knew loads of blokes who’d been in court. Also, I was 
a stroppy little bastard and could imagine myself shaping up 
well before a judge. The money, once I was admitted to the bar 
after I graduated from Law School, would be excellent. And it 
would give me a chance to live a full life and still have some 
left over to help out people in trouble and doing it tough. Along 
with my love of having fun and partying and playing sport, 
there was a part of me, down deep inside and not often seen 
perhaps, that wanted to help people like those I’d grown up 
with in Camperdown and Woolloomooloo, people like my own 
family. For this more generous side of me, I thank my mother. 
I inherited it from her.

I reckon I could have had no better mentor than Chris 
Murphy. In many ways, he made me the man I am today. He 
was so kind to me. I loved him, and he was one of my father 
figures. Chris has a big heart and a code of fairness, and 
many people experiencing hard times have benefited from 
his generosity. Along with his kindness, he is charming and 
charismatic and unbelievably well read. He is also – and I 
don’t think he’d disagree – hot tempered and strong-willed. He 
gravitates to controversial cases and I’m not alone in saying 
that except for the QC Chester ‘Walks On Water’ Porter, on 
his day Chris is the best courtroom performer in the country. 
To watch him at work defending someone is a master class. If 
I was on trial for murder, and at risk of being locked away for 
life, Chris Murphy is the man I’d want defending me.



In the office, too, as I observed him juggling his cases, and 
performing in court, as often as not getting his clients off, I 
received an at-the-coalface grounding in what would become 
my career. People from all walks of life came to Chris. Career 
criminals, celebrities, politicians, sportsmen, lots of people in 
the public eye – thirty-one Bandido bikies after the Milperra 
massacre, John Singleton, the Rolling Stones, Matthew 
Newton, Darren Beadman, Joe Cocker among them – and their 
alleged crimes and misdemeanours ranged from defamation to 
drug possession, assault, murder, robbery, fraud and affray. 
Many of the cases he takes on are the tough ones that other 
lawyers run a mile from.

I started working for Chris and that’s when the adventures 
began. We had some wonderful times and he treated me like a 
brother. Chris was extra hard on me, and he was extra soft. He 
is a fine judge of people, and he knew when to ramp me up so 
much that the hairs on the back of my neck would bristle, and 
how to quieten me down so I’d change my mind about belting 
him. He has said to me that he was never sure how I’d react 
when he gave me a bollocking. ‘I half expected you to knock 
me on my arse.’ But, basically, we got on well. He is a complex 
man … I don’t try to work people out, people are who they are. 
He has always had enemies and some of them may have had a 
case. Chris Murphy is one of a kind. 

I gave the responsibilities that Chris assigned me my best 
shot. For a while, because of my erratic hours being Chris’s 
legman, I managed to juggle my job with him with my role at 
the building society. It was too good to last. After a few months, 
when I’d worked my way to a more responsible position at the 
building society, I found it more and more difficult to disappear 
from my desk at all times of the day to do a job for Chris, or 
train at the club, or go to evening classes from six to nine at 
uni, and then go out drinking and gambling. Not surprisingly, 



everything – my legal work and studies and my boxing – began 
to suffer. I went to Chris and said, ‘Sunshine, this is all too 
much. It’s killing me.’

He simply repeated what he’d told me from the outset. 
‘Steve, let me tell you something. I know more about you than 
you know about yourself. If you don’t get through this, it’s for 
no other reason than you didn’t want it bad enough. That’s all. 
You’ve got the ability to be my clerk here and if you want to do 
it, you’ll do it.’

I did want to be a lawyer and I wanted to be an Australian 
amateur boxing champion. The building society work was 
the odd one out. I resigned. But I still needed to earn money. 
Without my regular wage from the building society, what I was 
earning with Chris was not enough to pay my way and help 
James keep a roof over our head and food in the fridge.

‘What should I do?’ I asked Chris.
He accused me of being soft and said I should toughen 

myself up. ‘Why don’t you bugger off and sweep the streets for 
a living?’

I was angry at him because I thought he was having a go 
at me. As usual, whether he meant to or not, he had given me 
some good advice. What could be better than getting up before 
dawn and walking the streets of the city, doing an honest job of 
physical work, then finishing in time to do all the other things 
that filled my day and night? Bruce Collins from the PCYC 
and the boss of the Cleansing Unit at Sydney City Council 
had helped me land a part-time sweeping job before. Now he 
signed the papers to give me a regular sweeping gig, every 
morning from five until nine. Then it was to Chris’s office, then 
to boxing, then to the Law School, and then out on the town 
boozing. What a life. 



A moving Australian story about the 
power of brotherly love over poverty and 
circumstance, a tale of playing the hand 
you’ve been dealt.

At the age of twenty-one, James Dack found himself 
alone and responsible for raising his younger 
brother Stephen when their cherished mother lost 
her battle with cancer. Long estranged from their 
abusive father, the pair became homeless and took 
up residence at the local Police Citizens Youth Club.

Through determination and loyalty to each other 
– and with the memory of their mother’s love as the 
compass by which they kept their bearings – the 
brothers survived the often brutal culture of the 
inner-city public housing estates they had always 
called home and found their places in the world. 

James obtained work as a hospital orderly to 
keep his brother at school, but soon found some 
influential mentors who led him to becoming one 
of the most successful and respected figures in 
Australian real estate today. Stephen – always 
battling the alcoholism he shared with his father – 
became a professional boxer, then a street sweeper 
to support his studies and eventually a criminal 
lawyer who earned the loyalty of many. 

The brothers always remained true to the 
neighbourhood that shaped them, spending much 
of their time supporting young people in difficult 
circumstances. That was until Stephen – wanting 
most to avoid hurting those who loved him – took 
the ultimate step to destroy his demons. 

In Sunshine & Shadow, James and Stephen tell 
their remarkable story, with both searing honesty 
and heartfelt emotion.

Available from all good booksellers 


