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POST reporter Aja Styles is congratulated by David Cohen president of the Media and Entertainment Arts Alliance at the journalism awards night.
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Peers heap praise on POST staffers
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POST staff won praise from their peers at the annual journalism awards announced this week.

The Lovekin Prize, awarded by the University of WA for the best contribution of the year published in a WA newspaper or periodical, was won by POST editor Bret Christian for his forensic investigation into the conviction of Rory Christie for the murder of his former wife.

Bret's work preceded an appeal hearing, which is being considered now by the appeal court.

Judges said his Christie reports followed similar impressive work on the John Button and Darryl Beamish cases.

He had shown courage, stamina and skill to dig into complex issues and present information clearly and forcefully.

The Perth Press Club award for journalism in a suburban paper went to POST reporter George Williams for a series of reports exposing the bureaucratic nightmare suffered by a 77-year-old Nedlands woman whose home was sold while she was in Graylands Hospital.

POST reporter Aja Styles was highly commended in the Best Newcomer section for reports covering the Labor leader Mark Latham's visit to Subiaco, a young boy's death, and the fight for a heritage house.

Best newcomer was Megan Sadler's (Kalgoorlie Miner) for reports on a Goldfields shooting and school bullying, and a feature on the positive side of teenagers

Each award carries a $500 prize.
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The POST turns 30 ... and the fight for truth continues
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This is an unabashed public pat on the back for my friend and boss Bret Christian, owner, editor and inventor of the POST.

He is shy and hates publicity, but it's difficult to imagine any other publication telling the world that this week is the 30th birthday of the POST (September 12 to be exact) -- a fantastic achievement in newspapers.

Bret is overdue as journalist of the year.

He is a truly fearless, independent small publisher/reporter.

He started the POST in the front room of his tiny terrace house in Churchill Avenue, Subiaco.

He was a former reporter and columnist on the afternoon tabloid The Daily News (in Perth) with a wife Bettye and a son Kim, aged two.

He had the weird idea of basing a newspaper on NEWS.

He was determined to find out what was happening and tell everybody in an interesting and clear way.

If he did that then people would want to read the POST -- and advertisers would want their ads near those well-read stories.

It has worked wonderfully. He now has four titles and a staff of about 30 (25 women) -- and the paper is still based on good journalism.

He has a strident anti-advertorial policy.

He has never accepted one advertisement for tobacco or cigarettes, which probably cost him a medium-sized mansion in those years when his opposition had weekly pages in colour promoting cigarettes.

He wrote the stories, took the pictures and Bettye, a graphic artist, did the artwork, laid out the pages, did the accounts and nurtured Kim (now a reporter in Sydney).

They didn't have a holiday for five years and they operated partly on a barter system. One butcher advertised but would pay only in meat, not cash.

Friends would get a plaintive call from Bret: "Could you come over and eat some lamb, we can't get any more in the fridge."

They started it with manual typewriters, waxed paper and scalpels (dreaming of getting enough money to buy an electric typewriter) and had the first newspaper web page in Perth -- and now we work with a plethora of computers.

The POST operates across the western suburbs, where the wealthiest, best educated and most influential people tend to live and gather.

It has four editions and delivers 51,000 papers every week to more than 90,000 readers.

In the past 10 years Bret has added another big dimension to his role -- he has become a fighter for legal justice and gets at least 50% of credit for clearing the names of John Button, Rory Christie and Darryl Beamish, men all wrongly sent to jail for the deaths of women.

Three things led to Mr Button's triumph in the Supreme Court in March 2002.

The first was Estelle Blackburn, a Mosman Park journalist who happened to meet Mr Button's brother at a dance, heard his story and decided to take it up.

The second was Bret.

The third was John Button's gentle strength, which has somehow enabled him to build a life and keep struggling for justice despite the horrible pain of being blamed, convicted and jailed for killing the girl he loved.

Ms Blackburn at first thought it was an interesting story that she had not really taken a lot of interest in, though she had been a reporter in Perth soon after the 1960s, when Eric Edgar Cooke had been killing people in Perth.

Her interest grew into an obsession over three years. Then she set out to put it all in a book.

The POST printed reports about her search for witnesses and information.

Friends and colleagues reached the point of teasing her: "Estelle, when are you going to stop talking about Button and write the book?"

Bret was fascinated because the killing happened in Shenton Park, in the heart of POST territory, and because he has a healthy scepticism -- a nose for news and injustice.

It is amazing that the editor of a suburban newspaper should be a key part of such a major legal victory.

He is reluctant to talk about his role. But friends estimate that his time alone has cost him $100,000, plus the cash he spent buying cars, locating and flying crash expert Rusty Haight to Perth from the US twice to do tests and then to give evidence.

As Ms Blackburn worked on preparing the book, arrangements with the original publisher, West Australian Newspapers, collapsed.

She told Bret, and, without even seeing the manuscript, he agreed to back the project.

He helped to prepare the manuscript for publication, compile the mountains of material, reports and statements from witnesses, took photographs and drew maps, often working nights and weekends.

He said: "One night I was typing captions for two pictures that were published in the book, one of a big heavy Chrysler that Cooke had slammed into two girls and the other the Simca that John Button was supposed to have used to hit Rosemary Anderson

"There was lots of damage to the Chrysler, and almost none to the Simca.

"The truth hit me then. This was the key to the whole thing -- it was obvious to me John Button's car had never hit anybody hard.

"If that could be proved by using today's technology, not only would the Button case be unlocked but also the Beamish case."

Bret then bought his first of four 1962 Simcas and spent weeks identifying and locating an expert on car crashes, Rusty Haight, in San Diego, California.

He sent Mr Haight the book, Broken Lives, and over long phone and email exchanges persuaded him to come to Perth to do tests on cars similar to those involved in the case.

It was his new evidence that swayed the appeal court.

Bret has turned out to be a pretty good bush lawyer for a suburban newspaper editor.

He turned the same energy into clearing the name of Darryl Beamish, who in some ways was the greatest victim of all because he is a deaf mute who was framed by the police and jailed over the death of Jillian Brewer in Claremont in the 1960s.

Bret was exhaustively involved in the fight to clear Rory Christie, who was jailed over the disappearance of his wife Susan from Daglish.

He has also helped the cause of Andrew Mallard, who was jailed wrongly for killing Pamela Lawrence in Mosman Park, and the four men jailed for the death of Phillip Walsham.

The office for the POST was in a converted wine bar for most of the first 20 years and now we are in the former Victoria League building on Onslow Road, Shenton Park.

The door is still open to all -- Bret often gets his ear belted by people angry about dog poo in parks, or visits from politicians angling for publicity or sometimes foolishly trying to muzzle reporters.

He's not a member of any political party, or Rotary. He avoids getting personally involved with organised groups of any kind, except the Australian Skeptics.

He hates hypocrisy, cant, waffle and bullies. He likes jokes, justice, tea and buns.

Along the way Bret has remarried and at last count had six children in a blended family.

In summer he often pads about the office barefooted, and he has not been seen in a tie for many years.

There is no time-book or bundy; he pays a Christmas bonus and throws a Melbourne Cup lunch for the staff.

The office echoes with laughter. He says: "If you're not having fun, you're doing it the wrong way."
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