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Suggestions from the public as to who Asmodeus might be 

It should be remembered when assessing these suggestions from members of the public, that they 
would not have known the contents of the Asmodeus letters, only that letters from a person using this 
pseudonym had been sent to police, as reported in the press. 
 
To help in ‘verifying’ the identification of the proposed Asmodeus writer, we know from his letters (if 
he is telling the truth!) that he was “an old gentleman … and he carried a stick in his hand”. 
 
GEORGE E PAYNE PHILPOTS1 (To Walsh. Received on 14th October – simple acknowledgement sent) 
Letterhead of Australian Better Health Association – thick cream paper 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Dear Sir, The idea is in my mind that “Asmodeus” is a Spiritualist Medium and that a Frenchman by 
the name of De Lataur2 (sic) of 5 Canterbury Road Toorak may be the person who has written that 
letter to the police. Trusting this suggestion may be of interest to you. 
 
  

                                                           
1 Dr George Payne Philpots was President of the Australian Better Health Association and had moved to 
Australia from the University of Pennsylvania. He was also a dental surgeon at the Children’s Hospital 
Melbourne and spoke on health matters at numerous events across Victoria. He lived with his wife Madeline 
at 629 Glenhuntly Road, Caulfield East. 
2 Edward A De Lautaur was listed at 5 Canterbury Road, Toorak in 1930 (not 1929, indicating that he must have 
moved there in late 1929). In 1929 he was listed at 2 Luxton Road, Hawksburn. An advertisement in the Argus 
provides evidence that he had certainly moved to Canterbury Road by September 1929. In that year, he 
frequently advertised in the Melbourne papers, notifying people of ‘Trance addresses’ at his home in 
Canterbury Road. In 1923 and 1924 he had promoted himself as a ‘Herbalist’ and ‘Health and Character 
Reader’. However, not everyone appreciated his ‘talents’. In August 1923, it was reported that Edward de 
Lautour (sic) was charged for ‘imposing on credulous persons by means of subtle craft’ (the Argus, 20th August 
1923). He was fined £10. Given his connections to spiritualism, it seems more likely that had he sent the police 
a letter, it would have related more to ‘messages beyond the grave’, rather than practicalities of over-hearing 
a conversation. I have been unable to determine his age to see if he ‘fits’ the Asmodeus description. However, 
in 1923, the Weekly Times noted that De Lataur was ‘a grey-haired man, of foreign appearance’ (11th August 
1923). Was De Lautaur interviewed by police? 
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ANON (To Walsh. Received 18th October 1929): 
Pre-purchased ‘Letter-Card’ 

 
 
If you wish to be further enlightened – re. Asmodeus. 
See J. G David3 Retired School-Master. A relative of the deceased Toorak Family. 
He is Asmodeus. 
He also claims to be able to put his hand on the culprit. 
2. Wentworth Av Canterbury. 
 
ANON (To Detective Office. Received 18th October 1929): 
Torn scrap of lined white paper 

 
 
There is a bloke in Malvern named Mr Birt4 who collects rents who I think you will find is ASMODEUS. 
  

                                                           
3 John Gomer David (born 1858), was a teacher in Darrnum (1886-88), Rosedale (1904), North Geelong (1909), 

Mildura (1914), Ballarat (1919). He was certainly living at 2 Wentworth Avenue from 1917. John married 
Elizabeth McLeod (born 1863) in 1883 (Norman McLeod’s sister). Therefore, Mr David was Norman’s brother-
in-law. He would have been 71 years old at the time of Norma’s murder and could therefore possibly fit the 
description Asmodeus gave of himself in his first letter. But presumably he would have known that was the 
McLeod’s house (the Asmodeus letter suggests not). If it was him, what would be his motivation for wanting to 
send the letter? Did he dislike his brother-in-law’s family but not want it known that he was making the 
accusation? Was Mr David interviewed by the police? 
4 This could have been Walter Henry Birt, who lived at 3 Grove Street, Malvern. Although he was a baker (and 
therefore not a man ‘who collects rents’), he did own a second property in Clarendon Street, Malvern, so he 
would have collected rents from there. The only other possibility is Walter’s son Edward Walter Birt, who was 
a Garage owner and at 48 Stanhope Street, Malvern. In 1929, Walter would have been 61 and his son Edward, 
34. Was Mr Birt interviewed? 
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ANON LADY (Note from phone message received at 10 am on 9th October 1929): 
Dr Dunn5 friend McLeod’s Educated – Collins St – Boards – Joke unpleasant things – not on same side 
as Melbourne Club6. 
 
Written in pencil underneath it says: 
Walter Dumont Dunn, 109 Collins Street. Dunn interviewed, is of no value. McKerral Det Sgt, 10th 
October 1929. 
 
Police notes show that Dunn was indeed interviewed, as follows (the darker ink in the image below is 
Dunn’s writing, which doesn’t appear to match the “Asmodeus” writer [see the writing in the second 
image]): 
 

 

 

Waulthier (sic) Dumont Dunn. I am an Art dealer and valuer at 109 Collins Street, Melbourne, where I 

reside. I trade under the name ‘Beaux Arts’.7 

  

                                                           
5 Dunn seems to be implicated as either the perpetrator or Asmodeus. According to the Australian Dictionary 

of Biography: “Maxwell Walter Dumont Dunn (1895-1963), poet and Buddhist [from 1955], was born probably 
in 1895 in Dublin … Max's versions of his early life were sufficiently various to provoke friends to scepticism. 
Privately educated in his youth, he claimed to have passed through the medical faculty at the University of 
Edinburgh and to have served in the Royal Flying Corps in World War I; there is no evidence that he did either. 
Following a trip to the United States of America, he arrived in Australia in 1924 as a remittance man and 
settled in Melbourne. When his allowance diminished in the Depression, Dunn 'began his adventures in 
various vocations', which included running an art gallery, translating and freelance writing … During World War 
II he was aviation correspondent for the Argus and published the first of numerous books, War in the Sky 
(1940) … R. A. Simpson owned that he had heard Dunn called 'a sham', but judged him as 'intrinsically a true 
innocent'. For Leigh Cook, he was a 'cultivated sophisticate'; for David Martin, simply 'our austere Buddhist'.” 
He married Joan Thorpe in 1956, a 25-year-old nurse whom he had met at a Buddhist meeting. Survived by his 
wife, he died of cancer on 4 September 1963 at South Yarra and was cremated. In an article about Dunn, in 
Quadrant magazine (Nov 1964, Vo. 8, No. 4), R. A. Simpson wrote: “Much of his life was lived in a romantic 
make-believe world and if he had taken up the stage I am certain he would have been quite a capable actor, 
for, like most actors, he was able to adapt himself to circumstances as efficiently as a chameleon”. 
6 Does that mean in terms of his opinions or simply that his address in Collins Street was not on the same side 
as the Melbourne Club (also in Collins Street)? 
7 Likely named after the Academie des Beaux Arts built in Paris in the nineteenth century to house the latest 
art. 
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I know the deceased Norma McLeod and her parents I have known for about 5 years8. I was a frequent 

visitor to the house up until about 2 years ago. 

I have not visited their home since, but I have met them on various occasions. As far as the happening 

on the 9th September 1929 at 15 Mandeville Crescent Toorak is concerned I do not know anything about 

it, nor can I enlighten the police in anyway.  

I have read the foregoing, it is correct. Signed. 

ANON (To Walsh. Received 28th October 1929): 
Medium thickness cream unlined paper, fairly neatly torn. Sent in cream envelop postmarked VIC 
(town name missing) 

For Asmodeous (sic) try Dunn – 

Student of classics etcetera Collins St 

E of Auditoreum (Sic) W. of Exhibition 

St. 

 
 
 

ANON (Note from phone message received by McKerral at 1.30pm on 12th October 1929): 
The man at the address and phone no. U.6549 knows a man named Mr Norman Cleveland9, travelling 

salesman for Fiat Motors Exhibition Street. 

The man who wrote the letter, “Asmodius” (sic), is known to Norman Cleveland as he was present 

when he wrote the letter and also when he posted it. 

The man who wrote the letter has a Garage a little way out of Bendigo.10 

The police visited Mr Cleveland and writing on this phone message in pencil was the following: 

 

Mr Cleveland was seen on the 14th inst. by Det Sergt McKerral & S Det Lee. He does not know anything 

whatever about “Asmodious” (sic). 14 Oct. 29.  

                                                           
8 It is worth noting that in October 1925, according to Table Talk, both Dr Dunn and the McLeod’s were 
‘weekending’ in Ballarat. 
9 Possibly Norman Garfield Cleveland, who lived with his wife Mabel at 59 Beaconsfield Parade, St Kilda (U6549 
was a St Kilda phone number). 
10 It seems unlikely that a man who owned a garage in Bendigo would be out walking in Toorak on a Monday 
afternoon (as Asmodeus was). 
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A. L. SPENCER, COOMASSIE ROAD, NORTH RYDE, NSW (To Walsh. Sent on 28th October – simple 
acknowledgement sent) 
Thin white paper, type written 

Dear Sir,  
 
I have been reading about the Toorak tragedy and “Asmodeus” in the Sydney Morning Herald. 
 
There was a young Englishman who, about 1910, was sub editor of the Palmerston North (Manawatu) 
Times in New Zealand who used to write sporting notes in the Manawatu Times under the pen name 
of Asmodeus. I saw him in Sydney about 1914. It is a very slender chance that this Asmodeus is the 
same man, but I pass the information on to you. His name was Money (Robert Money) if I remember 
the Christian name rightly11. Asmodeus12 means “the destroyer”, “the demon of vanity and dress”, in 
the Talmud “the King of devils” and it is not a name many people would adopt. But I thought it was it 
intended to have a meaning of pre-science or prophecy, in regard to racing tips. I may say Mr Money 
was a person of excellent character.  
 
Yours faithfully  
A L Spencer 
 

                                                           
11 Possibly Robert Grantham Money, a journalist who was born in Tunbridge Wells, Kent, England in May 1883. 
Money certainly spent some time in New Zealand (for example, he is listed in 1905 as a Clerk in Manawatu and 
in 1911 as living in Palmerston, at the Grand Hotel and identified as a journalist). According to Who’s Who in 
Australia 1947, Money began his journalist career in Palmerston as a sub-editor (as indicated in the letter). He 
then moved to Australia, working as a reporter on the Sydney Morning Herald and the Age, becoming a sub-
editor on the Sydney Mirror in 1914. From 1917 to 1930, he was editor of the Melbourne Graphic. He also 
wrote for stage and radio. By 1915, he was living in South Yarra in Melbourne. He was 46 at the time of 
Norma’s death, so perhaps unlikely that he would be “an old gentleman” walking with a stick. However, he 
was certainly still living in Melbourne at that time. 
12 In terms of Money being Asmodeus, there is certainly some connection with the name. A search revealed 
two things. First that there was an Asmodeus writing for the Manawatu Herald, but this predated Money’s 
arrival by about 20 years and for the Manawatu Times (possibly the same person), which predated Money by a 
couple of years (although he could of course have taken over the column). This Asmodeus, as implied by the 
letter writer, Spencer, focused on horse racing. Second, there was another writer in New Zealand who claimed 
to be Asmodeus (perhaps there was a number of such writers) -  English-born John Chantry Harris wrote a 
column called ‘Round the Corners’ using the name Asmodeus in the 1880s and 1890s, which advocated for 
“many useful reforms, striving to right wrongs” (the latter seems to be the Norma-related Asmodeus’ intent). 
Chantry wrote for both the New Zealand Times and the Bruce Herald (see 
http://www.familytreecircles.com/u/ngairedith?amp%3Bnext=3071&next=281). Interestingly, the Graphic 
(which Money edited from 1917) also had a column written by Asmodeus. Like it’s earlier Manawatu 
counterpart, this too focused on horse racing, suggesting that there was the Robert Money link that Spencer 
had thought. To date, I have only located copies of the Graphic until 1919, so how long the Asmodeus column 
existed, is yet to be determined, particularly if it was still current in 1929. 

http://www.familytreecircles.com/u/ngairedith?amp%3Bnext=3071&next=281
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Miscellaneous 
 
On the same note used to record the anonymous phone message about Dr Dunn being a friend of the 
McLeod’s (see above), was written (presumably from another phone message): 
 
9.30 am, 9/10/29 Mr Mendelsohn, 509 Collins Street13. 
 

 
 
Mr Oscar Adolf Mendelsohn was a ‘public analyst and industrial chemist’ (the Argus, 12 September 

1929) who had a laboratory at 505 Collins Street (perhaps 505 was misheard as 509 over the 

telephone).  

It is unclear whether the message was about Mr Mendelsohn or from him. What the message was is 

also unknown. 

                                                           
13 Mr Oscar Adolf Mendelsohn was a ‘public analyst and industrial chemist’ (the Argus, 12 September 1929) 

who had a laboratory at 505 Collins Street (perhaps 505 was misheard as 509 over the telephone). It is unclear 

whether the message was about Mr Mendelsohn or from him. What the message was is also unknown. 

 


