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Good versus Evil is the hook used to promote Susan Mitchell’s book All Things Bright 

and Beautiful: Murder in the City of Light. The cover shows a painting of the snake and 

the apple from the bible story, and the epigraph is from T. S. Eliot: ‘However you 

disguise it, this thing does not change: the perpetual struggle of Good and Evil.’ But, like 

much of this exploration into the Snowtown murders, this is little more than packaging. 

Mitchell is in fact at pains to point out the role of social deprivation and endemic child 

abuse in the genesis of these particularly disgusting crimes. Plenty of social Evil there, 

but not much Good setting itself up in opposition. 

 Mitchell attended the trial of John Bunting and Robert Wagner, the two main 

perpetrators of the Snowtown killings, the worst serial murders in Australian history. She 

wanted to find ‘the hidden underbelly to this city that I and many of its citizens either 

didn’t know about or simply refused to face.’ She revels in sensational descriptions of her 

reactions to the trial – ‘The good folk of Adelaide were bustling about their shopping and 

their business, oblivious to the dark and murky subterranean sewer into which we were 

being sucked.’ 

 Mitchell’s thesis seems to be that Adelaide’s reaction to the Snowtown murders 

was denial. She traces this back to the history of Adelaide as a model colony, planned for 

perfection. Utopianism, it seems, is Adelaide’s besetting sin. John Bunting himself was a 
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crusader for perfection. He was on a mission to rid the world of paedophiles and 

homosexuals.  

 The most troubling aspect of this book is the sweeping geographical 

generalisations Mitchell proposes. To find out about the ‘true nature’ of Adelaide, she 

approaches several people. Every one of them lives in the square mile or the affluent 

eastern or hills suburbs. Every one of them is a person of comparative wealth and 

influence. Strangely, she doesn’t attempt to speak to anyone who lives in the northern 

suburbs, where most of the murders occurred, not even the mayors. She visited once, on a 

rainy day, saw people looking depressed in Elizabeth town centre, drove past one of 

Bunting’s houses in Salisbury, and scooted back to her comfortable hotel in the city. She 

visited Snowtown, looked at the infamous bank building from the outside, evaded the 

offered conversation with a local and turned tail back to base. True, she applied to visit 

Bunting and Wagner in jail once they were convicted, but with no prospect of success – 

you can almost hear her sigh of relief. As for meeting any of the other social pariahs who 

live north of Gepps Cross, this was never on her agenda. She could have spent an evening 

in the front bar of the Waterloo Station hotel, just over the road from Bunting’s house in 

Salisbury North, or sat in the food court of the cheap and cheerful Hollywood plaza, just 

down the road, on a Saturday afternoon. Instead she prefers to label the whole area 

dysfunctional, on the basis of the trial and a few current affairs programs on commercial 

TV. 

 The only interesting and relevant interview in the book is with Allan Perry, a 

criminologist who had made a controversial statement on the murders. He points out that 

‘beating the law-and-order drum’ is an extremely dangerous game for politicians to play, 
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since it tends to encourage the kind of vigilanteism which led John Bunting on his lethal 

path. Even Perry, however, admits that he doesn’t actually know anyone who lives in 

Elizabeth or Salisbury. 

 Dramatic contrasts are the stuff of sensational writing. Mitchell compares the 

charmed lives of a few in the upper echelons of Adelaide society with the most socially 

deprived and depraved. All the hundreds of thousands of ordinary folk who make up 

most of the city’s population just don’t count. Still, it’d be a pity to spoil a good story 

with the truth. 
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