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An Australian woman accused of mur-
dering three elderly relatives by serving
them a beef wellington laced with dead-
ly mushrooms served her own lunch on
a different-coloured plate from the oth-
ers and faked illness symptoms at hos-
pital, prosecutors have said.

Erin Patterson, 50, is accused of the
murders of her former in-laws Don and
Gail Patterson, both 70, as well as
Heather Wilkinson, 66, Gail’s sister, in
Leongatha, Victoria, in July 2023.

Prosecutors said Wilkinson had told
family before she died, five days after
the lunch: “I noticed Erin had put her
food on a different plate to us. Her plate
had colour on it. I wondered why that
was.” 

Patterson has also been charged with
attempting to murder Wilkinson’s hus-
band, Ian, a local priest, who survived
the lunch but spent weeks in hospital.

The prosecution claimed that Patter-
son had acted with “murderous” intent
to kill the relatives of her estranged
husband, Simon, 51. 

Four of the Hong Kong democracy
campaigners imprisoned last year un-
der the territory’s national security law
have been released from prison and
whisked away in private cars to prevent
journalists from talking to them.

Gary Fan, Kwok Ka-ki, Jeremy Tam
and Claudia Mo are the first of the
“Hong Kong 47”, a group of prominent
activists and democratic politicians, to
be released. All but two of them were

Jailed Hong Kong democracy activists freed in secret
imprisoned for up to a decade for the
crime of subversion in the biggest trial
so far under national security law.

The legislation was imposed on
Hong Kong by the Chinese govern-
ment in 2020 after the suppression of
large-scale street protests in the terri-
tory the previous year.

The activists were driven home rath-
er than walking out of prison, bypassing
journalists waiting for them outside.
Plainclothes officers outside Mo’s
home told a Reuters reporter to leave
and to delete any photographs.

“I am very pleased that she is home,
but she is resting,” Philip Bowring, Mo’s
husband, said. “I am sorry [that she
cannot speak] but ... know the circum-
stances, so that is all I can say.” 

The accused activists had organised
unofficial primary elections to choose
candidates to run in the 2020 election
for Hong Kong’s legislative council.
More than 600,000 Hongkongers
voted in the ballot.

The idea was to identify the most
popular candidates in the hope of
securing a majority for democratic

parties, after their landslide victory in
local elections the previous year.

The election was postponed because
of the Covid pandemic and, when it was
held in 2021, the rules had been
changed to exclude as candidates all
but “patriots” loyal to Beijing. By then
the 47 had been arrested in dawn raids.

A panel of three judges ruled that the
defendants’ plan amounted to a plot to
“undermine, destroy or overthrow the
existing political system”.
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On the march The 50th anniversary of the end of the Vietnam War was marked with military parades in Ho Chi Minh City. Chinese troops also featured for the first time

Pakistan warns of 
pending Indian strike
Pakistan Islamabad has warned 
that Delhi is planning a strike on 
its territory, the minister for 
information has warned. 
Attaullah Tarar said the country 
had “credible intelligence” of an 
Indian strike that could come 
within 24 to 36 hours. 

Narendra Modi, the Indian 
prime minister, said on Tuesday 
that he had given the armed 
forces operational freedom to 
decide the “mode, targets and 
timing” of a response to a terror 
attack on April 22 that killed 26 
civilians in Pahalgam, Kashmir.

After the attack, which targeted
men on the basis of their Hindu 
faith, Modi vowed to pursue the 
culprits and their patrons — in a 
reference to Pakistan — and to 
wreak “unimaginable” 
punishment as part of the 
“national resolve to deal a 
crushing blow to terrorism”.

Ministers in Pakistan have 
made it clear the country is ready 
for any strike and will respond 
“decisively”, including using 
nuclear weapons, if the country is 
directly threatened. Tarar also 
claimed that India was using last 
week’s attack as a “false pretext” 
for hitting Pakistan.

Military commentators played
down the prospect of war but 
expect an attack on the alleged 
perpetrators. Satish Dua, a retired 
Indian general, said: “The armed 
forces will avoid doing anything 
that might provoke such a strong 
response from Pakistan that it 
could lead to war. There can be a 
multi-domain response.”

Wrong pet ashes given
United States A funeral home 
offering pet cremation services 
allegedly threw away the remains 
of thousands of cats and dogs and 
gave their owners the ashes of 
other animals. Patrick Vereb, 70, 
funeral director of Eternity Pet 
Memorial, promised “dignified” 
cremation and burial services but 
is accused of taking thousands of 
animals to landfill for disposal.

Row over silence
France A row has broken out in 
the French parliament over calls 
for a minute’s silence for a Malian 
man who was stabbed to death in 
a mosque on Friday. Aboubakar 
Cissé, 22, was killed in La Grand-
Combe, southern France, in an 
alleged racist attack. The upper 
house has refused, saying the 
tribute is reserved for grave 
events and the death of senators.

Wildfires hit Jerusalem
Israel A national emergency has 
been declared after wildfires 
spread across Jerusalem’s hills. 
Driven by strong winds, a fire in 
forests near Beit Shemesh, a town 
west of Jerusalem, spread to the 
city’s main highway towards Tel 
Aviv. Video showed people being 
forced to abandon their cars in 
thick smoke. Israel has requested 
international assistance.

Host of killer mushroom dinner
‘ate off different-coloured plate’

Patterson denies the charges. As her
trial opened yesterday, Colin Mandy,
for the defence, said: “[Patterson] didn’t
do it deliberately. She didn’t do it inten-
tionally.”

He told the court in Morwell, where
scores of journalists and true-crime
podcasters had gathered for the highly
anticipated trial: “The defence case is
that what happened was a tragedy and
a terrible accident.”

He added: “Donald and Gail Patter-
son were the grandparents of Erin’s
children. Ian was the pastor of the
church that she attended.” 

He said that Patterson had “pan-
icked” after her guests became ill and
that the prosecution would paint her
behaviour as “incriminating”, but asked
the jury to consider how someone
might react in the same situation.

“Might people say or do things that
are not well thought-out . . .  and might
make them look bad?” he said. “The
defence case is that she panicked be-
cause she was overwhelmed by the fact
that these four people had become so ill
because of the food she had served
them. Three people died.”

The defence conceded that Patterson
had lied to police and had foraged for
the mushrooms, but denied she deliber-
ately sought out highly toxic death cap
mushrooms, about 30g of which is con-
sidered enough to kill a human.

The defence also admitted that
Patterson had disposed of a food dehy-
drator, which prosecutors claim was

used to prepare the mushrooms. The
prosecution said the appliance was pur-
chased in April 2023. Less than three
hours later, data from Patterson’s phone
suggested that she had driven 17 miles
to a spot where a person had posted
online that they had seen death cap
mushrooms growing.

Police found the dehydrator in a tip
with Patterson’s fingerprints on it and
signs of the fungi in vegetable matter

inside. Patterson did not consume the
mushrooms herself, serving her own
meal on an orange plate, while the oth-
ers had larger grey plates, and at hospi-
tal faked symptoms of poisoning, Na-
nette Rogers, the prosecutor, said.

Rogers told the court Patterson had
lured the four to her house under the
guise of needing to inform them of a
cancer diagnosis, which was fake. 

She said Patterson had told her
guests she needed advice on whether to
tell her children about the diagnosis, as
an excuse not to have them in the room.

Rogers alleged Patterson did not eat
the mushrooms and later “pretended
she was suffering the same type of ill-
ness as the guests to cover that up”.

The court was told that Patterson
had also invited her estranged husband
to the lunch but that the night before
the meal he texted Patterson saying
that he “felt uncomfortable” attending.

Patterson responded five minutes
later saying she was disappointed, and
emphasising the effort she had put into
the lunch, which was a “special meal” of
a kind she might not be able to have for
“some time”. The trial continues.
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Erin Patterson says 
she poisoned her 
guests by accident


