EMBEDDED Q&A with author Elliot Hannay and Bettina Warburton for
Newscorp

BETTINA: Elliot, Embedded takes readers deep into Queensland’s Gulf
Country and the murky world of crime syndicates. What inspired you to set the
story in such a rugged and mysterious location?

ELLIOT: It's the perfect setting for a story based on actual and rumoured murders
that remain unsolved because they were committed in some of the most remote
country in northern Australia. It's also a region of great beauty... spectacular and
awesome... in the true sense of those words.

| was first attracted to the Gulf Country about sixty years ago as a young man
looking for adventure. Over the years it has been a family destination for camping
trips, and on occasion my workplace as a journalist. In my more active years, it's
also where | had two unsettling encounters with large saltwater crocodiles... which
explains why crocs have such a strong role in Embedded.

Rex Winter, or “Frosty,” is a fascinating protagonist - a jaded journalist on the
brink of losing everything. How much of Frosty’s character is drawn from your
own experiences as a journalist?

| started in journalism in the late fifties-early sixties when hard-drinking went hand-in-
hand with the hard work and complex process that were required to produce a daily
newspaper. Long night-time and weekend shifts and the pressure of deadlines
impacted on families as well.

It didn’t help that most of our best news sources, including detectives, lawyers, public
servants, and politicians were also attracted to the Australian pub culture of that era.
So yes, | met many unfortunate colleagues who struggled with alcoholism and
professional burn-out. Fortunately, we respond much better to addiction and mental
health issues nowadays.

The book delves into corruption, vengeance, and redemption. Were there any
real-life events or cases that influenced the storyline?

Corruption was a big issue at the peak of my newsroom career and came to a head
with the Fitzgerald Inquiry into the Queensland Police Force. It is hard for today’s
readers to understand just how dangerously corrupt some of the senior officers were.

The antagonist in my novel, Superintendent Glen Nickson, is certainly based on one
of these officers who used rank and authority to cover his tracks and to silence his
detractors.



Vengeance became a reality back then when | exposed a Sydney underworld figure
Abe Saffron, who wanted to extend his crime syndicate activities into North
Queensland. Copping a $3 million writ from him was almost a badge of journalistic
honour, but the death threats that followed really hit home.

Redemption is also a powerful force. My novel’s protagonist, Frosty Winter, rose to
the challenge and took on the bad guys when he realised his commitment to
exposing criminals also put the lives of his wife and daughter at risk.

You’ve described Embedded as being written in the ‘New Journalism’ style,
similar to Truman Capote and Hunter S. Thompson. What drew you to this
approach, and how does it shape the narrative?

Well, of course I'm not in the same class as Capote and Thompson, but | was
influenced by the so-called “New Journalism” when | was coming through the ranks.
It uses the techniques of the novelist even when reporting “hard news,” but all the
facts must be there.

| was fascinated by the way the famous American columnist Jimmy Breslin could
write a gripping piece about a big mobster with a diamond ring on one finger finally
being convicted in court through the efforts of a shabby little attorney who wore
glasses instead of jewellery. It was all about the setting, the characters, and the
tension.

This style of writing is interchangeable, and I've tried to create a sense of reality in a
work of fiction that reads like long-form journalism... only this time it's spread over
300 pages.

The Gulf Country is known for its dangers, from crocodiles to isolation. How did you
go about capturing the essence of this landscape in your writing?

| once attended a writers’ workshop in which we were asked to shut our eyes and try
to picture a scene, then use all our senses. Smell is a very powerful memory trigger.
| found | could envisage the land and seascape of the Gulf Country... smell the
lagoons and savannah saltpans. They are familiar locations, and it was one way to
revisit them.

Embedded prologue opens with a blindfolded victim hearing and smelling black
cockatoos shredding sea almonds in the trees overhead. That was happening above
me most days | walked along The Strand with Barbara. All | had to do was sit down
at the computer, shut my eyes, and imagine | could hear the cockatoos and smell the
sea almonds and the shredded leaves... and then get the words down, of course.



Your wife Barbara is an award-winning novelist and consulted on the book.
How did her input shape the story, and what’s it like collaborating with a fellow
writer?

| took inspiration from watching her commitment to writing over the past 25 years.
We take care to respect each other’s “voice” and not be intrusive, but we certainly
support each other with “first reads,” or best of all, relaxed brainstorming and shared
plotting” over a glass of wine.

I’'m convinced my draft manuscript would never have been acquired without Barb’s
professional oversight.

The book features strong emotional dialogue from key female characters. Was
this a deliberate choice to balance Frosty’s gritty, male-driven perspective?

It was a deliberate action not to exclude women from my readership. Women buy
and read more books than men, including crime novels and they are among the best
crime writers we have in Australia. However, | also believe that many male authors
struggle when it comes to portraying the female voice or character.

Being Barbara’s “first reader” for over 60 successful novels, | realised that women
excel in creating “emotional punch” in their stories. Our local ‘Queen of Crime
Writing” Veronica Lando also sets the benchmark with her powerful portrayal of
women. | did a fair bit of rewriting on my original manuscript after reading her two
books set in North Queensland.

But yes, this is still a disturbing murder mystery with a high body count, and | was
brought up on Raymond Chandler’s traditional crime novels where a bad guy will
suddenly burst through the door with two guns and start shooting. My publisher said
he liked the “muscular writing” in Embedded and the designer made sure there was
a bloke with a gun on the front cover.

So, while there is gun smoke and the smell of cordite on the pages there is also the
whiff of perfume.

You’ve had a remarkable career as a journalist, from editing the Townsville
Bulletin to working as a foreign correspondent. How did these experiences
inform the investigative elements of Embedded?

The term “investigative journalist” is often overdone. Most working journos are, to a
certain extent, “investigating” every day at work. However, in my retirement when |
tried to unearth the “true crime” story about corruption and murder in the bush up

here, | failed miserably. Gathering hard evidence to substantiate all the claims that



were being made forty years ago would take resources | don’t have and time | could
better spend with less stress writing fiction.

So, | created Frosty Winter, who's convinced it’s his professional duty to fully
investigate every story he covers (in the hope of winning another Walkley Award for
journalism). In reality it is a compulsive fixation, driven by the adrenaline rush of
delving into the dangerous underbelly of Kings Cross.

The twists and turns in the story - attempted kidnappings, contract killings,
shocking betrayals - are gripping. How do you keep the suspense alive without
overwhelming the reader?

By cutting nearly 30,000 words from the original manuscript... as simple and brutal
as that. Barbara warned me that it was too long, too much back story and not
enough tension on every page. This was reinforced by Jess Pirini a crime editor in
Sydney who urged me to feature some form of physical or emotional action in every
chapter.

The themes of family and redemption are central to the story. Frosty’s struggle to
reconnect with his wife and daughter feels deeply personal. Why was this emotional
thread so important to you?

Novelists are told to make their heroes suffer, apparently it creates empathy with the
readers. However, | think it can be overdone, and | didn’t want Frosty Winter to be
portrayed as a loser plagued by misadventure.

So, | decided his main form of angst would be over his estranged daughter. He knew
he was losing his wife and divorce proceedings were underway, but losing his
daughter Julie, as well as his job, would be devastating.

| chose the father-daughter relationship because | believe it is one of the most
powerful emotions we men have. | am a father of four, including two daughters, and
I'll admit to writing that intense emotion into the characters of Frosty and Julie.

It would be tragic for a father to lose the love and respect of sons, but a daughter
takes that to an even higher level.

You’ve mentioned that the murders and crimes in the book are based on
historical events from the outback. Can you share a bit more about the
research process behind these elements?

First up this is a work of fiction, so readers would be well advised to bear that in
mind. | did feel guilty about populating Normanton and Karumba with so many blood-
thirsty characters but tried to balance it with more accurate portrayals of resilient,
colourful, independent, and decent Gulf landers.



However much of the crime involved is based on fact. Drug, gun, tobacco, and
people smuggling does take place in the remoter regions of northern Australia. And
dedicated Queensland and Federal police officers risk their lives combatting it.

| interviewed serving officers to ensure my fictional story did not stray too far from
operational reality and also included several of the darker bush yarns I've collected
on my journeys.

Some years ago, around a campfire on a remote Gulf Country station, | heard about
a young trawler-hand who had observed a smuggling operation and then bragged
about it while drunk in a Normanton pub. The story goes that he disappeared a few
days later. Those “in the know,” said he was dropped into an estuary to be recycled
by a huge resident crocodile.

Pushing my old journo ethics aside, | simply grabbed it, polished it up, and used it as
a dramatic prologue in my book... novelists are allowed to do that.

Your previous book, The Colt With No Regrets, received high praise. How does
Embedded differ in tone and scope, and what lessons did you carry over from
writing your first book?

| spent years researching and verifying my memoir. There was the risk of litigation
because | wrote about real characters and named them all. | got confirmation from
everyone who was still alive, as well as their endorsement of the finished product.

This time there were no such constraints. However, the narrative style and emphasis
on dialogue that | used to tell the coming-of-age story of a 16-yerar-old about to
enter adult life were also utilised in Embedded.

In the introduction | quote a famous American writer-journalist, John Hersey:
“Journalism allows readers to visit history; fiction allows them to live it”.

Mystery-genre readers and fans of the Australian outback are likely to be
drawn to Embedded. What do you hope they take away from the book?

A valued Townsville colleague, Veronica Lando winner of the Banjo Crime Writing
Award, says it is “sharp and gritty, an Outback adventure that finally does justice to
the beauty and the brutality of the landscape and lifestyle of Far North Queensland”.
That’s exactly what | tried to do and it's what | hope readers will get from it.



Set to be launched on October 23, with a strong publicity campaign lined up.
How do you feel about the anticipation and the spotlight that comes with
releasing a new novel?

Of course I'm gratified by the interest to date, including the trust shown by Wilkinson
in publishing a first-time novelist. I'm chuffed that this is happening at my age of 83
but realise it will be out there competing with long-established crime writers in a
tough marketplace.

Finally, Elliot, what’s next for you? Do you see yourself continuing to explore
the crime genre?

When Wilkinson acquired the rights, they asked if there was a sequel to Embedded, |
assured them there was one, but in reality, that was “pulling a very long bow”
because | only had a teaser and one chapter. However, it was enough for them to
take an option on book 2, “Retribution”, which is now a work in progress.

All'l know is that Frosty Winter will be back in Townsville and the Gulf Country and
bad people will be trying to kill him. Those fortunate few characters who were still
alive at the end of Embedded are already starting to reappear on the draft pages.



