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Fishing 

 Perhaps there is nothing quite so serene as a fishing pole, murky waters, and 

solitude.  The wind calmly grazes your cheeks, runs through your hair, and rocks your 

small boat back and forth. The day is young, the sun still low in the sky, and there 

isn’t much to think about. You are simply left with nothing but your thoughts…no 

worries, no obligations, just peace. Other than the occasional splash from a nearby 

fish or bird, it is silent. There is nothing to be done other than wait. Wait for the 

perfect catch. Wait for the one lucky moment when a fish swims unknowingly into 

your grasp. It’s days like this that bring people joy: the simple times where you are 

doing what you love and it is easy. Psychologists say that making time to do what you 

love is the key to happiness. But what if what satisfied you most put others at 

expense?  What if what brought you joy was taking the lives of innocent children? In 

the mind of a psychopath, it’s acts like this that give their life meaning.  

 

“I'm enormously interested to see where neuroscience can take us in understanding 

these complexities of the human brain and how it works, but I do think there may 

be limits in terms of what science can tell us about what does good and evil mean 

anyway, and what are those concepts about?” – Francis Collins 
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 James Ryan O’Neill, a child murderer now serving a life sentence in Tasmania, 

used to spend his days fishing for humans in the vast lands of Australia...jumping 

from Melbourne, to Coober Pedy, to Adelaide. This man was convicted in 1975 and 

has been in prison ever since. Throughout this piece, he may be referred to as Leigh, 

because that is the name he was born with. He is known as the longest serving 

prisoner in Tasmania for a single offense, that offense being the murder, rape, and 

kidnapping of two boys. The horrific acts took place in February and April, one of 

these murders occuring on the same day that O’Neill’s wife was delivering their first 

child. When you first meet James Ryan O’Neill, you will immediately be convinced 

there’s been some sort of mix-up. O’Neill is intelligent, likeable, and easy to converse 

with. Even retired detective Gordon Davie admitted “‘he’s a charmer, and that’s the 

scary part. We got to like him.’” 

Davie spent years talking to O’Neill, and following the completion of the 

curiosity based investigation, Davie really opened up about his experience with him. 

The findings and interviews that took place during these three years were eventually 

compiled into a documentary known as “The Fisherman: A Journey into the Mind of 

a Killer” that aired in 2006. “‘He is one of the most likeable men you would ever meet,’ 

Davie admits. ‘On the first day of filming there were six or seven out there (Hayes 

Prison Farm) and at the end of the day I said, ‘What do you think of him?’ They all 

said, ‘You’ve made a mistake, this bloke couldn’t have done anything wrong,’ and I 
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said, ‘Don’t ever forget what I said at the briefing last Friday. No matter what this 

man says or does, don’t ever forget he’s a killer.’”  

 

“Everything we do, every thought we've ever had, is produced by the human 

brain. But exactly how it operates remains one of the biggest unsolved mysteries, 

and it seems the more we probe its secrets, the more surprises we find.” – Neil 

deGrasse Tyson 

Despite the initial impression O’Neill gives, the more time you spend with him 

it is clear that he is a man hiding many secrets. As a human being, one can’t help but 

be curious about what exactly is lurking in O’Neill’s blackened closet. Perhaps the 

best way to really understand a man of this nature is to get inside of his mind. That 

being said, I would like you to try a little exercise with me…I would like you to 

imagine that the human mind is a tangible place. A very tangible place indeed. 

Imagine that journeying into the mind of this man is as simple as getting in your car 

and driving to the park. If you had the opportunity, would you be willing to take a 

journey with me into the mind of James Ryan O’Neill? If so, feel free to read on…but 

you should be warned – the mind of a psychopath is a very aphotic and gelid place. 

Previous Accounts and Interviews about O’Neill: 

“January 15, 1971 I was walking near my home in Ferntree Gully at about 8pm. He 

pulled up alongside me in his car and asked for directions to Puffing Billy tourist 
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train. He persuaded me to get in and show him where it was… I pointed it out but 

he kept driving. I said ‘what’s going on, where are you taking me?’ and he said not 

to worry we were just going for a drive. We ended up in Gembrook in a side track off 

a dirt road, I kept begging to be taken home. He started molesting me in the car, 

sexually. Being a kid, I was terrified. Then he tied my hands up with his belt, got 

out of the car and got a blanket out of the boot and put it on the ground. Then he 

grabbed me out of the car and threw me down on the blanket. He then sexually 

assaulted me repeatedly, in all sorts of ways. That continued for hours…during the 

attack he warned me several times that if I ever told anybody about it he would kill 

me.” 

– Anonymous male victim, was age 10 when assault occurred (asked not to be 

identified) 

It was only 4 years later that O’Neill was sentenced to life in prison for the murder, 

rape, and kidnapping of two young boys around this victim’s age.  

“I never saw Leigh do anything unkind, or cruel. Throughout the whole time of the 

holidays every year, the cruelest he was ever to me, that I saw him be cruel to 

anything, was when he was with that boy that night in 1962. They had the tent up, 

and there was a campfire going. And the car was parked a little bit further away, 

facing away, and they were cooking some food and I spent some time at the 

campfire. And then the other boy said to me, "We've got a body in the car." And I 



Kaydra Brannan 

29 October, 2013 

 

can't remember what was said, I, I must've shown some disbelief because I 

remember being over at the, they opened the boot of the car, looked in and there 

was just jeans, uh, petrol…or something, I don't know what. A few other things. 

And then, um, I, maybe I, I confront him, I can't remember that I didn't say, said 

something like, "You're a liar," 'cause he went round then to the backseat of the car, 

back door of the car, on the left-hand side and opened the car door, and said to look, 

and I did look in and there was, um, tarp or blanket of some sort, and there was 

bumps underneath it. But I couldn't say there was a body, and so I think I said 

something like, "I-, it's not." And then Leigh called to me from the other side of the 

car, and he'd opened the back s-, door, and told me to come here, and then he moved 

the blanket, tarp, back over the he-, head of the boy laying in the backseat of the 

car. And he had wet hair, his eyes, well I didn't see his eyes, but I could see his 

head, and wet hair, and I remember I did look a little bit close and see a face. He 

was European. I don't remember anything else was said but what I do remember is 

that he said, "So you better go home little girl, or I might shove something up your 

bum hole and bury you, murder you and bury you like we do with him." And I 

looked to Leigh to see if there was any help. But he just sort of had a defiant look 

on, on his face, like I never seen him look before.” 

– Anonymous female witness interviewed for “The Fisherman” in the 

‘90s.  
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This woman refers to James Ryan O’Neill as Leigh, because that was his birth 

name. She knew Leigh when he was very young. The event she describes here 

occurred when Leigh was just 15 years old. The other boy involved in the 

kidnapping and murder of this anonymous victim is unknown.  

Analysis 

 Based on the documentary “The Fisherman,” and numerous accounts and 

stories that have been collected about O’Neill over the years, it can be determined 

that James Ryan O’Neill is indeed a psychopath. A psychopath can be defined as “a 

person with an antisocial personality disorder, manifested in aggressive, perverted, 

criminal, or amoral behavior without empathy or remorse,” (Farlex, 2013). O’Neill 

to this day claims that he does not remember committing any of these crimes. He 

blames his “lack of memory” on “blackouts” that he claims to have had for a very 

long time now due to a gun incident where he was shot in the head. While O’Neill 

was indeed shot in the head, the evidence of these so-called “blackouts” are 

unknown. And while he claims to have no memory of the crimes he committed, he 

has interestingly never denied them. 

 Throughout the documentary, O’Neill talked about how much he enjoys 

fishing. As Gordon Davie continued to interview him, he discovered that this was a 

code. Each time that O’Neill spoke of fishing, he was actually describing a 

significant event in which he killed a child. It is very fascinating to study the 
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behavior of O’Neill, because he seems to constantly be at battle with himself. There 

is some part inside of him that wants to tell the truth, but you can see an 

overpowering piece of him that shuts his conscience up quickly. It is almost as if the 

man was born to be evil. 

 

“Evil destroys the integrity, the happiness and the welfare of a ‘normal’ society, yet 

we are absorbed by it, maybe in the hope that we will learn from our mistakes, but 

more likely from a perverse desire to hear of others’ misfortunes whilst we comfort 

ourselves with the thought that it could never happen to us.” – Miranda Twiss 

 

 While I personally do not believe in a person being born evil, I cannot help 

but wonder what would possess a man like James O’Neill to do commit such horrific 

acts. If I had to take a guess and describe his brain, I believe it would look 

incredibly dark and disorienting. I see O’Neill as a very disillusioned individual; a 

man who has no remorse whatsoever and should never be released from prison.  

 

 

Authors Note: For more information on James Ryan O’Neill, go watch “The Fisherman: A Journey into the Mind of a Killer” 

for yourself. It is a very fascinating film that is stock-full of chilling information. This documentary is available on Vast: 

Academy Video Online. 
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