
11 0 dllilyteleqr.ph.c:om.au I saturday, september 18. 2010 I 121

"

+



+

+

+

mmta.I problems whatsoewr".
She says the reason she ran

\0\'35 because the court was
biased against mothers and,
despite spending $30,000 on
legal fees, she did not think she
would get a fair hearing.

•••Andrew Thompson was one
of136 children stolen from
Australia by one of their
parents in 2008: 100 were
returned under the terms of
the Hague Convention on
child abduction, which
requires signature countries to
immediately return abducted
children and any further
custodyhe~are heard
in their home country.

The sad figures have
remained almost: constant
since the early19905 when
they doubled in four years to
reach 149 in 1994.

By 1994, Dianne- Smith got
her son lohn home with her in

..,Iyt......pII..om.au , D It

Services' Joint Investiption
Response Team tbatsays he
has no case to answer,

"A$ you are aware,
information was~~ to
DOCS regarding your son
and Andrew was interviewed
as a resultofthi5 interview,"
the letter says. "The police
are suspending this matter, , ,
and DOCSIJIRT are closing
'hi"a.. [andl will no'be
having further contact with
,oodamily,"

Melinda's lawyer, Oayton
Long, says that while Ken
was given dispensation by
the court to talk about
Andrew, Melinda and her
family were not.

"He's not gagged. we
are.0' CIaytoo ..,.

TbeOD!y __ from
Melinda came in a letter
in JlIDUM)' last year to The
Australian newspaper in
which sheSlid she has "00
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In its
timing, on

Father's Day,
Ken thought it

was ahoax

courtroom. Melinda
Thompson (nee Stratton)
worked in Australia as a
successful businesswoman as
intf'fDationai product
manager for a medical
company. She has an MBA,
has lived in Germany, France
and Dubai and speaks Ouent
French and German She
comes from Sydney's
northern suburbs and her
brother John is chief
investment officer with
insurance giant lAG.

Ken Thompson was
deputy commissioner with
the NSW Fire Brigades when
the couple married. They
travelled through Europe for
three months and, about two
years into their marriage, at
the age of42, Melinda
became pregnant Ken
thought everything was fine
and his marriage was happy.

Then in DeccDlber2007,
Melinda walked out Ken
says he didn't see it coming,

By April 2008, their

custody case had madeiton
to the Family Court calendar
although it""1\5 still awaiting
a trial date. Andre..... lived
with his mum and Ken had
access three times a week.

After mother and son fled.
the court lifted its reporting
restrictions to allow Ken to
launch what became an
international crusade to
track Andrew down. The
court also allowed him to
reveal that just before
Melinda disappeared. a
psychiatric report found she
was suffering from a mental
condition that affected her
judgment and herabiItty to
parent effectively.

It said she placed undue
or inappropriate weight on
beliefs she had formed. such
as believing Ken was sexuaUy
abusing their son. He
strenuously denies this and
has a letter from the NSW
Dopartm<'Ut 01 Community

EN Thompson rode into the
German city ofStuttgart two
weeks ago on Father's Day,
Septembcl' 5.

On the back of his bike
was a tent and astuffed doll
with awide grin and a yellow
firefighter's hat on its head

HissonAndrew's
favourite toy had been Ken's
only constantcompanion on
the lonely odyssey that had
taken him 62nkm across
Europe. Cycling about
lOOkm a day, sleeping rough
in his tent most nights. Ken
would charge up his mobile
phone and laptop in cafes
while having ameal

They were his lifeline
to Team Andrew, a loose
coUection ofpeople back
home in Sydney and a
privatedetective in Hong
Kong. They kept his website
going, his blog up-to-date,
gave him support and traced
the origin ofpeople who
logged on, especially when
there was a clusterofhits
from one region, one
efflitlti" Tfl:e con Iputers'
digital fingerprints. their lP
addresses, aUowed the team
to track where they were
from but not who they were.

The thought, the hope, ''''<is
that Ken's estranged wife
Melinda would not be able to
resist logging in to see ifKen
was getting close. This Vt'3.S
the third Father's Day since
she had grabbed Andrew,
then tfu'ee.and·a·half, in the
middle ofacustody fight

She had boarded a
Singapore Airlines flight to
Frankfurt and to life as an
international fugitive.

On this Sunday, Ken fired
up his laptop and clicked on
his email. Among the
messages was an anonymous
email from a hotmail address.

A woman in Amsterdam
thought she had found
Andrew. In its timing, on
Father's Day, Ken thought
it was a hoax.

•••Custody battles, divorce
proceedings: they are a Jot
like marriages. Complex.
intimate. often
unfathomable. Only those
personally invokred in them
know what is really going on.

OubJders become involved
at their peril or because they
have to when the situation
turns nasty and ends up in a

An Australian's extraordinary
journey to locate his missing
son has taken an amazing tum,
writes Janet Fife-Yeomans
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which she may yd fight,
Andrew is ~ith other children
in the care of~ith Dutch
caseworters. T'hejc:uDr)-s
ofmother, father' aDd too are
noto,·er yet

"This is going to be the hard
part. Riding the bkyde was
easy," be SI)'S

Ml."fincII.lnl.Y~ ri5iting
nghts to her son inj3il.

"It's not about me. it's not
about Melinda, it's about
Andrew. Ifthe)' feel. be is
fretting because he's not
seeing his~ then. you
know. I can't ~intbeway
ofthat·' says Ken.

"But my COn<rnl.lS that
I am in a process at the
moment ofre-establishing
my relationship witfl Andrew
and he probably needs to focus
a little bit on me."

higbligbted their rights.. He
had given up his job to
concentrate on his crusade
and along the way there had
been several leads, all ofwhich
led nowhere.

In Stuttgart, he furiously
fired back an email to the
mystery woman Who was she,
where was she? Word came
back that she was a
schoolteacher who had
become suspicious of the new
boy and, Goog\ing missing
drildren, re<ogJ>OOl An......

She was in Amsterdam and
had already contacted Dutch
police, forwarding their detaiIs
to Ken. Hetookbisbikeand
got the fastest train he coukI
find to AmstenWn.

Ifthe past two-and-a·haIf
years had been tough, they
were nothing compared to
the neu agonising hours.. He
arm-ed on a Sunday and
knowing his son may be dose
by, be had to wait until the
next morning to talk to Dutch
prosecutor Otto Van Der Bijl.

Staying with frieods be had
met: through his travels. Ken
was finally, tentatn-e)y,
reunited ~ithAndrew last
Monday. With the same gap­
tooth smile b his dad £ather
and son played games for 40
minutes under the gaze of
_ P')<hiatnots.

But ~ith his mother in jail,
where she can be held for45
days without charge as she
awaits extraditionhearings for

our fight The girls had to
make up their own minds
and as adults they have.

·'This experience. bad aD
amazing affect on our
rebtionship and brought the
girlsmll_ togetha'.

"Otildren are quiteresilient
and it's aboutbow much we
love them and try not to
manipulate them fur our
mds... she says.

•••K~ Thompson became a
public fiRUre dlll'ing his118
days cycling across Europe's
highYl-ays., wearing an
~fadedpktoreof
his son on his back.
Ne,,"spapers, magazines and
TV stations were happy to give
him the publidty he needed as
he_ted not only_·_butMed
awareness c#.chUdren caught
up m a tug-of·war between
their parents e\'erywhe'e ancl
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rebuild his life," sh~sa.ys.

Topaz Conway's two
daughters were stol~ away
in America during a custody
visit with their American­
bom father. Itwas nine
moDlhs and amarathon legal
battle before she saw them
again, handed over at a fast
food restaurant next to a
Seattle highway.

Topaz says it's important
neitbe" Km nor his
~ wife lettheir SOl'l
hate eithe!" of them.

Herdaughter Kelsey is
now 26. ber sistl"r Page23.

It is 15 years since she got
them borne and there have
been problems.

"It was not until a few
yeatS later when they were
older that I explained to
themt"\~ that had
gone 00.., saY! Topaz.

·'1 didn't want thcm to feel
they were in the middle of

try to reconcile with ber
husband fortheir son's sake
ended in a breakdown. She
returned to Sydney beaten.

She lost touch with John.
remmied and had (our more
children. Thm one day "hen
she answered the phone in
1993, itwas her son.

He is now 31, living in
Australia and after initiaUv
calling her Di, he I1O'W" calIS her
Mum. Looking back over the
20 missing years, Dianne says
Ken is lucky he has found his
son relatively quickly.

"There's alotofscaning
and we have had lots oflong
talks. His father had told bim
that I left because I didn't
want him. But I'm so proud of
John," shesays.

She bas admiration for Ken
Tbompson'sdetl'm11DaUon.

.,Itwill be tough eo.. II short
time with him and his 5Qn but
his son is young enough to
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Ken Thompson's odyssey
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Sydney - 20 years after he
was abducted by his UK-born
father as a three-month-old
and taken to England

In thedays before the
Family Court and the Hague
Convention,rr~nnesecured

an urgent Supreme Court
injunction and immigration
officials .....-ere 'waiting for father
and son when they landed in
London but there was nothing
they could do. Her attempt to

\. April C4. zoos: Andr!w Is taken from Austrllil by
tlis Mtbef, IiIeUAdI warvnt stmtoL fMoy tty frolI
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