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To the victims of street gangs, including the hard-pressed residents of the sprawling council estates that dominate London. You’re not forgotten.




GLOSSARY
RULES OF THE GAME

These are the most used current London street words translated for those not “in the know”. The rest you can work out for yourselves.

 

p’s – money

brown – heroin

dubs and white – crack and coke

feds – police

snakes – informers

food – all drugs to sell

blud – friend




AUTHOR’S NOTE
KEEPING IT REAL

In The Real Top Boys I’ve tried not to glorify violence. However, this book has an obligation to reveal the harsh reality of street gangs across the mean streets of London.

My interest in the real top boys began long before the TV series existed. Back in 1992, I read Victor Headley’s Yardie, a graphic crime novel about the trigger-happy gangsters who connected the drug worlds of London and Jamaica. It opened my eyes to a chilling netherworld and has intrigued me ever since.

Then, in 2008, I lived in a street of tightly packed terraced houses in Shepherd’s Bush, west London, which contained a classic diverse mix of residents, as is so often the case in today’s modern cities.

Many Caribbean families had moved there half a century ago. One neighbour asked me to speak to her thirteen-year-old son about the dangers of the underworld. He faced constant pressure from his peers to become a street gangster. I convinced this kid to avoid heading in that direction and we’ve been friends ever since.

I’ve been writing true crime books for more than thirty years and in that time I’ve met criminals of all shapes and sizes. But my encounters with some of the real street gangsters in this book were the most tricky.

They’re virtually impossible to interview openly, so on some occasions I secretly tape-recorded their confessions. But that was a risky enterprise because many of them were clearly prone to violence. One so-called gangster got so paranoid, he pulled a knife on me before a friend dragged him off.

But the bravado shown by some of these young gangsters is nothing more than a front much of the time. Many of these kids are worn out, weary of what they’re doing, but left with no choice but to carry on.

A lot of their friends are in prison. Others have died or been maimed. Very few of them ever make it out of the ghetto in one piece.




TWISTED DRAMA

When Top Boy first hit the small screen back in 2011, there were many raised eyebrows. Parents said the violence was too strong. Others dismissively said it made no commercial sense to screen a drama about a bunch of street gangsters, who had little in common with the rest of the population. How wrong they were.

What none of these critics ‘got’ was that the core of this TV series revolved around families and friends and relationships in a close-knit community immersed in danger, poverty and desperation.

Top Boy resonates with a much wider – and older – audience than one might expect, and many have come under the spell of the main characters, especially the psychotic killers among them!

From anti-hero top boy Dushane kissing teeth and occasionally talking in classic Jamaican patois, to his partner Sully’s rolling walk, which says so much about his problematic life. These defining traits tell us so much about these characters and the life they lead.

Top Boy’s television twist of reality has brought the mean streets of London to many of us who’re supposed to abide by the law and live according to a set of rules designed to ensure our safety and protection.

But what happens when those same streets of London are overrun by real gangsters who only live for today? Bullets and blades fly in all directions and so often the innocent find themselves in the firing line.




PROLOGUE
THE WILD, WILD WEST

KILBURN, NORTH-WEST LONDON: 26 MAY 2017

Mohanna Abdhou – known as Montana to her friends – was walking along a street towards the shops near her home. But the twenty-year-old was in the heart of gangster territory on the edge of a rundown South Kilburn housing estate: a concrete jungle ruled by a notorious street crew. She didn’t even notice the two youths wearing bandanas riding near her on bicycles.

Moments later – as Montana continued strolling along that same stretch of pavement – a bullet ricocheted off a wall and hit her in the back, severing her pelvic artery. She died at the scene.

That bullet was later retrieved from Montana’s body and a second was found in a nearby flat, although the revolver used in the shooting was never recovered.

The cold-blooded murder of Montana Abdhou highlights the random nature of London’s street underworld. The Killy gang from that South Kilburn estate bordering the street where the killing took place had been in a long-running war with the Harrow Boys from the next-door Mozart Estate.

It was their bullet that killed innocent Montana following years of tit-for-tat violence about territories separated by a couple of streets. As one resident said just after the shooting: “This place was bad enough as it was. Now it feels like a war zone. We don’t spend time outside in case one of our kids ends up dead like that poor girl.”

One woman was later accused of assisting the alleged gunmen to evade capture in the hours following Montana’s shooting. Another teenage boy even provided the alleged killers with the bikes and a place to change. This deadly real-life gang rivalry tragically mirrors the type of violence highlighted on TV’s Top Boy.

For on the real streets and housing estates of London are more than two hundred gangs waging war. Their attacks have also included knifings, arson and numerous head injuries caused by vicious assaults.

In south London, at least fifty gangs “control” territories from Earlsfield in the south-west to Woolwich in the southeast. This includes a high density of gangs in and around Brixton, Camberwell and Peckham, which have made this area the most dangerous for knife crime in the country.

Gang members from 410 in Brixton and the Woolwich Boys in south-east London consistently issue warnings that they’ll continue their street war and cannot see any end to the violence.

Other notorious south London gangs include Moscow17 in Kennington and the Ghetto Boys in Deptford. On the Elmington Estate in Camberwell, several gangs are at war, which has resulted in many brutal street attacks in that area. In Croydon – on the edge of south London – the ‘CRO’ gang are spread across much of the borough.

North of the River Thames, leafy middle-class Islington is now dominated by at least fifteen separate gangs, including the Bemerton Mandem, near King’s Cross, and the Busy Blocks in former Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn’s constituency in the north of the borough.

East London has at least sixty gangs, including the 8910 in Dagenham, 7th in Stratford, and the notorious London Fields and Homerton gangs. In the more affluent west of the capital, thirty-five gangs roam the streets day and night, including those much-feared Harrow Road Boys and their next-door arch enemies the Killy and the Southall gang.

Some gangs dominate entire areas, like the Wembley Tamils, who control a district between Wembley Central and Alperton stations in north-west London. Many of these gangs often use the same names as their favourite drill MCs. Others draw on postcodes or bus routes to come up with their titles. And the majority of attacks between rival gangs are carried out by so-called “feral” groups rather than one assailant.

In London, violence against strangers has even become known as “trespass” and is also described by street gangsters as “repping” your postcode. These types of attacks are seen as part and parcel of living in certain areas of the capital.

Those same gangs constantly spray graffiti signs on walls and advertising hoardings as warnings to rival gangs not to encroach on their territory, and to remind the local population that they rule those streets with blades and guns.

Drugs are responsible for virtually all of this. London has evolved into one of the most violent, cocaine fuelled “societies” in the Western world. The illicit drugs market in the UK capital and across the nation is worth £10 billion a year and cocaine is the premier “product”.

There are at least half a dozen immensely wealthy crime bosses behind London’s never-ending cocaine boom. They make their fortunes by anonymously “feeding” the real top boys and their street crews with all their food supplies.

Young gangsters similar to those featured on Top Boy thrive on housing estates all over London. No wonder the capital is the unrivalled epicentre of this entire subterranean criminal network.

But what is it about these sprawling estates that provokes such danger, violence and blatant criminality?




INTRODUCTION
CONCRETE JUNGLES

There is no future in these places. They make you rot from the inside. No wonder the kids turn to crime. What else can they do?

LONDON HOUSING ESTATE RESIDENT

THEM AND US

London’s original housing estates were built almost one hundred years ago to replace the capital’s slums after the First World War. People were given access to running water, indoor toilets and private gardens for the first time. These early estates were quickly dubbed “corned beef cities” because it was presumed that the low-cost, low-quality tinned meat was all people who lived on them could afford to eat. It was this “them and us” attitude that soon made many residents of these estates feel they’d been excluded from so-called normal society.

Another wave of council estates in London were built from the 1950s to the 1970s following a housing extension plan by the then Labour government. And that’s when so many of today’s vast, ugly tower blocks were constructed. The intention was to provide essential housing for a wide cross section of people uprooted from city centres where they could no longer afford to live.

But back when Top Boy was nothing more than an idea in a creative TV writer’s head a dozen years ago, youths were already being lured into gangs on those estates and it soon became “normal” to witness street crews selling drugs in the heart of these sprawling, rundown urban residences.

But what are these estates really like? And how have they been allowed to turn into these lawless centres of crime and retribution?

GHETTO BIRDS

I visited one such estate in east London to try and get a handle on how and why these gangs have evolved. It opened my eyes to a secret netherworld in its own semi-permanent state of lockdown. A place where crime thrives so much it has become the twisted heartbeat of the community.

Out of respect for its citizens, I haven’t named this estate here. Many are ashamed of how their community has been overrun by street gangs. Others prefer to live in a state of semi-denial. Some are angry that they’ve been left to fend for themselves because the authorities seem to have stepped back from responsibility.

But there is no getting away from the fact that in this and so many other housing estates in London, many citizens are often afraid to venture out after dark.

Like so many estates in London, this one is modular, grey, cold and uninviting. Broken playgrounds. Litter scattered across scrubby, dog shit-infested grassland. A sense of hopelessness pervades the air. Crumbling nearby railway arches and a twisting tarmac-cracked flyover provide an unofficial border between this estate and the rest of the world. Subterranean networks of young gangsters loiter on the walkways and alleyways and those flashpoint inner-city roads that divide crew territories.

This particular estate stretches across twenty-five hectares and consists of a maze of walkways linking four dilapidated tower blocks. It’s home to many thousands of people, who represent a vast cross section of London’s population.

When a drone camera swoops high above them, it’s clear to see the angry expressions on the faces of those same loitering gangs of youths in hoodies hunched up against the cold. A lot of residents here presume that the drones buzzing like insects are being remotely piloted by the police. They’ve all but given up going on foot patrols inside this and most other London estates. It’s easier and safer to spy from the sky.

Very occasionally, a police patrol car pulls up on one of the streets that border this estate. Groups of loitering youths jeer and sneer at the feds and they drive off. The police have little appetite for confrontations with the locals round these parts.

Buying a loaf of bread from a corner shop can lead to a knife threat here. As one eleven-year-old resident explained to me: “They want p’s. I had a quid my mum gave me to get some bread, so they took it. It’s no big problem. This sorta thing happens all the time round here.”

The same kid added: “If they say, ‘gimme your phone or I shoot ya’, ya just do it or they might push that gun in yer face and press the trigger.”

A popular “job” for a lot of pre-teen kids on this and other London estates is to be “a spotter”, which means floating around on BMX bikes watching out for the feds or invading rival gangs.

Kids who rode around housing estates a few years back have morphed into the chilling new generation of street gangsters providing Top Boy with much of its most potent dramatic inspiration.

Not surprisingly, youths on this estate live by their own “rules”. As one former street gangster explained: “Here, everyone curses, a lot of girls sleep with men from thirteen or fourteen and often get pregnant. That life needs to be supported with quick money. There is no choice for many kids.”

This estate in east London has all the signs of being a pressure cooker waiting to explode. Many of the kids hanging around on the walkways look angry and bored. Other residents avoid eye contact with them.

The first series of Top Boy featured a teenage girl holding guns in her family’s flat for the local street gangsters. In real life, so many flats on estates like this one have their own dark, underworld secrets.

Another former street gangster told me: “You can get everything you want inside here. Even guns. They know how the system works inside these places. That means less chance of being caught by the feds or attacked by an enemy.”

One law-abiding youth summed it all up: “If you’re an innocent kid living here who doesn’t want the gang life, then others will come after you to join them. They feel threatened by anyone who’s not part of their ‘club’.”

No wonder the old residents here keep their doors tightly locked so much of the time.

MELTING POT

There’s a small handful of original residents who’ve lived on this estate for more than forty years. They’re mostly frail and elderly, so are unlikely to be out at night to see for themselves how this concrete jungle transforms into an open-air narcotics market as drug dealers emerge from the shadows.

Back when these now-elderly residents were young there were things to do. One explained: “You went to a youth club because it kept you off of street corners.” But such amenities on this estate are long gone. In their place are fast food joints, local grocery stores and chain supermarkets, plus a lot of boarded-up shop fronts.

Children on housing estates like this one often feel disenfranchised. Boredom kicks in because there isn’t much to do unless you join a gang. A love of sports often doesn’t help either because many kids on estates cannot even safely walk half a mile to a sports hall or a football pitch in case they’re attacked by a gang.

In recent times, new arrivals on this and other London estates have included Nigerians, Moroccans, Eastern Europeans, South Americans. This influx of immigrants was supposed to give these estates a new cultural identity. But recent reconstruction work on this particular estate had begun and then been hastily abandoned. It was to be part of a large-scale gentrification project. But today it’s been left half-finished because the local council ran out of funds.

No wonder those who live here feel they are London’s forgotten. Quite a few are unemployed and virtually penniless. A high number also have physical and mental health issues, as is so well highlighted in Top Boy series one.

Some flats on this estate have even been abandoned by residents evicted for non-payment of rent by the bankrupt local council, who can’t afford to fix up these properties. So they’re left to rot.

TRAP

Final port of call on my visit inside this east London housing estate is to one of those very same abandoned flats. I’m in the company of a former gangster, who still knows the street criminals who run the estate. They call this a “trap” for reasons that will soon become apparent.

It had been empty for many months until the local top boy and his street crew heard about it on the grapevine and moved in. Once inside, I’m introduced to that very same top boy. He’s proud of his crew and immediately boasts how he never has less than three mobiles on him at any one time. One is for friends. The other is for family and the third one for business. But he often has at least two more burner phones for short-term work stuff.

Inside this once abandoned flat are at least ten unemployed teenagers cutting cocaine twelve to fifteen hours a day, often for minimum wages. This enables the street crew and their drug baron suppliers to earn at least five times more out of each shipment.

Teenage girls are chopping and sieving as if their lives depended on it. They don’t wear any protective gear, not even latex gloves. The emphasis is on speed. They “step on” the cocaine by adding anything from baking powder to flour to it. Then it’s tested just to make sure it still contains a slight hit, after which it’s bagged up and the workers move on to the next bowl filled with white powder.

At the other end of this narcotics – “food” – conveyor belt are a couple of youths bagging up the final product in £20 and £10 plastic wraps. These are then thrown into two separate cardboard boxes ready to be handed over to the “soldiers”, who will sell their produce through a small makeshift hole – or trap – cut out of the front door of this flat. Others will also soon be out selling drugs on the estate and surrounding streets.

This trap will probably close down within a few weeks, well before the police get to hear about it. Then another abandoned flat on a different part of the same estate will be taken over and the process will start all over again.

Meanwhile, young soldiers are out on the walkways, alleys and poorly lit surrounding streets, risking their lives and limbs in a dangerous narcotics netherworld where drug-addled customers and trigger-happy rivals are a constant threat.

The faceless drug barons – who supply the shipments of “food” now being sold on this estate and the surrounding streets – are pivotal to this and many other street gangs all over London.

These suppliers are tough, usually middle-aged characters who see all the death and destruction connected to London’s street gangs as not their problem. They look on themselves as “businessmen”’ and many come from long lines of professional criminals who’ve dominated London’s crime scene for decades.

These same shady characters pull most of the strings whilst rarely getting their hands dirty. Like the ultimate evil sugar daddies (and mummies), they manipulate and intimidate the top boys and their crews with a combination of fear and brutality. They don’t care who lives or dies. Everyone is expendable in their world.

Nothing, it seems, can quell the stench of violence committed in the name of drugs.

But where and how did London’s explosion of narcotics, street crime and violence occur in the first place?




ACT 1

ORIGINAL GANGSTERS

You will get the money, me breddah, when we get to your apartment.

YARDIE BY VICTOR HEADLEY




BACK IN THE DAY

There is undoubtedly a direct link between today’s real Top Boy crews and the vicious gangs of criminals who dominated London’s drugs underworld in the 1980s and 1990s.

Top Boy series three opened with estate crew boss Dushane living in Jamaica, having fled London after hitting back at a deadly gang of Albanian drug barons at the end of series two.

Dushane runs a car rental place in Jamaica, which is no doubt financed with his drug money from London. It seems as if Dushane’s settled into a much quieter, more laid-back life in the Caribbean.

But looks can be deceptive. For Jamaica’s real-life criminal hinterlands are riddled with more death and drugs than Dushane’s old home back on Top Boy’s fictional Summerhouse Estate.

In Jamaica, Dushane – bored and in need of money – agrees to rob a post office with a local criminal. The heist never happens when Dushane and his one-eyed associate find the post office has closed down. But minutes later, Dushane has to shoot his partner in crime dead when he tries to rob an old granny in her grocery store instead. As a result, Dushane flees back to the UK capital to get away from deadly Caribbean gangsters and crooked local feds.

But then criminals like Dushane should know better. For the poverty-stricken slums of Jamaica’s capital of Kingston are where a lot of the first really lethal drug gangs emerged more than four decades ago. They eventually headed further afield and helped fuel the Western world’s toxic addiction to crack cocaine, which led – many years later – to the real top boys and the London drug wars that have inspired the hit TV series.

IN YER BLUD
KINGSTON, JAMAICA: 1970s

In the notorious slums of Trenchtown, the Jamaican government constructed housing developments built around large public courtyards, which were the hub of social and recreational activity in those rundown shantytowns.

In many ways, these blocks of flats with balconies were comparable to London’s inner-city housing estates, which would later turn into deadly druglands for real street gangsters and their crews of dealers and henchmen.

But then Jamaica in the 1970s was already renowned in the Caribbean as a hideaway for criminals either on the run from the police or their enemies.

I stayed in a rundown motel in Kingston, in 1979, while working as a London crime reporter. In the middle of the night I heard loud voices in the room next door, which was only separated from me by an unlocked interconnecting door. The voices got louder and suddenly three gunshots rang out.

I lay there terrified, expecting the police to arrive, but no one came. Next morning, the manager of the hotel apologised for the disturbance and made it clear that the gangsters had left the premises. “Police no good, so we don’t bother callin’ them,” he said in a matter-of-fact manner.

I realised then that some Jamaicans turned a blind eye to the criminals in their midst because it was safer for them. But unfortunately that attitude helped enable those gangsters to evolve into deadly forces.

By the end of the 1970s, Jamaica had become a mini narco-state version of what Mexico is today. The island was a pivotal transport hub for cocaine coming from South America en route to the US and then, later, the UK and Europe.

A large number of Jamaica’s home-grown drug gangsters had friends and relatives living in the UK and US. They knew only too well that both those countries had a lot of cash to spend on narcotics. As a result, a lot of these chilling, coldblooded criminals left their home country and soon became known to all and sundry as “Yardies”.

THE YARDIES

The term comes originally from the Jamaican patois for people who frequented the “yard” of those two-storey concrete homes built in Kingston’s poverty-stricken ghettos.In the UK, the term Yardie was initially used by the Caribbean expatriate and Jamaican diaspora community to refer to persons of Jamaican origin.

But then the word Yardie evolved into something more sinister: a term used for gangs or organised crime groups of Jamaican origin, nationality or ethnicity.

By this time, Jamaica’s slums revolved around crime, drug abuse and violence. Crooked politicians even shamelessly bought and sold votes within these communities by paying gangs of Yardies to intimidate voters and threaten, assault or kill political opponents.

The parents and even the grandparents of some of the youths who’ve ended up in today’s real street gangs in London arrived from the Caribbean in the 1950s and early 1960s. Back then, the British government encouraged West Indian residents specifically to help boost employment and productivity in post-war Britain. They brought with them their culture, food and music.

But by the late 1970s, the children from some of the poorer families had reacted against their strict upbringings and turned to gun crime and drug dealing, driven by the fast-emerging availability of crack cocaine. And naturally, their main suppliers of “food” came via the Caribbean homelands, especially Jamaica.

By this time, many of Kingston’s poorest areas were daubed in gang graffiti that mentioned “heroic Yardies” and highlighted toxic territorial disputes. They became virtually no-go areas for the police, especially after dark.

However the police were also accused of wholesale violence and bribery. On Kingston’s notorious Tulip Lane, locals clubbed together and formed protests against shootings by the police of local men.

But the feds insisted that all their “victims” were members of the city’s drug gangs, who revelled in names such as the Scare Dem Gang, whose self-explanatory title was tagged across bridges and walls.

Homes belonging to gang members were sometimes daubed with new graffiti calling for the violence to stop. But most residents in these communities were too terrified to speak out against the Yardies, which enabled their underworld powerbase to continue to grow.

The main roads into Kingston’s ghettos of Tivoli Gardens and Denham Town were regularly closed with police road blocks to try and stem the movement of gangsters. But nearby, the hustle and bustle of Coronation Market continued as thousands of Jamaicans from all across the island came to buy and sell produce.

Replace the rundown areas of Kingston with Top Boy’s Summerhouse Estate or any of the real-life concrete jungles of London and you start to get the picture. However, the side streets of the Jamaican ghettos were bleaker and more post-apocalyptic than even the baddest of housing estates back in London. I know because I visited them at the time as part of an investigation into drug running.

Women and children were frequently caught in the crossfire between Kingston’s warring gangs at the time. Pink Lane, in West Kingston, was and still is considered one of the most deadly street corners in the Jamaican underworld. Yardie gangs even fought with their rivals when they were living on the opposite side of the same road where they all resided.

By the end of the 1970s, Jamaican government budgets for drug prevention had been slashed. Political parties stopped paying money to gangs of unlawful armed supporters. So Yardie gangs concentrated even more on the drug trade.

Then the Jamaican government started cracking down so brutally on Yardie gangs that they literally drove many of them off the island. As a result, these hardened criminals arrived in the lucrative hinterlands of London and beyond.

The emergence of crack cocaine in both North America and the UK was to prove a goldmine for the Yardies. Up until this time, London’s underworld had revolved around traditionally known crimes such as the Great Train Robbery and other heists which had dominated newspaper headlines for more than half a century. Then drugs began taking over.

Initially, some older home counties professional criminals tried to cash in on what they saw as a lucrative and safer alternative to robbing banks.

But then the Yardies emerged in large numbers in London. They already had connections to the Colombians via the Caribbean, which was at that time the main destination for cocaine en route from Latin America to the rest of the world. In London, they sought out UK underworld customers for vast shipments of cocaine. This initially led to an uneasypeace between the Jamaicans and the predominantly white old-school gangsters who ran London’s drugs underworld at that time.

But the Yardies soon got greedy and decided to cut out the middlemen and set up their own distribution hubs in London and the rest of the UK. The old-time professional criminals quickly began retreating from the drug trade in fear of their lives.

The Yardies rapidly established strongholds in areas such as Brixton in south London, and Harlesden and Stonebridge in north-west London. They also began operating in the north and east London strongholds of Hackney and Tottenham.

The Yardies were building a cocaine and crack cocaine empire to feed London’s entire drug market. In 1980, police seized 400kg of cocaine, a huge increase on the 80kg they’d recovered the previous year. A drug crime wave was enveloping the UK capital and the police had no idea how to stop it.

STOP AND SEARCH

The Yardies didn’t hesitate to take out their gangster rivals in point-blank shotgun executions. So – as this drug-fuelled violence swept the streets of London – the body count skyrocketed and the police decided to take extreme measures to try and end this deadly lawlessness.

In 1980, London’s Metropolitan Police set up the first of many specialist units to tackle the Yardies and their links with other Yardie gangs in the US. But it was an uphill struggle for the police because they knew so little about the Yardies themselves.

Then the London police secured draconian rights to stop and search anyone on the street they suspected of being involved in criminal activities. Inevitably, this was seen by many as an excuse for racism because the majority of people stopped under these newly introduced stop and search rules were black. As part of these new measures, officers were not even obliged to record the circumstances behind why an individual had been stopped.

Back in the early 1980s, drug dealing in London was much more fragmented. There were few specific street gangs. Instead, individual dealers had their street corners, which they closely guarded.

The days of full employment were long gone at this time and in the south London community of Brixton – where 25 per cent of residents were from ethnic
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