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Doc Holliday said, or was said to have said, that a friendly game of 
cards was a misnomer: Play to win, or dont bother. Check friendship 
at the door. If what you want is camaraderie, there is the bar. If it is 
companionship you seek, there are any number of likely whores.

I learned to play cards, three-card brag, usually blind bets, in 
the bagpipe room of an Edinburgh higher education establishment. 
I was often lucky.

The luck stayed with me when I met John Burke and Bobby 
McKew. Doc was wrong: you can have a friendly game. I thank them 
both for their grand help, their inspiration, and, most of all, for 
their stories. Id also like to thank Mark Sykes, Mark Birley, David 
Pritchett, Michael Caborn-Waterfield, Bobby Buchanan-Michaelson, 
Caroline Gray, Theresa Follet, Cathy Maxwell-Scott, Raymond 
Nash, Claus Von Blow, Nancy Gillespie, Charlie Richardson, 
Frankie Fraser and Diane Guinan-Browne for their help and time.

As always, Ingrid Connell at Pan Macmillan was patient, polite 
and a superb help at all times, as was my agent Sheila Crowley. 
Thanks are also due to Bruno Vincent at Pan Macmillan for his 
inspired help with the manuscript and photographs.

Life is six-to-five against? It depends who youre playing with.

A big, winning hand for them all.









1. THE PLAYERS

Trust everybody, but always cut the cards.



MR DOOLEY, 1950S DUBLIN PUB PHILOSOPHER



Picturing a teenaged Bobby McKew digging up turf board to 
fuel the fires of his home city of Dublin, its difficult to imagine 
hed later be known as the Chelsea Scallywag: dapper, with 
perfect manners, clever, quick-witted, a man whose sociability 
and tact would allow him to be Billy Hills lieutenant, the son-in-law of South African millionaire industrialist Lucky Jack 
Gerber and the close friend of movie stars and aristocrats. Yet 
hes always been a man of single-minded enterprise. Whatever 
has been thrown at him he has dealt with in a no-nonsense, 
practical way. He has accepted the knocks  and there have 
been a few, mostly self-inflicted  and ridden them out.

His father was in the movies. Robert McKew Senior 
worked for Rank and was in charge of the distribution of films 
to Irish cinemas. The powerful film executive thought his son 
might follow him into show business, which, in some ways, he 
eventually did. He lived with his father and his mother, Iris, 
and his two older sisters, Joy and Paddy, in the highly respectable 
Dublin suburb of Blackrock. The adored only boy in this 
comfortable, successful family went to Mountjoy College, a 
prominent Protestant school, but says his father got fed up 
with paying for him to do little but play sport and told him: 
Im not sending you to Trinity College to play bloody rugby.



The solid-thinking businessman hoped his son would join 
him at Rank, but instead Robert Junior got a job as a labourer, 
taking what work came around, but especially digging turf 
board, which kept him fit and put money in his pocket. When 
not working, hed meet up with friends in the pubs around 
town, usually Davy Byrnes just off Grafton Street. Bobby 
often encountered John Burke, as they moved in a similar set. 
They were both restless young men, keen for company and 
intrigued with the world. Bobby McKew wasnt sure what he 
wanted, other than more excitement than he was getting in 
Dublin. John Burke simply wanted to play cards, to socialize, 
but also yearned for a bigger playing board. Among the friends 
theyd meet most evenings was John Ryan, the brother of the 
actress Kathleen Ryan.

Kathleen was renowned as a great beauty of her time. Her 
prominent Tipperary family had opened a shop on Dublins 
Parnell Street in the 1920s, the first of a chain known as the 
Monument Creamery. She was a prize in every way. In her 
decade-long career she appeared in several films, including 
her 1947 debut opposite James Mason in Carol Reeds eloquent 
classic, Odd Man Out.

One of her admirers was the gifted safe-cracker and Second 
World War double agent Eddie Chapman, who was more 
colourful than a rainbow and a dab hand with gelignite and 
the ladies. He treated them both delicately and to good effect. 
The safe-cracker came to Ireland to pursue Kathleen Ryan 
and one evening in Davy Byrnes her brother introduced 
Chapman to his 19-year-old friend Bobby McKew.

Eddie always wanted the best, said McKew. She was an 
utterly gorgeous, long-red-haired girl and Eddie was friendly 
with her. She lived with her mother Agnes Veronica and Eddie 
had to be careful with his courtship. But he didnt mind. He 
was a handsome man and had great charm and birds used to 
throw themselves at him.



The young Dubliner was fascinated by Chapman and his 
incredible, seductive stories of events which were still fresh in 
everybodys minds. This was contemporary excitement, lavish 
true-life adventure. Eddie Chapman, the only Englishman to 
have been awarded the Iron Cross, directly from Hitler, had 
much to teach. Hed worked for Winston Churchill stealing 
Nazi secrets, and MI5 regularly had to decline his offers to 
assassinate Hitler. In 1997, his MI5 wartime files were released 
by the UK Public Records Office. Christopher Plummer had 
played Chapman in the rather wooden 1966 film, Triple Cross. 
The British Intelligence file on the agent codenamed ZigZag 
is much more entertaining:

The story of many a spy is commonplace and drab; the 
story of Chapman is different. In fiction it would be rejected 
as improbable. The subject is a crook, but as a crook he is by 
no means a failure and in his own estimation is something of a 
prince of the underworld. He plays for high stakes and would 
have the world know it. Of fear he knows nothing. Adventure 
to Chapman is the breath of life. Given adventure, he has the 
courage to achieve the unbelievable.

Chapman, who was born in a village near Newcastle, 
had deserted from the Coldstream Guards in the 1930s and 
metamorphosed from a professional soldier into a highly 
successful professional crook, leader of Londons infamous 
Gelignite Gang, whose trademark was to use the newly 
popular American chewing gum to attach the explosives. His 
MI5 personal file disclosed new details of his life before he 
became a spy. He had served a series of prison sentences, 
mostly for robberies, although one came after he behaved in 
Hyde Park in a manner likely to offend the virtuous public 
and was caught in flagrante delicto.

He was arrested in Scotland after blowing the half-ton 
Chubb safe of the headquarters of the Edinburgh Cooperative 
Society. After endless scrapes and scraps he fled to Jersey, where he was eventually jailed for cracking the safe of a large 
dance hall. In prison he used his burglary knack to make keys 
that allowed him to move freely at night between the mens 
and the womens prisons and pursue the only thing he enjoyed 
more than blowing up safes.

After the Germans occupied the Channel Islands in 1940, 
he saw an opportunity for some form of freedom and offered 
his services to the Germans as a spy. He was convincing 
enough for the German authorities to move him from Jersey 
to France, where he was trained in the dark arts of espionage. 
As a subterfuge, the Nazis pretended to have executed him. In 
reality, he was sent back into Britain with orders to blow up 
the De Havilland aircraft factory in Hatfield, Hertfordshire. 
He handed himself over to MI5, who decided to play him 
back against the Germans, using him to provide false information 
as part of the Double Cross system. They staged a 
fake explosion at the aircraft factory and Chapman returned 
to Germany a hero. He was then sent back to England as an 
agent for the second time and fed his German handlers false 
information about the effects of the V-1 and V-2 rockets 
blitzing Britain. He is credited with saving the lives of many, 
many Londoners.

The Germans came to love Chapman but although 
he went cynically through all the forms he did not reciprocate. 
Chapman loved himself, loved adventure and loved 
his country, probably in that order. His MI5 file continues, 
The outstanding feature of the case is the courage of Chapman.

Bobby McKew, who in 2007 regularly visited Chapmans 
widow Betty, has no doubts about that: They never admitted 
how good he was. My goodness, he went back to Germany! 
How crazy was that! And then he returned supposedly to 
guide in the V-bombs. He misled the Nazis and saved 
thousands of lives. To me he was a big hero. Yet the authorities didnt even give him a pension until 1994  three years 
before he died.

The charges against Chapman (for emptying more than 
forty safes) were dropped after the war, saving him a possible 
twenty-year prison term. In time, Chapman became the young 
Bobby McKews mentor. Bobby told me the story over afternoon 
tea at a hotel near his home in Chelsea: Eddie became 
like an older brother to me. I stayed friendly with him all his 
life. He taught me how to blow up safes, dope greyhounds 
and a lot more.

Much, much more.

Chapman was also tough, as Bobby McKew learned early 
on in their friendship. In those early days in Dublin it was 
common for young men to get into a fight after a pint too 
many, but it was carried out in a gentlemanly way. The two 
combatants would take their coats off, go outside, knock the 
hell out of each other, and then go back into the pub with 
missing teeth or a bust-up nose, but the best of friends. It was, 
Bobby acknowledges now, pointless and stupid. Yet there 
would be more serious arguments in his life with which he 
learned to deal more effectively. The lesson came from 
Chapman.

One night, I was 21 then, I was in the bar with Eddie and 
I got into a ruck with this fella about I dont remember what, 
and we did the usual and went outside. He was a big lad but 
big people have never frightened me  you cant miss em. We 
were standing off before going at it when Eddie appeared. 
He had a tyre iron in his hand and he just bounced it off the 
side of the other guys head. He dropped like a sack of 
potatoes. People were watching, had never seen anything like 
it. Eddie said, Now, thatll save you a lot of trouble. He was 
right, and Ive never forgotten that. Whats the point of getting 
broken about and your teeth knocked out? Better to get in first 
and get it over and done with.



In the weeks that followed Bobby felt stifled by Dublin, 
and to ease his boredom  and to please his parents  he 
agreed to take a job with the publicity department of the Rank 
Organization in London. He found it less than fascinating, but 
lasted nine months.

Bobby knew few people in London but he would meet 
Eddie Chapman for a drink. Chapman made some introductions, 
one of them to Billy Hill.




John Burke was 6 years old when he first picked up a pack of 
playing cards at the family home in the south of County 
Tipperary, and the mathematics and thrill of games of chance 
became a lifelong obsession.

He was born into a prominent Irish family, many of whose 
members devoted a large part of their lives to horses, racing 
and hunting. The family money came from business and 
property investments. His father, Richard Burke, was Master 
of the Tipperary Fox Hounds, one the premier packs in the 
country, for more than thirty years.

It was still the nineteenth century when Richard Burke 
graduated in law from Trinity College and took the long 
trip to San Francisco to practise. His only connection there 
was his former nanny, Helen OBrien, who was now working 
for a wealthy Californian family. He decided to visit her. 
It proved to be a romantic decision. Her charge then was the 
18-year-old beauty Margaret Donahue, daughter of one of the 
founders of the Bay city. It was, say the family, love at first 
sight and they were soon married.

The Donahues owned a bank and many of the streets of 
San Francisco. A superb horseman, Richard Burke introduced 
fox-hunting to California, in the Donahue-owned Menlow Park 
which is now part of Silicon Valley. However, says his son, 
Richard Burke MFH was not a man of business, and despite all the opportunities offered by the Donahue family yearned 
to hunt back home in County Tipperary. With his new wife 
he returned to Ireland and they set up home and enjoyed a 
financially carefree life. They had four children, but tragically 
Margaret Donahue died giving birth to their last child.


Richard Burke married again in 1913 and had another 
four children, and John Burke, born in September 1926, was 
the youngest. His father was nearly 70 years old when he was 
born. His highly intelligent Irish mother, Sheila Geoghegan, 
was a suffragette who had worked with Emily Pankhurst; 
she was living in London when she married Richard Burke. 
Her youngest son was rather doted upon and would sit, as a 
boy, playing bridge with his father.

Johns brother Edward became a chartered accountant and 
in 2007 was retired in France; his sister Eve married Arthur 
Goodbody, an academic who inherited a series of businesses. 
He sold them and bought an Irish estate, where he took up 
farming. His sister Sheila kept her maiden name by marrying 
a namesake. After her marriage to Ulick Burke the couple 
established their own estate, and in 2007 she was training and 
racing horses in County Tipperary.

John, who was given an excellent education and studied 
engineering, did not overly concern himself with acquiring a 
profession. After an exceptional life, in 2007 he was living 
with his partner Caroline in the mists of Ireland, where we 
talked for dozens of hours:

I was always thought of as something of a neer-do-well. 
I loved gambling and I was a good bridge player. I suppose I 
was a layabout. I was studying engineering but didnt find it 
that fascinating. The cards were much more intriguing. For 
me, from early on, it was always about percentages. It rather 
blinded me to being what people would regard as sensible in 
terms of career and future.

I was fooling around in Dublin. I got a job at one point selling calculators, which I rather enjoyed because I do like 
numbers  life really is all about odds. Yes, there is luck but it 
is percentages, often tiny ones, which count most.

I shared a flat in Dublin with Richard Parkes. He was 
one of the nicest people I have ever known. He was English 
but his family lived near Dublin and we were great friends. I 
played a lot of cards, often at Trinity College, with, among 
others, two divinity students, who would leave the game on a 
Saturday night and Sunday morning for about an hour to do 
God, and then gamble again. I suppose they were hedging 
their bets. John Burkes talent at the card table won him a 
place on the Irish Bridge Team and he represented his country 
in international matches. Each year there was the opportunity 
to play at the top level in European capitals. One year, aged 
22, he attended a bridge congress in Copenhagen. On the way 
back to Dublin he stopped off in London. He liked it, and 
stayed for a week.

Five years later, in 1953, the International Congress was in 
Finland. On the way home from Helsinki he again stopped in 
London. It turned into a fifty-year holiday . . .

Today, London society is much changed from the circles 
he mixed in then, where the characters he met could have 
been drawn from the novels of Evelyn Waugh and were, in 
some cases, the inspiration for Waugh and other writers. It 
was a world inhabited by the gifted and the deluded, the 
famous and the infamous; where you could be rich one day 
and poor the next and vice versa: you couldnt bet on it either 
way. There could never be any odds available. Or much public 
gambling.

As the nation struggled out of the lingering aura of austerity 
there were no casinos or betting shops (cash betting except 
at the tracks was illegal); no one-armed bandits, no spread 
betting or betting exchanges like Betfair (where more than 
300 million was wagered via their website on the 2006 World Cup). Even the housewifes choice, bingo halls, had not yet 
arrived on a scene governed by gaming laws established more 
than a century earlier. Under the 1854 Gaming Act groups 
could gather and play cards, and gamble on anything they 
liked, but the hosts or organizers of the games could not 
charge for providing the facilities. That was illegal. Of course, 
that didnt prevent such enterprises.

For John Burke and , London in the 1950s 
was like two cities: there was the rarified world of Belgravia, 
Mayfair and Chelsea, where the inhabitants had money and 
glamour and double-barrelled names. Gentlemen were still 
gentlemen, with their sacred code of honour. A gentleman 
would always honour a gambling debt, whereas his tailor or 
wine merchant might have to wait to be paid. Tradesmen 
were, well, tradesmen. At the same time, the capital was also 
a city of myriad dark corners and double-barrelled shotguns, 
of bohemian Soho with its spivs, pubs and clubs and its clip 
joints where tinsel and morality were casually stripped off. 
Gangsters would cut, shoot and kill  often each other  for 
power and profit. Each territory had its own rules and risks. 
Yet they often made a compatible connection.

That London was a village compared to the sprawling 
metropolis of the twenty-first century; Hampstead was an out-of-town trip, and there was no congestion on the roads to 
charge for. Of course, few people had cars. The average price 
of a house was 2,081. A skilled worker took home about 11 
a week  the equivalent in todays money of 161. An income 
tax rate of 45 per cent did not help. Foreign travel was unheard 
of for most people. A flight between London and Paris cost 
10  nearly a weeks wages. Trains still ran on steam, but a 
programme of electrification was being introduced.

London had the intrigue of wartime Lisbon and the action 
of pre-war Berlin. It was a potent mix. It wasnt so much 
Whos Who as Who was Really Who? There was certainly a sense of anything goes, an overspill of the Blitz mentality, of 
the blackout; for the wide boys, the chancers at every level, 
there were many opportunities. The cold war was chilling 
nicely and many ordinary people were still suffering postwar 
deprivation; food rationing did not end until midnight on 
4 July 1954. Yet an extraordinary mix of aristocracy, landowners 
and villains were rolling in cash.

John Burke, a tall, elegant man who quietly kept his own 
counsel, found friends in both camps  as did many others. 
Mark Sykes, a man of aristocratic connections and a leading 
rascal of the times (he was the inspiration for Robin Cooks 
landmark 1962 novel, The Crust on its Uppers), is certain the 
connection followed on from the war, where officers and other 
ranks relied so tremendously on each other.

It was a very positive thing at that time, he says today. It 
hadnt happened since the days of William Crockford, since 
Regency times  and it hasnt happened since. It was a time of 
toffs and spivs, the other lot didnt matter one bit. The upper 
classes and the lower classes always get on well because they 
hate the middle classes. They regarded them as terribly pretentious. 
Which they are, of course, they are.

Indeed, suburban appeared to be the dirtiest word of 
that time; John Osbornes plays, the Northern novels, and 
real-life dramas of the 1950s and into the 1960s reflected a 
view that the only lives worth living were ones of privilege or 
those of the working class. It was working-class lads, actors 
like Albert Finney (Saturday Night and Sunday Morning) and 
Tom Courtenay (The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner), 
who brought them to life when they were celebrated in the 
cinema. It was a time of Shakespeare or the kitchen sink. It 
was an extraordinary time. Fun, always fun, even when things 
did get a little shaky, observed the ever-ebullient Sykes.

When he arrived in London, in Belgravia of course, John 
Burke found life intriguing, although there were to be shaky moments for him too. It was a time of change but also a time 
where everything appeared to offer a financial opportunity. 
People were smarter and sharper, and most of all the con men 
and hustlers, scam artists, the gangsters and the gamblers. It 
was a time for opportunists, for players.

John met two sets of people: as a professional bridge player 
he mixed with world-class bridge masters like Boris Shapiro 
and Terence Reece, and bridge players like Michael Alachouzos, 
Eric Leigh-Howard, Emilio Schisa, Stephen Raphael, 
and the Frenchman who ran an illegal poker room at Crockfords 
(the original Hellfire Club) in Curzon House Terrace. 
Through his friend Richard Parkes (owner of three dog 
stadiums), who was also now living in London, he met a 
racier circle, men like 20-year-old already buccaneering entrepreneur 
Jimmy Goldsmith, and Peter Sargent, the son of 
hugely popular conductor Sir Malcolm Sargent. Peter was 
fond of the horses and was known to the bookies, then and 
later, as the bandleaders boy.

Parkes close crowd also included the 26-year-old Ian 
Maxwell-Scott, a well-connected aristocrat (he called the 
Duke of Norfolk Uncle Bernard). With the help of a family 
trust, he would happily gamble around the clock, at the racetrack 
(horses and dogs) and card tables. The great-great-greatgrandson 
of Sir Walter Scott, he was calm, enervated, ever 
confident, never fazed by anything, and to John Burke likeable 
in the extreme. He also liked the more energetic John Aspinall, 
then aged 27, who was Maxwell-Scotts great friend and fellow 
gambler at Oxford University. The smart set called him 
Aspers, but he was almost a stranger in this confident crowd 
of men, people who were rich and connected to the upper 
classes in a 1950s Britain still ruled by grandees. Aspinall was 
the new boy on the block; he was an arriviste.

He was also the most outr of men, an iconoclast who 
wanted to join the party, in his case the Establishment, at the same time as he was giving it an enormous thumping. In the 
military manner, he carried a rolled umbrella with a gold pencil 
built into it with which he would mark his race card. One day at 
the races a punter watched him and exclaimed, Blimey! The 
Count of Monte Cristo! Certainly for Aspinall, as with Dumass 
Monte Cristo, there were other peoples treasures to be enjoyed.

Aspinall worked at the image. He was tall with blond hair 
and an athletic figure and cut quite a dash around town. He 
has been called a maverick but he wasnt: he was a wide boy 
on the make. He just spoke a little differently from his counterparts 
on the other side of the game. And, when he wanted 
to be, he was egocentrically charming, a brilliant and amusing 
raconteur, which all helped create the myth. John Burke found 
him splendid company from the moment they first met at the 
offices of Sydney Summers, who ran an illegal SP (starting 
price) betting shop from a flat in Jermyn Street.

Sydney Summers was a near-sighted East End Jew who 
spoke like Henry Kissinger and wore thick glasses which gave 
him a sinister look at odds with his kindly nature. A master 
of understatement, he would have squeezed perfectly into 
a corner booth of a Damon Runyon speakeasy with Harry 
the Horse and Bookie Bob. He was a character, and he ran 
a thriving business. Bookmakers had offices, rather drab 
affairs, where you could ring up and place a bet, and they 
were 100 per cent legal. But places like Sydney Summers, 
where you could go and hang about with friends, have drinks 
and place a cash bet, were not. Of course, they were far more 
convivial and far more popular.

As always, John Burke was well groomed and smartly 
dressed  good suit, polished shoes (Fosters of Jermyn Street) 
 when he first met John Aspinall. He was also with the 
wealthy Richard Parkes and known as someone who played 
bridge for high stakes. Aspinall took this to mean that his new 
acquaintance had money. Of course, he didnt.




Aspinall invited John Burke to lunch at Wheelers in 
Knightsbridge. He was not yet the sophisticate he would learn 
to be but he wanted to impress Burke so when he ordered 
white wine to go with the fish he picked the most expensive, 
Chateau dYquem. It was a sweet dessert wine. Yet by a 
remarkable metamorphasis, within two years Aspinall was 
hosting lavish dinner parties where everything was perfect. He 
was a quick learner  at everything, including how to cheat at 
cards.

John Burke found himself enjoying Aspinalls company: 
Occasionally I played poker with him. We used go to the 
races together or to Sydney Summers office and then on to 
tea at the Ritz, which was only a short walk away. Sydney had 
his marvellous connections; many policemen won on the 
horses without even placing a bet. There was never any trouble 
and always lots of fun.

As the new friends gambled around town, John Burke 
repeatedly heard stories about an amazing card mechanic 
called Bruce, an Australian who had displayed his proficiency 
in London at the start of the decade. As a young man, Bruce 
had murdered his wife and spent nine years in jail in Tasmania. 
Every day, all day, in his prison cell he had developed 
his skill with cards. By the time John Burke arrived in London 
the card sharp had flown home, but the legend of his expertise 
remained.

John Aspinall had met Bruce through an agreeable East 
Ender called Joe Dagle who ran a poker game with Bruce. 
The Australian could arrange cards in a certain way without 
being spotted as he shuffled the pack (or, in the case of chemin 
de fer, packs). Bruce taught Aspinall, and presumably others, 
some simple card tricks. The legend of Bruce would live on 
in all sorts of establishments, usually of the gambling variety. 
It moved along like falling dominoes . . .


Dagle lived with Pauline Wallis, who was an appealing, charismatic lady. She would graduate in the club/gambling 
trade with some associates at the Mount Street Bridge Club 
in Mayfair, once a fashionable card club where John Burke 
played. Her brother Aubrey once acted as a runner for 
Aspinall and Maxwell-Scott when they ran a short-lived SP 
office  half a dozen telephones and two rooms  at 33 Dryden 
Chambers near Oxford Street, an operation financed by 
Richard Parkes.

The influence of Bruce on Aspinall and subsequent events 
cannot be stressed too much: he gave him not just the knowhow 
but the intent and the callous application of it. The 
willingness to take an edge  if not, yet, the big one.

From Bruce, Aspinall learned one simple card trick which, 
cleverly used in five-card stud poker games, was to separate 
wealthy young bucks around town from their generous allowances. 
The poker games, which were not illegal as no charge 
was made, were staged in hotels and flats in central London 
locations by Aspinall, though not in any organized way. If he 
and Ian Maxwell-Scott saw a mug poker player they would 
get him into a game. An opportunity was an opportunity; it 
was casual but calculated.

Which is how the great con man George Denison-Webster 
found himself a little short of readies. Something of a toff, 
Denison-Webster, at this time in the money, was wandering 
through the foyer of the Ritz when he was spotted by Aspinall 
and Maxwell-Scott. Early in the evening they inveigled him 
into a poker game in their hotel room, the cost of which they 
almost always recovered. By 5 a.m. the next morning the 
inevitable had happened  their guest was a huge loser.

Denison-Webster wrote out a big cheque and left. Aspinall 
spotted that it had been drawn on a bank in his victims home 
town of Moreton-in-the-Marsh in Gloucestershire. Aspinall 
knew that Denison-Webster, although he had money, was 
highly likely to stop the cheque when he realized what he had done. So he got Maxwell-Scott to drive off in the early hours 
to be on the doorstep of the Cotswolds bank at 9.30 a.m. with 
the cheque and to lodge it to Aspinalls bank in London. At 
10 a.m. Aspinall instructed his bank to call Moreton-in-the-Marsh and find out if the cheque had been cleared and it had. 
By then, it could not be stopped by Denison-Webster when 
he woke up at lunchtime after his costly night.

It was in those early days of their friendship that John 
Burke identified what the Duke of Devonshire called the 
amoral aspect of Aspinalls character. I reflect now that 
John Aspinall was pathologically dishonest. I think it was 
through Bruce that he first practised to deceive. He certainly 
defrauded a young man called Rory McKechnie. I witnessed 
some of the game. John was desperate for money, and Rory 
had inherited 100,000 or something like that.

Id called to visit him and a game of stud poker was in 
progress. There were four players  Aspinall, Maxwell-Scott, 
another friend of his and McKechnie. Somewhat to my surprise, 
I noticed that on one hand when John was the dealer he 
arranged the cards in such a way that he would win the hand 
at the expense of McKechnie; in other words, he cheated. His 
method of doing so was simple. There were four players and 
the victim was sitting opposite to him. The game was fivecard 
stud, in which the first card each player receives is dealt 
face down and the remaining four cards are dealt face up. 
While shuffling the cards before dealing, Aspinall arranged 
the top eight cards so that the second and sixth cards 
(McKechnies hand) would both be kings and that the fourth 
and eighth cards (his) were aces. Since one ace and one king 
were hidden and John bet sportingly and freely without even 
looking at his hole card  good psychology  a large pot built 
up before the inevitable, though apparently and mathematically 
improbable, denouement took place when full five-card 
hands were revealed.



John Burkes reaction was to be slightly shocked  gentlemen 
did not cheat at cards! It was beyond the pale. Apart 
from the drudgery of honest toil there were other methods of 
keeping the wolf from the door, such as getting very long-term 
credit from landlords, tradesmen and others, knocking bookmakers, 
skilful honest card play, being economical with the 
truth and charming to bank managers and, in extremis, bouncing 
the odd cheque  issuing what Ian Maxwell-Scott called 
nasties. Now he had seen Aspinall, who had the appearance 
and manner of a gentleman, behaving like a card sharp  
actions condoned by his aristocratic friend Maxwell-Scott.

Burke confronted his friend, asking him what was going 
on and what he was up to. Aspinall smiled calmly back at him. 
Burkie, its all just as needs must. A necessity.

Necessity?

Ive written a couple of important cheques and if they 
turn into nasties Ill be homeless. Didnt want them to bounce, 
so I had to get the money.

Burke nodded and said nothing.

Aspinall went on: And its big enough stuff to get me 
taken to Tattersalls and warned off all racecourses.

John Burke understood the implications, and also understood 
that for Aspinall there was an even stronger reason to 
cheat.

Ive been tipped about an unraced two-year-old which is 
going to do the business. I needed the money for that.

For John this was an extremely plausible explanation, says 
Burke, to have wind of a pending coup. He wanted, needed, 
all the financial firepower he could get. It would never have 
been in his nature not to go after it.

Johns attitude was that he had stolen a few hundred 
pounds which was nothing to the amount the lad had been 
gifted. It was not going to damage him financially. That 
summed up John Aspinalls morality. John was a determined and charismatic character and he made those reasons difficult 
to argue with. He often talked of his ambition and his perfect 
evening. He dreamed he was playing poker in a luxurious, 
upper-class club and saying: Your monkey, Duke, and up a 
grand.

John Burke admits he could have objected to Aspinalls 
devious methods and simply walked off. He didnt. Instead, he 
witnessed other victims being taken, including one important 
company chairman.

Why? Ambitious politicians often find it helpful to their 
advancement not to be burdened with sincere, rigid principles 
and beliefs; gamblers and entrepreneurs also find an advantage 
in having a flexible moral code.

One game led to another, the stakes and, increasingly, the 
chances taken, ever higher. At the Westbury Hotel, in that 
affable cul-de-sac off Bond Street, a poker game was taking 
place in the fourth-floor room of John Burkes good friend 
Stephen OFlaherty. The ebullient OFlaherty was a superb 
and enormously rich businessman with the Volkswagen and 
Mercedes car concessions in Ireland and England. At 4 a.m. 
the management objected to the gambling, rather grossly 
pointing out that they were acting illegally on the premises. 
OFlaherty booked out and never stayed at the hotel again. 
There were other hotels, and lots and lots of other games.

Mark Sykes attended many of them and ran some himself. 
He was not an Aspinall fan: People always thought he was a 
tremendous sport because hed offer to cut the pack at the end 
of an evening for the total winnings, which could easily be in 
excess of 1,000  in the 1950s, quite an amount. The helpful 
Aspinall was always the first to cut the pack.

What all these people didnt know is that its one of the 
easiest things in the world to win, usually with a card that is a 
very slightly different shape and in the shuffle put next to an 
ace. A card player like Aspinall could perform that trick in a second  he didnt need to tamper with the cards before the 
cut.

He always sought the upper hand no matter what. He 
could be very disagreeable. I went out with his half-sister at 
one time and I dont think she had much time for him. Aspinall 
was an absolute world-class shit, but he was good company. 
Thats the story, really. He was a world-class shit. A very good 
phrase which I will always remember in conjunction with 
Aspinall is, Its very easy to steal from your friends.

Unfortunately, even with the card tricks, John Victor 
Aspinall was not making enough money at poker to satisfy 
his expectations. As the perceptive John Burke  an eyewitness 
and primary connection to all that happened  has pointed 
out, Aspinall was quick to learn the rules and terms of engagement, 
and to use them fully to his own advantage.

Which he did when he first met the Vicar.








2. PREACHING TO THE CONVERTED

For what we are about to receive, 

may the Lord make us truly thankful . . .


TRADITIONAL DINNER GRACE


He was middle aged, middle class, plump from good food and 
red in the face from the bottle of claret he normally had with 
dinner. He was tough, told risque stories, was foul-mouthed in 
general conversation, and they called him the Vicar in the way 
that classroom giants are known as Tiny.

Leslie Price, the Vicar, had no illusions about humanity. 
It was there to be fed off. He had a voice, but not one for 
sermons. He was a grand storyteller, spouting his tales above 
a chequered waistcoat bursting with good living. He was also 
an extremely clever gambler with gangland connections. 
Indeed, blessed were the strong.

John Aspinall first encountered the Vicar in the early 
1950s. It was a road to Damascus moment. They were both 
on the make, Aspinall with his poker parties and Price running 
highly lucrative gambling evenings.

Aspinalls connections were immaculate even before he 
saw the light; he knew people who were happy to gamble 
and, so much more importantly, reliable in paying up. As well 
as the trusted Ian Maxwell-Scott, his crowd included people 
like Anthony Blond of the Marks & Spencer family; Johnnie 
Holbeach, the future powerhouse of Gordons Gin; the affable but naughty Peter West; Richard Parkes; Dominick Elwes; 
newspaper heir Vere Harmsworth; Alan and Colin Clark 
(sons of Lord Civilisation Clark); and wealthy American Gerry 
Albertini. It was a glamorous set, enlivened by the presence 
of people like Lady Jane and Lady Annabel Vane-Tempest-Stewart, daughters of the Marquess of Londonderry, and 
Lady Annabels future husbands, the tall Old Etonian Mark 
Birley (first) and Jimmy Goldsmith (second), and Jimmys 
brother Teddy. Princess Margarets crowd hovered and 
added another cloak of sophistication. When the veneer was 
stripped away, all that was there was more veneer. For the 
majority it was all jolly fun; for Aspinall it was a deadly serious 
business.

Perhaps appropriately, his life up to that point had been 
something of a lottery. He was born in Delhi on 11 June 1926. 
His father  or so he believed  was Robert (Robby) Aspinall, 
a medical officer in the Indian Army. His mother, originally 
Mary Grace Horn, was the daughter of a civil engineer. Robby 
and Mary Grace had married just two weeks after they had 
met on the dance floor where Robby was a star turn. Their 
first son Robert, always known as Chips, was born in 1924.

John, the second son, was very much his mothers favourite. 
At the age of 6 he was sent with his brother to a boarding 
school at Eastbourne and the boys saw their parents only once 
a year for the next half-dozen years. They spent their holidays 
either with their maternal grandparents or with a local farmer, 
Jack Pring, who became a surrogate father and taught young 
John the lore of the countryside.

His parents divorced when John was 12 but it wasnt until 
he was 26 years old that he discovered one effect of his 
mothers unhappy marriage and another influential Bruce 
in his life. He found out that his true father was an Army 
officer, later Major-General George Bruce, and that he had been conceived under a tamarisk tree beside a lake in Uttar 
Pradesh after a regimental ball. Mrs Aspinalls extramarital 
lover had then been a young captain in the infantry with 
something of a reputation, being apparently a useful swordsman 
privately as well as professionally.

In 1938, Aspinalls mother had remarried George Osborne, 
who had beautiful home in Sussex. When her husband 
inherited a baronetcy, his mother, who could never conceal 
her delight at such a thing, became Lady Osborne, forever 
known in the Aspinall circle as Lady O.

Much of John Aspinalls ruthlessness and determination 
was inherited from his mother; Lady O. was a keen gambler 
and a remarkable woman. Once she opened a credit account 
with Charlie Matthews, a well-known Irish gypsy bookmaker 
who also ran a second-hand car business at Warren Street and 
a huge tyre business, Matthews of Brixton. Charlie, who bet 
under the name Monk, was himself a dodgy character noted 
for his strokes. For once, he met his match.

Lady O.s weekly racing account went the way that such 
accounts frequently do  she had a sequence of small winning 
weeks and duly received her modest cheque on the following 
Tuesday. Then one week everything went wrong; the get-out 
bets, small at first, got bigger and bigger and all of them lost, 
right up to the final plunge on Saturday. So, for the first time, 
in her Ladyships mail on the Tuesday morning, instead of a 
cheque from Monk, a large bill arrived. Charlie waited confidently to reclaim everything he had already paid Lady O., plus 
some more.

John Burke recalls it well: Perhaps he waited patiently  
knowing Charlie I doubt this  but he certainly waited. After 
about a week he began to get a trifle worried and so he 
telephoned Lady O. to ask for his cheque. Charlies telephone 
manner was, of course, superficially the most friendly. Ow about a little kite, love  ave you forgot? He was not, however, 
prepared for the effect that his friendly words had on 
Lady O.

Adopting a majestically haughty tone, the Lady verbally 
tore a strip off the unfortunate bookie  never before or since 
has a message so full of disdainful contempt been carried over 
the telephone wires between East Sussex and Brixton.

Matthews! How dare you telephone up your social 
superiors and ask for money; I will have the law on you! was 
the final outburst before Lady O. slammed down the receiver. 
The account remained unpaid, and when we wanted to wind 
Matthews up wed only have to ask, Have you seen Lady O. 
recently? The air would immediately turn blue.

The one driving force in her life was the intense devotion 
and protective urge she felt for her son, John. The she-tiger 
guarding her cubs from danger was as harmless as a teddy 
bear
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