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Chapter 1 Kowloon Docks, Hong Kong 14 December 1906






Shouts woke her, and a whisp of winter curled under Enid’s door and through the covers of her bed. She shivered, tensed, and goosebumps pulled her skin tight round the back of her shoulders and down her arms.

She crept to the door of her little room, turned the handle slowly and opened it with a creak, allowing a gap just wide enough to see through the banister and into the dimly lit room below. Two men—one of them, father—were in a standoff. Shoulders hunched, crouching, eyeing each other.

“Enid, go back to your room now!” hissed John, through clenched teeth, jaw unmoving without taking his eye off the intruder. The man with the blade.

Enid knew better than to argue. She had had enough spanks to know not to challenge John, and seeing the long knife the man pointed rigidly towards her father, she required no second bidding.

She recoiled behind her door, shutting it as quickly as she could. She scrabbled around the handle to find the key, and her little fingers grabbed it, gave it a quick turn; she ran and grabbed Maggie to hide under the bed. Some protection. Her heart was a hammer, and her breathing became shallow; her shivering uncontrollable, as if the temperature had just dropped like a stone.

Enid clutched Maggie and squeezed her.

John began yelling to the intruder to get out. She couldn’t hear the words. It was Cantonese and English, and there was stuff she understood from neither. But it was fiery. She heard the squeak of a chair, and she guessed that John grabbed it to act like a shield.

Maggie usually helped Enid when she was frightened. But tonight, she looked every bit like the faded rag doll she was, past due repair at the seams. And Enid grew up in an instant. Her little heart beat madly. She was extremely frightened and all alone in that cold little room. She knew everything downstairs was dreadfully wrong, and that there was no pretence and no rag doll that was going to make it go away.

Hong Kong was unsafe. The docks attracted the worst from the ships from the seaward side and the dregs from further inland seemed to flow down the hills from the Kowloon-side to this lowest point of town. Everything bad about Hong Kong met and mixed in the docks and flowed out into the South China Sea.

To live there meant your guard was always up, but the threat was usually burglars, petty criminals and back-alley muggings. A silent fear Enid had been brought up with and which kept her awake most nights, ensuring that her windows were all well-shuttered and locked before the amah or her parents even came to close them for her.

Enid’s mother and father lived and breathed security, and their lives had been rooted in this constant, low-level sense of threat for as long as Enid had had memories. But the constant threat and their constant vigilance had been an even match. Until now.

Not tonight. Tonight, someone was inside, and they were here to unbalance everything.

Maggie just stared and fell to the floor. Enid already knew the business downstairs included everyone in the house. No way out for anyone, except downstairs. It was pitch black, and the December cold gripped her little frame.

She heard her father shout again, and the wicker furniture below was getting smashed up. Yells and crashes were building together until one falsetto note rose high above the rest, and hung in the air for a second like a note from a bell.

A beautiful, crystal-clear note. John’s last.

Both he and the furniture fell. There was more and more lashing and metal striking on the floor and wood, and a curse in Cantonese, a huge raspy sniff followed by a long throaty trawl culminating in a staccato spit. Enid heard it splat on the floor.

Then, the footsteps turned to the stairs. The intruder was coming up. Enid held her breath.

Another noise emerged off to her right as her parents’ door opened down the corridor and another falsetto voice yelled out. This time, her mother, Elizabeth’s. Enid heard her in the hallway now as she screamed and charged downstairs.

“Murder! Murder! Murder!”

More bangs, this time metal against the banister and metal on metal.

Liz was screaming. Really screaming. “You’ve…killed…him! Help! Help! Help! Murder!”

Each word was punctuated with a bang, a crash, a grunt, and a scuffle of four feet on the stairs.

The banging moved downstairs and could be heard now on the floor and walls.

Enid did not know what was happening, but first her father, and now her mother, were involved with this intruder.

And then, silence.

Total silence after the few minutes of mayhem, crashing and shouting.

Enid heard her mother vomit and gasp for air. Elizabeth’s wails turned to shouts for the neighbours, a hysteria in her voice and bile in her cries, but she was yelling and calling their names. The wail in the word, ‘Helllllppp’, came from her boots and stretched to the top of her head.

And then, just screams.

Just screams.

And then, no more screams.

Silence, and the thump, thump, thump of Enid’s little heart in her ears.

“Mrs Craik? Oh, Jesus Christ! Mrs Craik? Mrs Craik?”

Enid heard her neighbour. Derek was also a clerk in the docks like her dad. He’d taken his time to get there, but was still the first. How many curtains had twitched from the commotion they had just heard? One? A dozen? Any? Nobody wanted to stick their neck out, or maybe each of them expected someone else to. It was better to stay behind the curtains and twitch. But Derek was here now and vomiting too. Not a sound from Elizabeth.

“Mrs Craik? Oh, Jesus Christ!”

Another empty retch on another, and Derek’s face reddened as his stomach cramped up for a third time and he heaved, but nothing came out.

Enid unlocked the door a crack and peered out, sniffing a peculiar metal smell in the air.

Her sisters, Jessie and Brownie, were just doing the same. Nothing of note was on the landing, so Enid ventured back to the stairs where she had seen her father five minutes earlier: his back to the stairs, and very scared. It was a picture this little seven-year-old girl would carry in her head for the rest of her life.

And then, she saw the chopper on the stairs where it had fallen. Gory and shiny; it had been on its way up for her, she knew it. She crept down and avoided it, frightened in some way that it might spring up and finish its job all on its own. It looked like it could.

She crept down. Her father lay on the hallway floor in a pool of his own blood. He had been chopped and hacked about the head, face and neck. The gash on his neck had almost severed his head, which lolled at a grotesque angle off the side of his body. His life had run out of the wound.

His blood was now everywhere on the floor and on the walls, and there was a lot of it—black, red, trickly and sticky.

Elizabeth was up against the same pillar her father had been when Enid first saw him. Knuckle in her mouth, she held a fire poker in her other hand, by the side of her body. She held it limply now, before her quivering fingers let it slide to the floor with a crack.

Liz was shaking and silent. Her face was absolutely white. Her eyes, like pips, stared at the floor.

Enid passed Derek’s vomit as she walked towards her father, but he brushed her back with his arm, barricading her from the body with a thump to her gut. This stopped her in her tracks and knocked the wind out of her for a second.

Voices from the doorway. More neighbours. All too late.

‘Murder at the docks,’ went the headline from the China Mail later that morning of 14th December 1906.

‘Mr Craik, Done to Death.’

‘One of the most sensational tragedies that has occurred in the history of the Colony.’

The article expressed the shock of the event and its impact on the community. But the part her mum had played had been recorded too. With typical understatement, Liz became the ‘plucky woman’ who saw off the ‘Chinese assailant’ with her fire poker. He was on his way up to finish the job, and Enid’s mum had disarmed him.

‘So, unarmed, he sped off through a window that was open at the back,’ the paper said.

Open at the back? Not in this colony. Not at the docks. No window was ever ‘open at the back’. But equally, their Chinese boys, who had supposedly locked up for the night, had sped off and never reappeared either.

A rumour emerged that, whilst undoubtedly ‘foul play’, John had not been the right victim and the chopper had been meant for someone else.

With the boys and the assailant gone, a cosiness crept in around the explanation of ‘mistaken identity’, and everyone except Liz’s family got their closure from this explanation and settled back to their routine sense of low-level unease and constant vigilance.

But the truth out there was that, for a man of John’s history in the colony—a ‘Christian soldier’ urged onwards to the growing parts of the empire by that hymn not yet 40 years old; first, to the Māori rebellion in New Zealand, then, to become a policeman in these ‘pirate islands’, before finally settling down to become chief clerk at the docks, a prominent position in the community—it was very possible that it was not a case of mistaken identity at all. But rather, a grudge—and a big one at that—given the severity of its execution. It had echoes of a Boxer Rebellion type decapitation, a contract killing taken out in the nastiest way possible.

If someone had simply wanted to just do away with John, they could have done it in a back alley, made it look like a botched mugging. No, John was executed in his own home, which required breaking into, and implied witnesses. And very possibly, the deaths of the whole family, not just John, had Liz not seen the attacker off with her fire poker.

His death was meant to be a spectacle, and had made it into the papers. The question ‘why’ asked by John’s compatriots about his death translated as ‘do you even have to ask?’ in the Chinese community by December 1906. And out there, that was all the answer you needed. If John’s execution was meant to send a message, the newspaper article resoundingly reported “load and clear”.

Job done.

So, nobody was going to investigate or look for a reason to dig up unpleasantries that were always just under the surface in the colony; nor were they going to turn over stones with the local Chinese that were best left unturned. The assailant was never found, and in all truth, they probably never looked for him.

As if to underline the haste to cover it all up and move on, John was hurriedly buried the very next morning after his death in Happy Valley Cemetery, grave 7158, section 21.

And that was that. For everyone, except Enid and her family.





Chapter 2 ‘Mile-o-Mania’

John Craik had arrived in Hong Kong in 1889 from New Zealand. He hadn’t been born in New Zealand; it just proved to be a launching pad for him after he had left London. But it was significant that he went there in the first place, and more significant still, that he left it for Hong Kong.

John Craik was a child of the empire. By 1867, when he was born, Victorian England and the rest of Europe were going all out for land-grab in whatever colonies they could lay their hands on. And this ‘mile-o-mania’, as it was called, (just over the Channel, they called it ‘kilometritis’, of course) was made for the likes of John. Or rather, through a barrage of childhood stories of duty to the queen, the country, and God, a huge opportunity for social advancement and making money, John was made for it.

This sense of imperialism was fired up by many sources, his parents’ zeal, for one. They had been working class by birth: the shipping trade. His father had been an engineer and engine-fitter on the boats at Tweedmouth, and his mother was a sailor’s daughter. Both had moved down to London, where they married and settled into more clerical roles, an aggressively upwards act of class mobility which instantly made them ‘radicals’ under the new definition of the times.

Pulling off this social ascent required a show of hard work, a fear of God, considerable self-education, putting aside a little bit of money each month—possibly with the help of one of those new Mutual Societies that were making money available to the lower classes—and plans for the next step up. John’s parents knew all too well that with the merest slip of fortune, lack of prayer, or moment of laziness, they could very well fall back again, and they had no intention of letting that happen. They plied John with their values and instilled in him his own interest in learning, reading, writing and social climbing to fit him out in their own image.

Their social radicalism and its precariousness, their ethic of hard work, their belief in God and their knowledge of ships pointed John in really only one direction. Running an empire required a complete social pyramid to be transported out from Blighty and set up in each colony. If John were to continue his parents’ social climb and make good their position in life, he could also have taken up some clerical role in England as they had. But then again, there was a lot of competition for that sort of work by then.

On the other hand, plenty of opportunities were opening up for social advancement and a bit of money in the farthest reaches of Britannia. There wasn’t quite so much competition for those. They came with an element of considerable personal risk. Not everyone—in fact, most—were not willing to take the chance. No, those jobs took a special sort of person.

But John also had an insurance policy. Another bit of social engineering, unbeknownst to him, that took a lot of the fear and uncertainty out of this otherwise clear opportunity to do his family duty, to leap-frog his own way up the social ladder and make a bit of money too. And that insurance policy was his belief in God.

God’s anointed were pushing this heavenly indemnity hard. John was not brought up to be a missionary in the strictest sense of the word, but his parents strongly believed in the role God played in their success, and the demands of ‘mile-o-mania’ made a perfect combination for a resurrection in the missionizing mentality in the many forms it was about to take. John’s parents’ generation spawned—and John’s generation unwittingly absorbed—a proliferation of crusading hymns that joined the dots between going out in the service of the empire, doing one’s duty to God and providing divine insurance cover for the risks.

Onward, Christian Soldiers was a favourite of John’s. Written in 1865, two years before he was born, with the music written by the famous Arthur Sullivan just a couple of years after his birth, it was one of the definitive missionizing hymns of the time, truly crusading in its words:

Onward Christian Soldiers, / marching as to war, / with the cross of Jesus / going on before.

And, the last verse?

Onward, then, ye people, / Join our happy throng…

Incredible. Empire building, set to music. With an implicit plenary indulgence thrown in, for those who did so.

Of course, don’t forget Fight the Good Fight, written in 1863, the menacing and provocative, Christian, Dost Thou See Them? set to music in 1862, and the slightly older, Soldiers of Christ, Arise and you have quite the set of social instructions for men of John’s generation.

By both nature and nurture, it seemed John would end up in one colony or another and be ready for a ‘good fight’.

So, John was groomed with a mixture of family and patriotic duty, love of God and motivation that was missionary in its zeal and was characteristic of many young men of his age. The term ‘missionary’ does imply spreading Christianity, but at the time, the whole mobilisation of the social pyramid out east, spreading the word of empire as much as the word of God, bringing medicine and education, law and order as much as the free market, formed a complete evangelical package.

Everyone was a missionary, as well as the missionaries. All the sorts of people necessary for spreading the word of the empire, science, law and God, of course. Following the end of the Opium Wars in 1860, the floodgates opened, and people quite literally poured out east.

Interestingly, for those actually becoming Christian missionaries, as opposed to the more generic professional and clerical ‘spreaders of empire’, the construction of safe compounds all up and down China (as they pushed inland from the treaty ports) implied plots of land with walls, dormitories, kitchens, communal areas and chapels. All ideal locations made ready, in fact, for a very different purpose that the Japanese were able to put to use by 1942. An unintended consequence of which this tale is so full that we can tuck away for now.

Suffice it to say, John was one such middle-class ‘missionary’ by the time he came of age in the late 1880s. For many people, so inspired, there was, of course, a difference between intention and action. It could have been possible for John to have been fired up just with dreams and then to have just stayed at home. But he was actually forced out of the door and onto the road by more mundane matters than God or the empire.

Asthma, born out of the choke and coke of coal and industry in London, forced John to move. His health could not long abide his staying in London, and the cleaner, fresher parts of the empire added their voice to his reasons for leaving. As soon as he turned twenty-one, he answered their call; he left the smoke, and the wheezing stopped. And he was on his way.

He arrived first in New Zealand in 1888. This land had been the stuff of boyhood stories of the empire’s fight against the Māori, which had fired his imagination, and he felt like it would be a great fit for everything he wanted at the time.

But the New Zealand John found did not match the fire in his belly, nor the stories he had heard. At least not by 1888, at any rate. By then, a coexistence of sorts had settled between the Māori and the British, and there was a lower level of interference from Britain in the running of affairs here than in other parts of the empire. The colony was settling down after the rebellion and had become… well… a bit dull, for the likes of John, at least.

So, if by this point, we still have any lingering doubts that John was a zealot, possessed of an overwhelming drive to ‘convert’ whatever or whoever he was pointed at, his New Zealand experience should certainly dismiss those doubts. He evidently found himself a square peg in a round hole out there. His imperialist missionary zeal ill-fitted the stable, semi-autonomous society he found and the roles available to him in New Zealand.

The awakening trade in farming or stable administration must have held absolutely no interest at all to the young man, and the fact that he had evidently missed all the action there that was to have been had must have come as a let-down. His sea legs, his aspirations for advancement, his keenness for a challenge must have urged him to keep moving, as move he did.

Were it not for New Zealand, though, it is doubtful that John would have heard about Hong Kong. As ‘mile-o-mania’ reached its peak in the 1880s, the hubbub out east was about China and Britain’s fragile little possession of Hong Kong, not even fifty years old. And the stories he heard about it out there must have been like a siren song to him in every way that New Zealand proved not to be.

Opium had led to the possession of a tiny group of rocks in the South China Sea by Britain in 1843, following a confrontation between the Chinese and the British Navy during the first Opium War. The historic trade with China in silks and tea had formed too much of a negative balance of trade for Britain; the money was flowing all the wrong way, and Indian opium provided a lucrative means of correcting that deficit and making it all flow back with interest.

It wasn’t just opium that was the source of conflict by the 1840s, as there was a considerable trade as well in trafficking coolies out of China to perform manual labour for all imperialist-minded countries across their various empires. Coolies even provided valuable back-fill labour in sugar cane plantations after the abolition of slavery in the US as well.

Although ostensibly hired out under contract by then, the Coolie trade was slavery in everything but name, and most of them never outlived their contracts. So, because of opium, human trafficking and growing local discontent, the Chinese imperial regime attempted a late and faint-hearted cleanup of its southern ports. And the British navy, defending its interests, collided with the imperial forces in the waters outside Canton.

The Chinese navy, such as it was in the south, was no match for the British navy and upon being beaten and ceding Hong Kong in 1843, the dynasty switched its trading centre from Canton to Shanghai (which was further up the east coast and closer to Peking) in an attempt to re-trench its economic authority. Hong Kong was insignificant, troublesome and something the imperial dynasty in Peking could concede without too much loss of face.

But this act weakened the Chinese economy in the south, and the Tai Ping rebellion (of the 1850s to mid-60s) swept north in reaction to central rule, threatening the Manchu Dynasty until its eventual suppression in 1864. This left twenty-five million people dead, regions of the country that would not recover for decades, and all the causes for the rebellion fundamentally left unaddressed. This set in motion a social tide that would eventually see, first, the formation of the republic in 1911, and subsequently, the victory of the communists in 1949.

This native turmoil, trade opportunities and the end of the opium wars in 1860 saw the opening of the floodgates of European powers and people pouring into China. This turmoil was played to advance trade, influence, and everything else western.

Now, we can split all those forces down into their constituent parts (like trade, political influence, medicine and religion) and show all the actors, all of whom were ‘missionaries’ of some sort. But to the local Chinese on the receiving end, it was just one thing: ‘foreign devil’. And these devils were a force to which their own rulers had no answer.

With each rebellion that occurred in China, instead of seeking a cause and determining appropriate reactions, the imperial dynasty each time brought out the same old rhetoric. There was no order but the old order. These western powers were flighty. What trade could they foster in the south in a hundred years that the dynasty itself had been unable to for the previous millennium? The big nosed foreign devils would soon be gone. In truth, there was little the dynasty could have done to stop the west had it even wanted to; so, complacency or activism were really going to achieve nothing either way. But with every rebellion and every international incident, the Manchu Dynasty just became weaker and weaker, and the anger, tension and bad fortune of their peoples just grew worse.

Not surprisingly, imperial complacency and economic and social dilapidation in the south opened the door to the local Chinese mafiosi. This south China-based population, that could move anywhere on both land and sea, owed no loyalty to the imperial throne or to each other. Regardless of whether it was illegal, the local Chinese had developed a taste for the ‘foreign mud’ these devils were selling, and their demand for opium fuelled the illicit trade.

The triads, born out of this melting pot, had perversely become a mechanism of identity, security and protection for the tribal collection of otherwise leaderless and unrepresented peoples. They bought and smuggled the opium, on the one hand (which infuriated the Manchus), and also harangued legal British shipping in the South China Sea, on the other. And the activity gave rise to the romantic name for Hong Kong back then, the ‘pirate islands’.

Like the mafia’s rise in the patchwork of almost medieval territories that formed nineteenth-century Italy (which brought together people of all walks of life into an eccentric, but effective economic unit that made-do outside the normal rules of society that had proven so useless), the triad was no less an economic ‘family’ that cut across all social backgrounds. They existed in the face of any existing authority at the time (as all authority was remote and most definitely not on their side). The triad, like the mafia, had codes of conduct and right and wrong that transcended tribes, and brought a new dark form of social organisation to the alleys and waterways of Hong Kong.

It was not in the British interest officially to recognise these underground organisations. They did not want the Chinese in any positions of influence in the empire anyway. And they certainly had no desire (officially) to empower any local warlord when the imperial government was already so weak and concessive. And as was already happening in other parts of the empire, they certainly didn’t want the triads to form any sort of collective identity; although Sun Yat-sen was ultimately to manage exactly that, half a century later.

However, the triads’ existence and the system of bribery and corruption that was their currency were handy in providing a back channel for obtaining influence in the Chinese communities, and for getting leverage in trade and access to markets. This set warlord against Manchu official, and tied them up for a bit, enough to allow the empire’s steamroller to bulldoze inland. As eccentric as it was, this ecosystem of three opposing forces—the British Empire, Manchu officialdom and local warlords—allowed a means of operating normally in this bizarrely duplicitous world of opposing powers and furtive go-betweens.

The system of inside tracks and kickbacks actually earned its own name, ‘Cumshaw’, which came to stand for the purchase of some form of influence, and it pervaded all echelons of Hong Kong Society, both the British and the Chinese. And it allowed for all sorts of transactions, from the innocent to the out-and-out guilty. From the micro to the macro. Officials and minions, on all sides, were liable to bribery or death for setting up deals and breaking them. And, just in case the occupying forces became too complacent about these triad terriers nipping at the empire’s heels, the occasional murder of a colonial bigwig did wonders to ensure the occupiers took them seriously.

So, as the secret societies grew, as well as the number of civilians coming out to Hong Kong in search of a way of life, so the size of the Hong Kong police force grew in step to find the criminal gangs and pull them up by their anchors, and keep the ever-increasing number of ‘decent folk’ safe. It was a dangerous job with the sort of life expectancy of any front-line soldier of the time; with an awful lot of people—maybe, not just the Chinese—who didn’t want you there, as well as a growing number who did.

So, the young British colony grew up in a morality that was entirely dubious (and certainly duplicitous). By the time John was of age, it was also trying to put the normal sort of structures in place to support civilian life out there. Difficult job. Hong Kong’s heritage was, thus, born out of the damaging narcotics and human trafficking trades. Though officially illegal by then (at least, by the time John arrived out there), they still abounded unofficially and were still highly lucrative.

The tag ‘pirate islands’ was well-deserved, and not all the pirates were Chinese. Life worked by a series of winks and nods, and if those didn’t work, sex, drugs and gambling provided further means by which influence could be gained. Or, some unfortunate could be exposed and sacrificed on the altar of a scandal. And sometimes, they were actually sacrificed.

Not surprisingly, the colony was held in utter disdain by other parts of the empire, like the Indian branch, to whom this new Hong Kong asset appeared like some sort of Frankenstein’s monster. They conveniently forgot it was Indian opium that was sailing to the east and enriching them back home. Indian coolies also formed a large part of human trafficking at the time, as well, and many Indians were also co-opted into the Hong Kong police.

So, the Raj did not have entirely clean hands in the affairs out east, despite their disdain for their creation. Consequently, being of Hong Kong origin in the wider British empire bore a stigma of ill repute and dubious ancestry that lived well into the twentieth century, as we will see.

Consequently, by the late 1880s, the backdrop was one of aggressive imperialism, rebellion and death; an economic and political vacuum in the south of China; piracy and opium, mafiosi and officialdom, corruption and vice; and foreign incursions by the French, Germans, Russians and Japanese as well as the British. All were engaged in a race against each other for the next piece of land. Hong Kong really was, as Kipling said, by 1888:

Life with a capital Hell.1

The stories he heard in New Zealand proved more than John could resist: a den of iniquity that needed the likes of him to go out and cleanse and control. It would be ‘a good fight’. These stories stoked his sense of heroic purpose, quite short-circuiting the level of intelligent questioning and forethought that may have made such heroism unnecessary in the first place. If John Craik was not a zealot in his own right, he would have stayed in New Zealand, where none of the rest of these ensuing pages would unfold.

So, it was in 1889 that John Craik arrived in Hong Kong, aged twenty-two. If it was not mad enough for this missionary of empire, this Christian soldier with high moral principles and fire in his belly, to come out to Hong Kong in the first place, where he went to work was madder still.

John Craik joined the Hong Kong police on 24 February 1890.





1  Kipling. Letters from the East VIII. p.86.



Chapter 3 ‘Him’

The old crusaders in Jerusalem back in the 1100s must have seen the likes of John Craik a thousand times, if they had seen it once. New zealots arriving from the homelands with romantic notions of converting the infidel by force, and obtaining plenary indulgence and a bit of wealth and status along the way.

If Hong Kong were at all equivalent to the holy land of the crusades, then John was one of those zealous new arrivals and was a bit too keen for his own safety. That set of modern crusading hymns they had all been brought up with was a total anathema out here. Spoiling for a fight with local Chinese warlords and trying to missionize their people would get you killed, if malaria and the water didn’t get you first.

There were many battles to be had that could kill you if you thought you could pursue and stamp out any one of the many vices out here. Take your pick: take a hard line against narcotics or illegal organisations, try to convert the locals to Christianity, combat sleaze or the sex trade or take a hard line on gambling and you might just end up losing your head. It wasn’t just the warlords you had to juggle with, but the Chinese officialdom, Portuguese, French, Germans, and a fair number of the British too.

On the British side, whilst everyone was after social mobility, wealth and civil protection, there were plenty of toes that could be trodden on and influential sensitivities that could be harmed, apart from the fragile peace between the British and local communities, if you set about imposing law, order and morality like some bull in (literally) a China shop.

Now, of course, London made a lot of noise and encouraging words about building up that part of the empire, always giving slightly less than was needed to get the job done and always saying that it was enough—a sort of plausible deniability should anyone overstep the mark and cause an international problem.

You’d hear that such-and-such an incident was someone overstepping their authority and acting without official sanction; it had nothing to do with the crown. But also, the distance to London was too great to provide any sort of slick decision loop between the colony and its master anyway.

The colony was on its own, and the fragile community had to stay in place under local British governance with insufficient money, weapons, inadequate prisons, authority or choice. They played quite a tricky game of ‘sort of always crossing the line’ in the name of the empire without causing too many incidents. It made for an uneasy set of local practices to maintain an uneasy peace, and more than one official either went mad or ended their own life (if someone else didn’t do it for them) in this high-octane world.

And you may be forgiven for thinking that being in the police force provided a clear direction, at least to John and what moral compass he should follow. But even the police had been infiltrated by the triads and subject to nods, winks, corruption and vice. All the things that they were superficially meant to stamp out.

This implied a whole different balancing act in terms of subtlety and caution than John had come out expecting to find, and it didn’t leave a whole lot of scope for him to be this dynamic ‘cleansing force’ he thought he was going to be. No, it seemed he was the one wearing the handcuffs. You had to have eyes in the back of your head, for sure. And on its sides, as well as in the front.

His colleagues of greater years urged him and all newcomers that there was a system out here that worked, and they’d buck it at their peril. At least, it maintained a status quo of sorts in this mad mix of respectability, vice, danger and opportunity. There were two tricks in town available to a policeman that helped impose some sort of operating ruleset or modus operandi: one, allowing the colony to function in its legal and not-so-legal forms, and two, to allow a zealous young policeman to survive whilst also appearing effective.

The first trick was that it was acceptable to clear up the low-level vice, where it was overt, or where its indulgents were being careless and showy. That was fine. It was an unwritten rule that you could legitimately catch and bang up petty criminals and disturbers of the peace of whatever nationality if you caught them in the act, and no one (who mattered) would bat an eyelid.

It, at least, gave a sort of veneer of respectability to the colony and allowed honest folk and major criminals alike to get on with the minutiae of daily life with a set of rules each understood and a clear dividing line. The police force—or the barracks—were good places, to be honest, to put your more zealous new arrivals too. Let them get the zealotry out of themselves, let them calm down a bit. This sort of choreography allowed everyone else to get on with ‘grander schemes’, of whatever sort, behind this smokescreen of apparent ‘effective policing’.

Of course, by policing petty criminals as part of this smokescreen, it also made the petty criminals necessary. In a bizarre sense, both they and the police gave a stamp of ‘coming of age’ to this tiny, fifty-year-old society. It made things look like order was being brought about and that life was in some sense ‘normal’, while the grander games played out in dark alleys and darker board rooms. But it was petty crime, nevertheless; so, you always locked your doors and windows, left nothing lying around and kept your money safe, and preferably, not on you.

John felt this ‘normal’ the first time he grabbed a thief by his pigtail. The searing pain as the fish hooks braided into his hair pierced his hand as the little shit began to run. Grabbing the thief around the neck with his left arm, John was able to immobilise him until his colleague could come, cuff him and cut off his pigtail, allowing John to extract the fishhooks painfully. But, at least, in his own time, without the fugitive trying to pull half his hand away. Once learned, never repeated. Shooting first was, sometimes, a handier form of arrest, and the early force did have revolvers for those in the more exposed coastal and shipping policing operations, like John’s.

So, petty crime was abundant. If you were an honest citizen, you watched your back and domestic security, sure. But you could get on. If you were a criminal with any eye on longevity, you became professional at it, and used the poor of the city and the eternal stream of migrants from the mainland or the ships to do the risky, more exposed work that tied up the police.

It also helped if you set up legitimate business lines as well, which not only stood as cover for your more clandestine activities, but also made it harder for officialdom to unwind you. Successful business, after all, was an economic necessity in this nascent part of the empire. And, of course, the more successful the legitimate business, the more likely nods and winks were going to occur around one’s more dubious activities, should those come to light.

It afforded the head man the opportunity to express moral horror should an illicit activity be uncovered in part of his business empire: the misdemeaning subaltern being the only one taking the chop (sometimes, quite literally). So ‘plausible deniability’ was a game conducted from top to bottom, from London to the back alleys of Victoria. Everyone caught on.

As a direct consequence of this series of ‘veneers’, the second, and perhaps more important, weapon in the policeman’s arsenal was ‘the lodge’. The Masons. For John, the policeman, bizarrely handcuffed by how things worked in the little colony, membership in the Masons was a survival tool. It was necessary to give him the ‘inside track’ on whom to avoid and from whom to seek help. He was sure that, in certain echelons, it was also a source of intelligence the other way into the criminal fraternities: to filter information to and fro, and maintain the status quo, with a bit of horse-trading in-between—who could be bought off, who should be kept out of what loops for their own good, who was expendable, etc. He joined the Masons in 1891.

The lodge was a source of support and counsel, for sure. Members were also able to use it to make sense and give meaning to events going on in the political economy of the island and explain away the backhanders, the ‘Cumshaw’, as a result of their membership with the lodge, as well as influence and control aspects of it, too. But, of
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