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Introduction by James Morton

The first time I met Frank Fraser was in the spring of 1970. He was immaculate in his prison clothes – a brown battledress and a blue and white striped shirt. He was serving 15 years: five years for an affray in March 1966 at Mr Smith’s Club in Catford and ten for his part in the so-called ‘Richardson Torture Case’. In the affray, he had been acquitted of the murder of Dicky Hart, a Kray friend/associate/even relation, depending on who you ask. Now he was in the dock in Ryde town hall on the Isle of Wight, charged with incitement to murder, grievous bodily harm and a string of lesser offences following the Parkhurst Prison Riot in 1969, which the prosecution, quite rightly, claimed that he had led. His sister Eva, for whom I had acted in an offshoot of the Torture case, had asked me to represent him.

What was his background? Frank (that was the name on his birth certificate, Francis came later) Davidson Fraser was born in the Waterloo area of London on 13 December 1923. He was the fifth child of a part native-American father and an Irish-Norwegian mother. It is possible his father had a served a sentence for manslaughter in Canada, but neither parent had convictions for dishonesty. The first three children had no criminal convictions, and only he and his sister Eva, to whom he was devoted, made a life out of crime. She became a member of the celebrated Forty Thieves, a long-running gang of female shoplifters who would pillage West End and other inner-city stores, stuffing clothes, bedding, glassware and silver goods down their specially made bloomers.

In the 1920s, much of crime in London’s West End was run by the half-Italian Sabini brothers from Clerkenwell, led by Ottavio, better known as Darby. Also known as the Raddies, they had fought a running battle with the so-called Brummagen Boys, who included a number of men from the Elephant and Castle, over the control of bookmakers on the free course at racetracks such as Epsom and Brighton as well as trotting tracks at Hendon and Hurst Park. Fraser worked for the Sabinis as a bucket boy taking round the sponges used to wipe off the bookmakers’ chalked-up odds as they changed in pre-race betting.

When Italy declared war on Britain in the 1940s, the Sabinis were interned and the face of London crime changed. Now the Jewish gang leader Jack Spot, who spuriously claimed to have fought off Sir Oswald Mosley’s Blackshirts during the so-called Battle of Cable Street, was very much a leader in the East End, while Fraser’s mentor Billy Hill from Holborn was active in the black market. After meeting him in Chelmsford prison, it was to Hill that Fraser hitched his star. For a time, Hill and Spot teamed up running London crime in a benevolent dictatorship, but after the war the Italians, now led by Pasquale Papa who had boxed as Bert Marsh, wanted the return of control of the racecourses. Hill and Spot fell out, culminating in a bad slashing of Spot for which Fraser went to prison. It was during Fraser’s sentence for the wounding that the Krays emerged as the East End gang leaders, while in South London the Richardson brothers Charlie and Eddie ruled.

Back on the Isle of Wight, after the committal proceedings I set about preparing his defence and interviewing his fellow prisoners who had witnessed the riot or were able to talk about the conditions in the prison which had led to it. On the first occasion I saw half a dozen inmates, and at the end of the afternoon I saw Fraser. He was livid. I was surprised, I had thought that an afternoon out of what amounted to solitary confinement to talk to his friends would have pleased him. It had not. In fact, it was like Noël Coward in the first version of The Italian Job, for whom the prison film show has to wait until he is seated. Frank had to be seen immediately, so confirming his status as head of the prison hierarchy. Anything else was an insult. We agreed that from now on he would be the first. It was the only time we ever exchanged harsh words. He was acquitted of the incitement to murder but convicted of GBH and given another five years to make a total of 20. With the loss of his remission following attacks on warders and prison governors he served every day.

The next time I saw him was in the autumn of 1992. I had just published Gangland, a history of London crime over the previous century, and had had a little trouble with a family who had not been over keen on what I had written about them. That had been sorted out and now I had a message on my answering machine. Would I telephone a Mr Francis Fraser? It had to be about Gangland. The last thing I wanted was Mad Frank on my back, but there was no point in trying to hide. ‘Is that the Mr Fraser?’ I asked.

‘Yes, I’ve got your book. I didn’t buy it. I had it nicked. There’s some things wrong in it.’

‘Well,’ I said in my most conciliatory manner, ‘I’ll correct them if there’s a second edition.’

‘No,’ he said, ‘I want a meet. I’m writing my book and I want you to do it for me.’

We met the next day. He was late and had his arm in a sling. He apologised effusively saying he had fallen off a ladder and had had to go to hospital. I said he should have cancelled the meeting but he disagreed: ‘No, I said I was coming and so I’ve come.’ And after that, over the next 15 or so years, I found this was the case with him. If he said he would do something he would do it, whether it was breaking a man’s nose or keeping an appointment. He was never less than well turned out, his shoes shined, his dyed hair immaculate. If he said he’d be somewhere at a set time, there he was, five minutes or so early talking to one of the many people who admired this dapper little man. And if I was, say, five minutes late he would greet me with, ‘Beginning to think we were meeting tomorrow, James.’

No one had wanted me to write the book with him; certainly not my agent, who was at least partially mollified when Mad Frank received a major review in the Sunday Times. Frank had a fantastic memory. It was easy to do the back-up research. If he spoke of a murder which had nothing to do with him, say, in February 1942 in Wandsworth, he would have the date right within a month either way. On the other hand, he could be evasive if he did not wish to answer a question. ‘Can’t remember, James. It’s no good, it just won’t come to me.’

As anyone who has done a book signing will tell you, unless you are very, very famous, it can make for a very lonely hour or two. I once went to a northern town for a signing and it was not until five minutes before my allotted hour was up that anyone came near me. Hope sprang. It was going to be worthwhile after all. But all the man said was, ‘Do you know Frank Fraser?’ When I said I did, he muttered, ‘Give him my regards,’ and sloped off.

So when Mad Frank was published and Frank was booked to sign at Waterstone’s in Oxford Street for an hour’s signing one lunchtime in December, I went along to keep him company. I need not have bothered. When I arrived, the queue was trailing out of the shop. We were still there at 5 p.m., eating mince pies, with Frank now wearing a Santa Claus hat.

I once took him to the University of Hull where I was teaching a course on organised crime. There had been something of an outcry over his proposed visit. How could the university allow a man like Fraser on their campus? And it was disgraceful he was being paid £500. He wasn’t. The answer to the question itself was that here was a chance – almost one in a lifetime – for the students to meet not just a boy who had been in an approved school, to which the courts could then send ‘delinquents’ under 17, but a man who could tell them what real prisons and a life in heavy crime were all about. For the first 20 minutes or so, they were distinctly unimpressed. How could this neat, polite little man be a ‘real’ criminal? Self-mutilation studies are big in criminology and Frank never did things by half. When I asked him to pull up his sleeves, there, 50 years later, was not just a slash where he had cut himself, but a herringbone of stitch marks from both wrists to his elbows. Then the students sat up and took serious notice. His publishers had arranged a signing in the local bookshop after the talk, and when we arrived there was once more a queue to the door.

Over the next ten years, Mad Frank was followed by another four books, of which this is the third. By 2002, he was a minor celebrity; he had appeared in three films and a number of television commercials, done a cabaret turn in the West End, run a tour of London’s gangland haunts, given countless talks and signed books up and down the country. One of the reasons for his success was that he was effortlessly polite. No matter how long the queue at a signing there would be a joke for everyone as he wrote in their book in his spidery handwriting. If the train back to London had gone, well there would be another one. If someone – and there were a number – wanted a picture of him pretending to pull out their teeth with a pair of pliers, the question was, ‘’Ave you bought the book son? You have? Certainly.’ And the next year, the people brought that picture to be signed. One woman even named her son after him.

Frank Fraser outlived so many of his contemporaries; often attending their funerals where he would usually get a cheer from the crowd. On 26 November 2014, Frankie died following an unsuccessful operation after a fall in the retirement home in which he was living. He was just short of his 91st birthday.




PART 1

The Early Years







I mostly wrote this in the late 1990s and over the years I’ve made a few changes to keep things up to date. When I was young no one like us had a bath indoors. Sometimes we’d go to Lambeth Baths, which was quite a little way, and also with seven of us it was expensive. It was also time consuming and you could only go on certain days and boys and girls not at the same time. So, mostly, we had a tin bath in the kitchen in the winter and in the summer we had cold water thrown over us in the yard. In the summer I’d go swimming in the Thames near the Oxo building. My parents insisted we kept ourselves clean. They were both spotless. We may have had snotty noses but we had a real scrub down once a week. Howley Place had a flush lavatory with a wooden seat which didn’t lift up and that was in the yard as well.

When I lived with my first wife, Kate, and we had the boys, we had a flat with a lavatory, which we shared with the other flat on the same landing. There were wooden stairs to the top where we lived and we had a fireplace in the main room. It must have been the biggest fire hazard there was.

The first bathroom of my own I ever had was in the 1950s, when I went down to Brighton to make sure Sammy Bellson didn’t put up any money for Spot’s defence and I stayed in his flat in Marine Parade near where Laurence Olivier lived. Afterwards, Doreen, my second wife who I met there, bought a house in Hove and, of course, that had a bath but, by then, I was in my thirties. Doreen was the daughter of Georgie Shillingford, a big man on the south coast after the war.

Things have changed in the Waterloo area. Old Lumps and Bumps, who had the flower stall where the Great Train Robber Buster Edwards later worked, used to put business my way. She got her name because of the beatings she had from the police whilst she was drunk. She was a big woman who never wore underpants and she used to warm her bum before the fire in the pub when it was cold. She just pulled up her skirt and toasted a cheek at a time. No one said a thing. She’d probably have belted them if they had. I remember once she pointed out a car at the back of Waterloo station which looked good. There were three of us and we can’t have been more than 11 or 12. We broke in and there was a briefcase with about a hundred quid in it. A fortune for us. We actually floated a few ten-shilling notes in the Thames. Of course we gave Lumps something but we didn’t tell her how much we’d got. Afterwards I kept giving my mother ten shillings here, a pound there. I couldn’t say I’d found it all in one go. She’d have told my dad and he would have made me hand it in. I wasn’t seeing it go to the coppers. Like so many, my mother used to pop my father’s suit on a Monday; blue serge it was. That was my job, well Eva’s and mine. Most weeks I would take it to Harvey and Thompson opposite St John’s Church near Waterloo Bridge. Everyone had to borrow. We’d get £2 at the most for it and we had to go and pay the interest and collect it on a Friday. Dad never knew. If he put it on at all, he’d only wear it to go out on a Saturday night with Mum to the pub or possibly on a Sunday when he had his lunch. The rest of the time it would be hanging in the cupboard or down the pawnshop.

Nowadays, I suppose I don’t think much of holidays because I never got used to having them as a child. It was only when my father got £100 compensation, which was big money in the thirties, after losing a finger, that he took all five of us children to a B & B in Southend for a few days. Once I did go with the Catholics to a sort of farm run by monks, and a couple of years there was hop-picking where we could take Timmy our dog with us. You know the things you used to see on newsreels, everyone waving from a charabanc, a hut for your family and you shared the lavatory with another four huts, and singing round a fire in the evening. Dad stayed behind and worked.

Christmas at home wasn’t really much when I was growing up. Since he was half Red Indian it meant absolutely nothing to my father, literally, but it did to Mum. We had to go to Midnight Mass, of course. But Christmas itself wasn’t the present-giving there is today. I read this year that people spent an average of £900 over Christmas. I know there’s been inflation but you could buy four or more houses for that when I was growing up.

It wasn’t my parents’ fault we didn’t have many presents. We were like most other families – it was cheap and cheerful. In a way it was sad. There were these people wanting to do things for their kids and they just couldn’t. We had a good Christmas dinner and we had the presents after that. I remember Mum got hold of an old piano for my elder sister Kathleen who was musical. I remember she first picked out the notes with one finger and then she got good – self-taught, she was. The tune she learned on was ‘Gee, Oh gosh, Oh Golly, I’m in Love with Molly’. Later, we’d have singsongs. It wasn’t nothing having a piano then. Families made their own entertainment. Lots of poor households had one which had seen better days. But Mum and Dad didn’t really have money to spare for decorations or Christmas trees, and if we had one it was because I nicked it from Covent Garden where the flower market was, just the other side of the water from us. I’d tell my mother I’d been given it after sweeping out a shop or running errands, something like that. She wanted to believe me. If we had a turkey it was because Eva and I had nicked it. I remember Billy Murray and me nicked a Christmas cake one day. It was from a shop in the Waterloo Road called David Greig’s. You could lift the window up from the outside and that’s exactly what we did. It was about 7.30 one evening. People saw us doing it and they never tried to stop us, they just gave us a clap and a cheer. I suppose I’d have been ten or 11 at the time. Billy was the father of the guy who did life for that murder up in Glasgow with Sid Draper, when a fellow got killed when they did a British Rail depot – 1974 I think it was.

At first the only things that made Christmas Day different from any other in the nick was that we had plum duff, which Winston Churchill instituted when he was Home Secretary at the time of Sidney Street. You thought it was wonderful. When I first went in the nick there was still people about who remembered the first time they had it. Dinner itself was just like any Sunday dinner, floating fat, but the cooks really did work hard on the duff.

Then there was always that George Arliss film with him as Disraeli shown in the chapel and sometimes there was a Christmas tree in the centre bit where the wings started. Later, in Wandsworth, after dinner about 11.30 in the morning, when we were locked up before the film, the Salvation Army band came and played. That went on for years but after we were allowed radios it seemed to fade away. There wasn’t the need for them any more. Even later on, over the years there might be some concert with a woman singing at the piano – opera stuff, not a singsong we might have liked. But only people on stage could go. Them that had served three months or more.

The screws were a bit better I suppose. We still were expected to do our cell tasks and if we hadn’t then we could be on report – bread and water, loss of remission – but Christmas Day they was a bit more lenient. You were expected to catch up on Boxing Day, though. There was a sort of truce. They wouldn’t spin your cell for the week leading up to Christmas. Then there was always some crooked screw who’d bring in a bottle of Scotch. He wouldn’t dare do it during the year in case he got searched, but Christmas he’d take the chance he wouldn’t come a tumble.

At the end of the 1980s, when I went back for two years for receiving them coins, I didn’t join in. I had my radio and it didn’t worry me. I was in for two Christmases. The food had improved. Dinner and tea was better, even breakfast. There was a film show and they’d retired George Arliss but I didn’t bother to go. The beds were better. At first they were a board on the cell floor, then they had little legs, but by the end of the 1980s they were really quite high off the ground – slats of course. You can’t have no wire springs in a prison. Even then, although I had only two to do, it was still war. You could have papers sent in but I didn’t bother. When I did there’d be a screw say ‘Yours hasn’t come today, Fraser’, or there’d be a couple of pages missing. I used to pay for some other guy to have one. That way I knew I’d get it clean and on the right day. And I made sure that Doreen and Eva sent in every letter Recorded Delivery.

If you were in prison outside London or the Home Counties you suffered. In his book Respect, Freddie Foreman who was a great mate of the Twins, says the screws and the others in the nick called you LGs – standing for London Gangsters – and it wasn’t meant respectfully. He was right. The screws would do what they could to humiliate you and make you have a go at them and then put you on report.

In the old days, just think of the villainy people would do for a dog end. They’d sell their food. Eventually we used to have a sort of duff pudding once a week and not only just for Christmas. Absolutely solid it was, but it was a change and it was very popular. What people used to do was arrange to sell their duff. Food was served at the door of your cell and you were then banged up right away, something like two hours or more before you were unlocked – and the man would be looking at the duff the whole time which he had to hand over during recreation. Often the temptation would be too much and they’d shave a bit off and eat it, and then a bit more and a bit more, and eventually by the time they handed it over it was more like a sugar lump. That would cause ructions.

Billy Carter was the youngest of the family who had this long-running vendetta with the Brindles and eventually after my sister Eva married into the family, with me. His mother had a cleaner’s job in Whitehall and she’d bring all the dog ends home and take them down when she next saw him in Borstal. It was the power of tobacco. He could sell them and it meant he didn’t have to sell anything else such as his food. No one thought there was anything unusual just, ‘Blimey, what a good old woman. What a shrewd idea.’

Eva was with me on a lot of jobs. There was only one time she was with me when I got caught and she tried to get me away. I’d do the creeping and she was the lookout. Mainly we’d do offices. They all had safes then for petty cash and keys and so on. We’d just have the cash and away. We did nick a load of stamped labour cards once. Got clean away and when we realised that we couldn’t do nothing with them we chucked them down a drain. A few weeks later we did the same drum and this time I was nicked. Eva rushed in saying I was her young brother and I was really looking for work, but when they questioned us we realised what they wanted was their cards back. They let us out on our promise to get them, so Eva held me by the heels and I went down the drain to try and find them. I got too heavy and she had some men passers-by hold me. She said I’d dropped Mum’s money. People were incredibly naïve, no trusting’s a better word, in them days. Well, the cards was still there and we took them round to my grandparents and dried them out in front of the fire. My gran was a bit bad sighted and probably thought they were cigarette cards. They were in a bit of a mess even with the drying out and so we just chucked them in the office doorway. We didn’t fancy meeting up with the men there. We thought they’d nick us once they’d got their property back.

Eva and I would walk all over London; get a tube out to Kensington. In York Road there was a set of emergency stairs for Waterloo station and we’d go down them. Not many people realised they were there. We’d be up and down them and once we were in it was easy to say we’d lost our tickets if we got stopped by a man at the barrier. People accepted that you had to have a ticket to start the journey and there weren’t often jumpers on the train. If the worst came to the worst the guy collecting tickets could be distracted, and even then there was the sob story if all else failed. What we were doing was stealing from offices mainly, but if I could I’d get work sweeping a yard or something for half a crown and then, of course, I didn’t touch the office. Sort of protection although they never realised it.

Mum may have turned a blind eye but my father never knew, that’s for sure. She was so upset the first time I got taken to court. She came with me but she kept it from my father. He’d have taken the belt to me. He’d have gone to town on me. Not in a cruel way but for my own good. Towards the end of her life my mother realised what we’d done to help things out and we often had a good laugh about it.




PART 2

The 1940s/50s







I suppose my life of crime really took off in the 1940s when I was 17. I was sent to Borstal and that was followed by a spell in Wandsworth. A lot of work was with my friend Jimmy Robson.

Eva’s husband Jimmy Brindle got done for a screwing at the Duke of Clarence, just down the road from the King’s Head in Walworth Road in 1940. There’s a brand new police station there now. He, Whippo and Tommy Brindle, along with Jimmy Robson and Billy Holmes, all got caught lifting the cellar flaps to get Scotch out. The road was being repaired and it was marked out with sort of hurricane lamps and they did the copper with one of them. That’s when Jimmy Brindle came to Feltham Borstal in 1940, which is where I met him and that’s where he met Eva when she come to see me. After that they kept meeting each other – they were local, of course, and it just went on from there.

Mr Justice Lawton’s father wasn’t the only man I tried to hang. Me and Jimmy Robson did a man in the grounds of a club in Lewisham during the war. Jimmy was 82 this year and he’s in a care home where I sometimes go and see him. There used to be only three real drinkers in South London during the war. There were others, of course, but these were the big ones. To get a licence you had to be 100 per cent. They were all legal but you only got the chaps in. Market traders, you called them costermongers in those days, street bookmakers, thieves, they were the only ones who could afford to get in. The ordinary man and woman hadn’t the money. The authorities were very strict about people spending their money. If anyone got done for illegal gambling then apart from a fine from the beak or, if they were running the show, a bit of bird, they all got a lecture about how they should be putting their money into National Savings instead of wasting it. You never got brasses in them; shoplifters who were game girls, yes, but not brasses.

As I recall, the clubs we went to were the Bungalow at Streatham, the 21 on Clapham Common and this one at Lewisham. We called it the Lewisham Club but I don’t know if that was its proper name. It was a big house set in its own grounds with lots of trees and a driveway with a bend in it. It was a bit like the houses in one of those black and white Boris Karloff films you get on the telly nowadays. You half thought Bela Lugosi would be waiting up the drive.

Anyway, it was just before Christmas and Jimmy and me was in there. You half knew everyone, there were never strangers. If someone new came in it was if he was vouched for by someone. That day there was this man who wasn’t right. Jimmy and me thought he was an undercover copper, sort of watching so the club could be done for illegal drinking. We got him in conversation and he still didn’t seem right. He didn’t know anyone and he kept looking shifty, so when he went out to the lavatory Jim and I just got hold of him, found a bit of rope – there was always useful things laying around in that club – and took him out and strung him up on one of the trees in the drive. It was starting to snow at the time and I remember we just left him there. There were people coming and going all the time so I don’t suppose he stayed up there very long but it was a warning. ‘You’ve been ID’d. Don’t come back.’ And as far as I know he never did.

Jimmy Essex, who came from round Waterloo, was a man with a bit of luck. He got done for murder twice and got out of it both times. The first was in April 1942 after a fight at a coffee stall. Charlie Ransford got 18 months and Johnny Dobbs drew a year. Jimmy got three for manslaughter. When he come out in 1944, Jimmy went in the army. They picked him up at the prison gates but he was on his toes soon enough and he got nicked again the following March. He tried to break into a snouter’s [tobacconists] and got 12 months. He’d done about two or three when this Scotch guy at Leeds picked on him.

Jimmy Essex’s trouble was that his reputation had preceded him and there’s always someone wanting to make his name at your expense. I met him first in approved school and we escaped together twice. Outside your cell you had a board with a card stuck in it. On one side there was your name and how long you were doing, early release date and so on. When you turned it over there was the court you’d come from and what you’d been done for. It wasn’t difficult to have a look and see what someone else was in for, and that’s what did for Jimmy.

When he was in Leeds he’d got a decent job in the mailbag shop. He wasn’t sewing. He just was cutting lengths of the sacking with a knife. A Scots bloke had a right go at him and then went after him with a tool. Jimmy just stuck the knife straight in him. Self-defence, really, but he got ten years for that. Still, better than being topped. It would have been January 1945 and he came out in the spring of 1952. He was out about ten months if that, and he got eight years for warehouse breaking. Tommy McGovern, the British boxing champion, give evidence saying what a good bloke Jimmy was but it didn’t do much good. Then he got a seven or an eight in 1958 and this time they made it Preventive Detention. You had to have been up the road to Quarter Sessions or Assizes three times and be over 30 for that, so Jim was well qualified.

He’s a year older than me; lives down in Kent nowadays. There was a bit about him in the papers the other day, just sort of mentioned him. Mary Daly, an old brass he’d been friendly with when he was much younger, died and all sorts of people went to her funeral. She’d been written up in a book – Dark Heart it was called – a few weeks earlier about how she had the biggest string of brothels in London, from one end of Gloucester Place to the other – she’d been at it for years. Nick Davies, the man who wrote the book, said he thought Jimmy had been married to her at one time but he never was.

Funnily, although I met Mary I didn’t know she was on the game. She kept a low profile. In those days, the fifties that is, most of the birds on the game were on the street. Only the high-class ones had flats. I was always polite to them. That’s what saved me when I was done for slashing Billy Hill’s one-time right-hand man Bobby Ramsey, the day Albert Dimes was acquitted over the fight in Soho with Jack Spot in August 1954. I knew the brass who was with him from Soho, and she said she was definite it wasn’t me. Of course, most of the showgirls in clubs like Churchills were on the game but they were classy brasses. They’d have been terribly offended if someone called them a prostitute. But if a face went in then you’d buy the girls drinks, and not the stuff they served the punters, and she’d go home or to a hotel with you. If you left her a score that was up to you.


They topped poor old Babe Mancini on 31 October 1941 over the stabbing of Harry Distleman in the Palm Beach Bottles Club in Wardour Street. It was all over who had control of the clubs – what was left of the Sabinis and the Jewish element. Towards the end, Darby Sabini hadn’t really been able to keep the Jews and the Italians separate in his firm. One lot was always wanting something more than the others, and when the war broke out the authorities took the opportunity to intern the Sabinis and Bert Marsh, whose real name was Pasquale Papa. They said these were dangerous men who, if there was an invasion, could lead an uprising. That was a bit strong, most of them had kids serving in the war and not one of them could really speak Italian. They had a Scotch mother and she was the one who had brought them up. I knew Bert well after the war. Back when dog tracks opened, he got done in a row who should have the pitches. Middle thirties it was. He got out of it. Had that great brief Norman Birkett for him.

Bert was a great friend of the Sabinis and he was the one who organised a brilliant theft of gold from Croydon Airport in 1936 when he cleared out three boxes of gold belonging to Imperial Airway. No violence. There was just one man on duty and they waited until he left the building to guide the plane in. When he got back there was no gold. Bert and the Sabinis were interned in the war. There was rubbish about their being enemy aliens who might lead a revolution against the British. For a start they were only half Italian and most of them couldn’t speak a word of it anyway. They were all brought up by their mother and it was their father who was Italian. There was always talk that them being interned was the authorities’ revenge for that gold snatch.

Once the Sabinis were away, the Yiddisher Gang began muscling in on the Sabinis’ clubs and spielers and that’s when trouble started. One fellow, Eddie Fletcher, got a bad beating and that’s probably the real start. Anyway, by 1941 Babe Mancini was one of the few of the Italians left looking after their interests. Albert Dimes and his elder brother, Italian Jock, who ran a lot of clubs over the years whose real name was Victor, were about but Albert, being a deserter from the RAF, was on the run so overall he wasn’t exactly prominent. But he took a good part that night.

This Eddie Fletcher had caused some more trouble earlier in the evening and he’d had another seeing to. He’d gone to hospital and now he’d come back. He said to get his coat. Poor old Babe was the doorman at the Palm Beach that evening. It was a smart place and he was wearing a dinner jacket when Sammy Lederman came and told him some people were smashing another club, well it was really a spieler, in the same building. So he changed and then he goes up to see what was happening. What he told the police was he heard someone say when he walked in: ‘There’s Babe, let’s knife him.’ Babe said that Fletcher started fighting and came at him with a chair, and once he saw a knife on the floor he picked it up to defend himself.

It’s easy to be wise afterwards but these things are usually over in a few seconds. It’s not like the films where fights go on ten minutes. You can get a real good straightener which goes on, but mostly it’s first one in with the punch who wins. Albert and Jock were there and it seemed like Jock was trying to keep his brother out of the fight. Little Hubby Distleman, who wasn’t an angel himself, got stabbed in the chest and died calling out ‘Baby’s stabbed me in the heart.’ Babe got done for murder and Albert and Joseph Colette and Harry Capocci got done for wounding Fletcher. It was the usual thing. The Yiddisher Mob was fighting just as hard and they’d started the trouble, but the coppers had to pick one side or they wouldn’t have any evidence.

Babe was very unlucky. The Pros would have taken a plea to manslaughter, but for some reason or other he fought it all the way. He had a good judge who tried to help him but down he went. He appealed and this time the judge got his knuckles rapped for being too helpful to Babe.

Where Babe was unlucky, Albert and the other two had a bit of good fortune. Once they’d had the murder trial no one really wanted to give evidence in the wounding and so the three of them got bound over to come up for judgement. Albert got sent back to his unit but he didn’t last long. He was on his toes again within a few months and this time they let him go. The RAF was particular about who they had with them, even more than the Navy. The Army didn’t mind who they had, provided they could march up to a machine-gun. Albert spent most
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