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About the Book

Mad Frankie Fraser has become a household name, known to millions as one of London’s most notorious gangsters. In Mad Frank’s London – his fourth book – Frank continues the shocking stories of his life of crime.

Frankie Fraser recalls the good and the bad times, brings the criminals of his acquaintance to life, and guides us through the darker streets of London – as only a born Londoner, and true gangster could.


Mad Frank’s Britain

Frankie Fraser with James Morton
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For all my grandchildren and great grandchildren
 carrying on the family tradition


INTRODUCTION

WHEN I GET an offer of work nowadays it’s usually television or radio, but if a friend or friend of a friend wants some real help I’m always happy to try and give a hand.

I had a call a bit ago from a man I’ve known for years. His son was on his toes. Could I help? Of course I said yes, I could. Get the boy to ring me. I’d only seen him once to my knowledge. It’s like if you’re in a coffee shop and someone comes in and the man you’re sitting with knows him. You get introduced and that’s it. Next I hear the boy’s in London and he’s lost. That’s the thing with mobile phones. The thing is it’s a Saturday and this kid is red hot. It’s a case of the most dangerous man in Britain, until the next one comes along that is. I give him directions how to get to South London and a bit later he’s on the blower saying he’s lost again. He’s been asking people directions but you know how it is. Everyone you ask’s a stranger himself and if he isn’t he’s got a cleft palate. The kid says he’s in a motor outside the Post Office in King’s Cross just opposite the station and I tell him to stay where he is – get the motor round a corner, of course, and I’ll come and get him. What else could I say? I didn’t want to frighten him saying he was even hotter there with the police cleaning out the druggies and brasses and their pimps.

I hop a lift and we was there inside ten minutes. There’s a little turning just up the Euston Road and we double-parked there. I go round to the Post Office and there’s the kid. We walk back to the car I’m in and suddenly I see two coppers. It was just one of them things but all they did is walk on by. I rushed him back to his car and got in it with him, but he said it would be better if he followed on behind and we got home safe.

In a way things turned out well. When Marilyn had gone she’d taken the kitchen cupboards and things with her and though I’d been down to IKEA and got some new stuff, I hadn’t put it up. Funny thing is, now she’s living in the same block where the Twins was nicked. So, the good thing was I wasn’t having people round because I didn’t want them to see the state of the place. There was no danger of my family or friends coming round. I’d been fobbing them off for months. The other good thing was the kid was good with his hands and he had stuff on the walls in no time.

We parked his car – it was a ringer, of course – in a side street and every morning we’d be up at half seven, quarter to eight to move it into the car park. Fiver a day it is. We’d load up with silver and shove it in the machine. If you’d left it in the side street you’d have been ticketed for sure. ‘Greedy bastard,’ the wardens would think. ‘Too mean to pay for the park round the corner’, and they’d have blistered it straight away. The car was safe enough during the day in the park but if you’d left it there at night it would have been stripped. Nice car it was. Not too flashy and not too beaten up. No one would raise an eyebrow at it. Like that advertisement all those years ago, ‘Not too little, not too much.’ So once it was dark we moved it back to the side street where kids wouldn’t be so likely to break in. Moving the car was the dangerous part. There’s a great big modern police station in Manor Place near where the Baths used to be, took over from the old nick Carter Street in Walworth. There’s squad cars going up and down Browning Street the whole time; that and coppers on the beat. I said to the kid he should walk on ahead and I’d follow a few yards behind. I’m often seen on my own in the road but there’s never anyone with me regular, so if they had see another person they might have wondered. With me behind, if they had come looking I could have gone steaming in like a terrier and tried to cause enough trouble for him to get away. I’d never have succeeded and I’d have been nicked for certain, but it might have given him that bit of time if there hadn’t been too many of them. I’d have had to try.

You couldn’t invent what happened next. All my life and all the people I’ve known and they’ve known and the kid and his friends have known it’s never happened to them. One morning we go to drive the motor round to the park and the boy said, ‘Oh, Christ’. I thought what had happened was someone had banged into it or scratched it but what’s happened is someone’s nicked the front plate. Why not both? Well, I suppose whoever done it had the first one off and then there’s a twitch on the curtain and they don’t fancy hanging around for the second. I reckon someone must have wanted the plates for a short time job.

Along the Walworth Road you can buy anything. Anything that is except plates. We walked up and down it until we come across one shop which said they could make some up but not until the next day. Then the fellow tells us there’s another shop in a little cul-de-sac where they might be able to help, so round we go. Blow me, on the pavement there’s a man talking to two coppers. I was all for walking on by but the kid says, ‘No they’ve seen we look like we’re going in the shop, if we spin off they might get suspicious.’ First thing the woman wants to know is have we got the insurance certificate? I pat me pockets. ‘Blind me, I’ve left it behind.’ ‘Have you reported it?’ Then she says she can’t do it ’til the next day anyway. And so out we come. We got a cab back to the shop that sent us to her and there’s another man there. He’ll fix us up by four in the afternoon.

So I get a lift to go back that afternoon but now there’s the worry the woman may have done her duty and given the station a bell. ‘Officer, these two men . . .’ Maybe there’s some law that shops who make up plates have to report things. I thought the best thing was to go back on my own and if there’s trouble then the driver can at least get back to the flat and get the kid out. But no, it goes sweet as anything. ‘Do you want me to wrap it?’ the man says. ‘Yes, it’s better with it on the bus.’ I don’t let on I’ve someone waiting across the street. As soon as I got back the kid went straight down and put it on. The driver was terrific, she’ll know who I mean.

You might think with my connections it would be easy to ring up someone, even one of my boys, for plates but I didn’t want to know. It wasn’t the money, though someone would have charged three or four hundred. Speed was of the essence. One of my boys could have rung someone up but he might not be there and then he would have to ring someone else and before you get it right there’s half a dozen people know I want some plates. There was always the worry that the law might have nicked the plate and it was a get up.

I liked having the kid around. I don’t smoke and he didn’t and I don’t drink in the house and nor did he. A couple of times he went away to do a job here and there but I didn’t ask, though he told me one had been a right touch. Then he says he’d better be getting on. I didn’t ask him where he was going. It’s better you don’t know then it can’t slip out somehow. The last night we sent out to the local Italian, La Luna, and had a decent meal brought round with a good bottle of wine; a sort of celebration, and we had a good laugh about the plates. And he was gone the next morning. He wanted to pay me but I never took a penny. Putting the cupboards up was good enough. I had a nice card saying thanks and I had a Christmas card as well.


LONDON

FOR THOSE WHO haven’t read my other books I come from a family in Waterloo. I was born in 1923 the youngest of five of us. The first three was never in trouble and neither was my parents although my father, who was half Red Indian, may have done a bit of bird in Canada for manslaughter. I don’t really know. My parents was dead straight but they was also dead poor and I reckon that’s why Eva, my sister, and me started stealing in the first place, bringing back money for the stuff we’d nicked and sold. As a kid I was a bucket boy for the Sabinis, the racecourse gang, and then I started work proper on my own, working for Billy Hill who was big in the 1940s and 1950s a lot of the time. I was given a five stretch for the affray in Mr Smith’s Club in 1965 when Dickie Hart was killed, and then ten in the Torture Trial and a further five for the Parkhurst Riot, all consecutive, and I lost every day’s remission. When I was let out finally in 1989 I was 66 and I’d done just about getting on for forty years inside. And, of course, since I didn’t go away until my teens it meant I’d only been out about six or eight years of my adult life in total. In prison I was always in trouble. I’ve had three kids who’ve also done heavy bird by Kathleen and a fourth, who’s never been in trouble, by my wife Doreen. The Carters I mention is a local family who I had trouble with over the years after Eva, my sister, married Jimmy Brindle. I think that’s about all you need as background.

When I first read about the Dome robbery I had the utmost admiration even though it didn’t work. I thought what a brilliant coup. I didn’t know any of the men except Terry Millman, the one who died. They was my sons’ and even grandsons’ ages. I think Terry was related to the Carters by marriage, a good man. But, no disrespect, the more the story come out and the more I studied it, the more I thought they needed their brains testing. One of them had a brother-in-law for a copper. That’s bad enough for a start. Then it looks like they’d already done a run across the Thames in a speedboat as an escape in another blagging. Even if it wasn’t them the coppers don’t need too much in the way of brains to think that once someone’s done it a second team may have a try and they’re going to be on the lookout at things beside the Thames which may be targets. Then again did they really think them jewels was real? I wonder if the public can get their entrance money back. They’ll never be able to say I saw the Millennium Diamond or whatever. Do you think they can get at the Dome people for false pretences? I mean no one in their right mind’s going to go and look at them if they’re imitations.

That’s the trouble with big jobs. There’s too many on them. Billy Hill used to say that you’re your own best partner and he’s right. There’s wives and there’s girlfriends and people they’ve spoken to. It can be accident or it can be a bit of malice if one of the women have found their fellow’s having it off round the corner. Then there’s people who listen out so they can get a reward. In something like the Dome there had to be twenty or more knew something really big was going off, and that’s a good fifteen too many.

It was like in the Train when Renee Wisbey was knitting balaclavas for them all and Marilyn and her sister found them. They was all staunch, of course, but it only shows how easy it is for things to leak out. That’s another thing with the Dome. You don’t do jewels or paintings if you can avoid it. You do money. If you do jewels you’ve got to bring someone else in to sell to and, very likely, if it’s a big job they’ve got to bring in someone as well, and before you know the whole of Hatton Garden’s in on it. Think of the rabbit that must be going round. You don’t even know who the police is watching which is what seems to have happened. Quite by chance they was watching a man and he went to the Dome. The next day or a bit after they see someone else at the place and from there on it’s all on top.

I’ve often wondered why the Train Robbers needed the farm. Buying it or pretending to they was involving people who weren’t full members, probably only half hooky so to speak. If a man’s been sent to buy property just near where a big job has gone off he don’t need to be the Brains of Britain to know what it was all about. There’s always the worry he won’t stand up if the police get hold of him. The Train men could have all gone up to the railway in separate vehicles that night and been back in London before anyone knew what had happened.

I still think that the great mistake the Train men made was not to have involved Billy Hill and I think that one or two agree even though their pride won’t let them admit it. That, and Billy would have been greedy. He’d have wanted the pickings. But, there again, there was plenty of pickings to go round. No one ever quite knew how much was on the train. It was a robbery where you could let someone be a bit greedy. What I’m sure about is that if Billy had been around there wouldn’t have been thirty years all round.

Personally I think it was the same with the London Airport robbery at the end of July 1948 when so many good men was betrayed and picked up a lot of bird. Billy would have done it different. That was one of Spotty’s things. He’d picked the job out and it all seemed so sweet then it all come crashing down. Billy Hill and me was in Wandsworth when it went down. There was meant to be over £600 grand in diamonds and money in a bonded warehouse with the prospects of more on the way. The idea was they should dope the coffee of the warehouse staff and it would be a doddle, but instead when they got there they found the man they’d been dealing with on the inside had gone hooky on them and talked to the police. Instead of doped staff there was wide-awake coppers.

Some men got away but Jimmy Woods picked up nine and his brother George an eight. Teddy Machin, who Billy calls Terrible Ted in his book, got away and so did Franny Daniels but Alfie Roome really went off his head whilst he was doing his ten. He was known as Donk and when he come out he attacks his wife who was working on a newspaper stall at the gates of the Ford factory at Dagenham. When people chased him he swallows poison and dies there on the pavement. What a waste of a good man. Billy always reckoned if he’d been running it there wouldn’t have been a disaster. He knew so many top coppers, one of them would have got the word to him and he’d have pulled the team out. That was one of Jack’s troubles. He didn’t have any high-ranking coppers behind him. It took the starch out of Jimmy and Georgie Woods as well. They’d been doing so well out of their blaggings they thought it was too easy. They’re both dead now I’m sorry to say. In fact I’m not sure that there’s anyone left who was on the job.

Much better was that robbery at London Airport in February this year.1 Cash, and only two of them involved by all accounts. It had to be an inside job. What was even better is they seem to have gone back and done it again in March. There’s a story that the money is for terrorism but I’m not so sure. People have been saying if you’ve had a £2 million touch why repeat it, but then if you’ve made £3 million out of a drugs run why do it again?

Every time I go down Waterloo way I see the IMAX there. If my father was still alive he’d never believe it. The Royal Children’s Hospital is about the only thing standing from my day let alone his. I got taken into it when I ran my bike into the kerb and fell over. Blood all over the place there was. I’ve still got the scars. My grandmother stayed on in Cornwall Road, where I was born, until she died. I think the actor Charlie Drake’s father had a place at the end of the street. I’ve bumped into Charlie in my travels once or twice and I’ve meant to ask him but I’ve never got round to it.

As you know I live off the Walworth Road and the gentrification that’s going on there is amazing. You’ve got what I call Beehives all over the place. They’re young people, not working class, you see in the Beehive pub round the back of the Elephant. There’s Sutherland Square and now it’s out of this world. The houses used to be in flats but they’re mostly single dwelling units, as the estate agents say. Maybe there’s one or two that’s not been done up but they’re the exception. There’s no noise, no traffic. There’s a little square in the middle and that’s got a locked gate now to keep out the druggies. It’s enlightening, it really is.

When I was young, if you had a car you was looked at askance and it was a good way of attracting the coppers. That was the way to get nicked or have to hand over a few quid. The Campbells, who also lived in Howley Place, had a little baby Austin 7. It stood out like a sore thumb in the Cut but they had two pie shops, Harris near the Windmill Pub down by the Blackfriars Road and Woods was the other, so they could account for how they’d got it. People stood with their mouths open watching them drive around on a Sunday. Tom Thumb Brindle could have had a car and be left alone because he was a street bookmaker and was paying up anyway. But little Frank having a car – not a good idea.

When there was talk of legalising bookmakers the police was some of the biggest opponents. Their pensions was going to come to an end. There must have been five street bookmakers between Waterloo and Blackfriars they could tap. I’d run errands for the bookies or be a lookout. The bets were tiny, 3d or 6d, and for the day’s running about I’d get 2d or 3d.

When I look back I don’t think there was much in the way of what you call domestic burglaries when I was young. For a start there wasn’t much to burgle. If you’d done our place there was only my father’s blue serge suit and you’d have to do the drum at the weekend because it was the only time it was out of hock. There wasn’t any cash even though my parents never had a bank account, either one of them. And we wasn’t any different from most of the families round us. Of course those with shops was more vulnerable because they’d have cash. Even people like them didn’t trust banks. I think they was afraid they’d be shopped to the tax people. I know now there’s a theory that burglaries happen within a mile of the screwer’s home but it wasn’t like that when I was young. There was more a spirit between people. If my father had thought I was doing someone’s home he’d have beaten me blue and then died of shame. But it wouldn’t have occurred to me.

There was one good man who did a lot of work just before I was born. Charles White was known as the Clapham Climber because that’s where he did a lot of his work. Don’t forget that would be half country in those days. He’d started his life as a blue-flyer stealing lead. He picked up a ten from Darling in 1923. Darling said he wished he could have had him flogged but Charlie was in poor shape.

Country houses and rich people’s drums in Mayfair was a different thing and there was some fine burglars. For a start there was my friend Ruby Sparks. That’s how he got his nickname. He did some Maharajah’s drum and come away with a whole lot of rubies. He didn’t know what they was and he more-or-less give them away to the fence who conned him they was worthless.

As far as the country houses was concerned George Smithson, known as Gentleman George, was about the finest when I was growing up. He looked a bit like a vicar, which was a help, and he’d often have a sort of college scarf round his neck which give him this air of respectability. He was another who had a double life. He’d been well educated and he lived with his wife and kids in Kensington and until the first time he goes down they didn’t know what he was up to. What was good was he was fearless and he didn’t cause damage for the sake of it. In them days everyone had dogs and he was good with them. There’s a story when he did a job in Upton Magna there’s a big black Labrador or Retriever in the chair by the desk. Smithson’s so good the dog doesn’t really wake up except to be patted when he’s leaving.

Mostly Smithson worked alone, which is really the best way to do things, but for a time he worked with George Ingram who wasn’t his class of thief. Ingram’s real name was Alfred Tragheim. What you want to be if you’re a creeper is to be soft on your feet. A good creeper like that Welshman Raymond Jones could stay in someone’s room half an hour and they’d never wake up. I think they liked the challenge and the danger. That sort of thing was never for me. George Ingram was clumsy, and like me he never settled to his bird. On and off he did a two-and-a-half-year hunger strike in Dartmoor. Smithson copped three long sentences even so, despite how good he was, including a six in Scotland in 1923 and a week later he got another two added at the Bailey. After that he give it all up and wrote a book. Ingram drew a six at the same time and he wrote a book and all.

When they come a cropper in Scotland the bogeys up there thought it was the biggest capture they’d made in years and, in a way, I suppose it was. It come about because they hadn’t got their escape laid on. They was relying on trains and in them days the porters as well as the railway police watched the passengers. They’d screwed a big house in North Berwick and was trying to get themselves back to Edinburgh and they was seen waiting for a train. In fact they had a pull from a copper and he’d let them go, so it looked like they’d got away with it. It seems like it was the first time George used the name Ingram. But a couple of phone calls was all it needed. They thought they’d get off before the train arrived in Edinburgh and they jumped off in Portobello and picked up a tram, but the bogeys had found out they wasn’t on the original train and they was watching for them to get to the station. In a briefcase they had all the stuff and a burglar’s kit as well as a couple of horseshoes for luck.

I never carried horseshoes or wore green or things like that but I never liked the 13th. I was born on that day and the times I’ve been nicked over the years outside or in prison on the 13th is remarkable. When Dodger Davies and me was nicked when the car wouldn’t start in Oxford Street that was a 13th. I’ve always planned to keep quiet that day but the times I’ve come out the punishment block, think I’ll take it easy, get the day over with and I’ve been swagged straight down again is almost countless. I still don’t like it.

Another good thief, much nearer my time, was Ernie Watts. He was top class and I think he only did a couple of years in the nick early in his career. He’d had a good education but there wasn’t enough money to send him to Christ’s Hospital, even though he’d got a scholarship, and it was after that he took up thieving in a big way. There was plenty of stories about him, like how he once had a challenge over how many smash and grabs he could do in a night and he got up to twelve. Then there was another how he had the police, who was following him, neck-deep in a pond before he could get away. He was a funny devil though. He was a diabetic and he topped himself – I don’t know if it was an accident or not because he’d tried twice already – when he come back from a job just out of London. He give himself an overdose of insulin. By then he’d already met up with Bruce Reynolds who was top notch himself and really took over Ernie’s organisation. I had a drink with Bruce not too long ago. He come down my nephew Jimmy’s Tin Pan Club in Denmark Street.

But even smash and grab, which was one my games, wasn’t that easy. You had to do it right otherwise if you threw the brick it more or less bounced back off the glass, and if you didn’t hold it right when you smashed against the glass then you ended up getting a shower of glass on you and a load of splinters. That happened to Ruby at first. He had to use those Bulldog clips to keep the cuts together until someone could sew him up.

INTERNMENT AND THE SABINIS

Before the War I saw Oswald Mosley but I never really went and watched his marches. It was nothing to do with me and there wasn’t any money in it. There wasn’t any anti-Jewish feeling around the Elephant like there was in the East End. I don’t recall ever seeing any Jewish boys my age at all. There certainly wasn’t any at St Patrick’s, which of course was a Catholic School, and I don’t think there’d be many at St John’s which was C of E, nor St Andrew’s in Joanna Street in Lower Marsh. In fact the only Jewish people I knew was Max Cohen, the tailor, when I went down the East End to get my suits, and Hymie Harris who was the South London tailor we used. There was a man, Levy, at the Elephant and there’d be one or two who’d buy crooked gear but generally they kept themselves to themselves. I think I was thirteen when one of the Chaps took me over to Max Cohen’s. A suit probably cost 30/- and you had to put down £1 as a deposit. That was about two years after I saw the first black person in my life. He was in the Boy’s Brigade. He was a terrific guy.

I suppose the Jews controlled the pawnbrokers but there was never one behind the counter. Harvey and Thompson were the biggest round us. In went Dad’s blue serge suit, with a waistcoat of course, on a Monday and out it came on a Friday. I’m sure he never knew. His pride wouldn’t have stood for it. It was the same with the tallymen. The men who owned the firms may have been Jewish but the people who come round knocking for the weekly money wasn’t. You hardly knew their names. If you paid up regular then they was just John or Jim. It’s funny to write, it now but in South London when I was growing up you didn’t know what Jewish people looked like. There was no illustrated magazines like today. I think Picture Post was the first and that only come out just before the war. There was things like the Illustrated London News but that wasn’t for the likes of us. We weren’t going to be interested in what Lady Muck had said when she opened the flower show.

It all ended in tears for the Mosleys and a lot of others when the War came. Lady Mosley was in Holloway with my sister when Eva was doing a shoplifting sentence. She’d been locked up at the beginning of the War so she couldn’t be a go-between between her husband, who was in Brixton, and the British Union. She was let out around the same time as Eva who always spoke highly of her. Of course there was privileges for the Mosleys. They let him come and visit her in Holloway and there was a ruckus. At that time Eva’s eldest daughter, Beverley, was a bit under a year old and when our mother got a visiting order they wouldn’t let us take the kid in to see Eva. Me and Dido Frett was on the run at the time but I took my chance and went in and Dido had to stay outside at the gate holding Beverley. There were visiting boxes, about a foot by two foot, with thick glass with wire netting. You only got twenty minutes visiting in those days anyway. How could they be so cruel and not even think they was being cruel?

Once Italy joined in the War with the Nazis then there was arrests of Italians and half Italians all round. In all something like 600 people was detained. There was the Quaglino brothers who had the famous restaurant in Bury Street, and there was the head chef at the Cafe Royal and a couple of clowns from Bertram Mills’ Circus. They’d been with the circus for fifteen years but they was thought to be dangerous people who’d attack cabinet ministers and people like that. Of course it was a load of nonsense and they was released after a few months. Naturally the Sabinis was among them and they and Bert Marsh got sent down to internment at Ascot racecourse, which I suppose was at least appropriate. They didn’t even speak Italian. It was a way of breaking up the gang. A sort of reprisal for the gold Bert Marsh got out of Croydon airport before the War.

Some of the Italian boys I was at school with was detained under those section 18B regulations. Mario Florentini was one and he ended up in Walton. He was only about seventeen when he was locked up. I don’t know what danger they thought he could be. He would go to Italy every summer to a camp and I suppose they thought he was bringing back messages. He was a very talented musician and he was on BBC radio for years after the War. The last time I saw him was in an Italian restaurant in Frith Street. Bobby Warren and Italian Albert were with me. Mario was playing the violin and came over to see us.

The Italians still had cell tasks just like the rest of us. Protocol went out the window. If they complained it was, ‘Yes, but there’s a War on. Rules don’t apply.’ The Jewish mobs took over then but it wasn’t personal, it was business, as they say. They just took advantage of anti-Italian feeling. Albert Dimes went in the air force but he soon walked out. Tony Mancini was one of the few big Italians left outside to rally the flag and he soon got topped for the murder of Hubby Distleman in the Palm Beach.

I remember talking to an Italian kid, Tony Nappi; he was with me and Jimmy Brindle when we went to see Albert Dimes after the Spot fight. He’d been in Chelmsford in 1941 and he was saying how he thought it looked like him and the others was going to be badly done up. Not just by the Jewish prisoners but everyone was in on the war effort. Thankfully, nothing come of it.

When I think of the trouble there’s been in Glasgow between the Protestants and the Catholics it’s surprising there was never anything like it in London. I think we was the only Catholics in Howley Place but no one ever said a word out of turn to us. There was no bigotry at all. St John’s was the big Protestant school and they had a very good boxing team. St Patrick’s was always having bouts against them and playing them at football but there was no religious quarrels. Our teachers were Irish or Italian and they encouraged us to support Celtic, which is what our school’s football colours were, but that was about all. Of course we had fights on the streets but there was nothing religious in it. Eva and I used to go to the Protestant Youth Club and no one said we shouldn’t. I suppose it was because London was more sophisticated, being a bigger city than Glasgow.

MRS VIOLET VAN DER ELST

Mrs Violet Van der Elst was the woman who did so much to try and stop topping. She was the first person to try and really kick up a fuss. I’m not sure she was all she said she was but she did wonders. She’d made some money out of her second husband and she was a good businesswoman in her own right, selling cosmetics. She reckoned she could stop hanging inside six months. That was in 1935 and it took nearer thirty years. The first one she tried to do something about was a bloke in the navy, a fellow called Brigstock who’d done a Chief Petty Officer on their ship. She got a petition with 80,000 signatures, and when that didn’t work she got another 100,000. It didn’t do any good. The authorities said they wasn’t on the right bit of paper and only her signature counted.

Then she tried to stop Reggie Woolmington being hanged. He was a funny man. In fact when it come to it he didn’t need her because the House of Lords said he wasn’t guilty of murder. He’d written a note to his boss something like, ‘I’m not coming to work today. I’ve shot my wife.’

She was quite willing to put herself in the firing line. When Brigstock got topped she had aeroplanes flying black banners over Wandsworth with STOP THE DEATH PENALTY on them and sandwich board men parading. That’s when the coppers did her for obstruction.

Next thing she’s down in Brighton in April protesting over Percy Anderson who’d done his girlfriend on the local golf course. She’d said he’d been going out with other girls and he’d lost his rag and strangled her with a shoelace. It’s amazing how many people do others with shoelaces. I suppose sometimes it’s the only thing that comes to hand easy enough. Anyway, once he’s strangled the kid he goes off paddling for half an hour. Usually in that sort of case the bloke’s tried to rape the girl, but there wasn’t anything like it in Percy’s case and as a result there was a big petition for him to be reprieved. Violet had ‘Abide With Me’ played over the loudspeakers in vans she’d hired. People must have thought it was the Cup Final. That was when she got done for assaulting a copper.

In all she got arrested seven times and summonsed seventeen. Most of them were dismissed and when they wasn’t the magistrates give her things like conditional discharges. The biggest pros against her was at the start of the War when she got done under the Official Secrets Act. What happened was when Wandsworth got a hit in the bombing one of the cons managed to get hold of the medical records of the fellows who’d been topped there with things like how long they’d actually lived after the drop and what drugs they’d been given to keep them quiet before it went off. Anyway she realises it’s dynamite. She’d got a sort of butler-companion and she got him to give the bloke a tenner or something like that, which was all she had in the house. Tells him to come back at the end of the week when there’ll be more. Next, she takes the pages to a photographer – no copier you can use yourself in them days – and tells him to guard them with his life whilst he’s photoing them. What does he do? Goes to his boss and what does his boss do? Goes to the coppers. Next thing she’s at Bow Street. She was fined a tenner and ten quid costs and she undertook not to publish what had been in the documents.

She may have been an exhibitionist but the cons worshipped her. Funny thing, she was just as keen to pros people as she was to save them from topping. One of the people she prossed was Lord Edward Montagu who worked for her for a bit. She’d won a few quid from her bookmaker and she said he’d been and taken a cheque of hers and cashed it for himself. He said she’d endorsed it to him but he went down. He doesn’t seem to have held it against her though because they seem to have become quite friendly later on.

Lord Edward Montagu was involved in a funny way in a murder case himself. It was one of those unsolved ones. A good one too – just like an Agatha Christie play. It was a few years before he became involved with Mrs Elst. What he was in them days was a film extra and he’d put up $200 along with a lot of people to go and film a travel documentary in the South Seas. The whole thing was being run by a man who calls himself Captain Walter Wanderwell and he was scamming them all. He’d been an enemy alien in the First World War when he’d had another name altogether. I can’t think right now what it was. Anyway in early December 1932 his Lordship and the Captain and the others are all on the boat which is moored at Los Angeles when a man puts his head through a porthole and asks where Wanderwell is. He’s told he’s in the saloon and the next thing there’s a shot and that’s the last of his wanderings.

Who did it? At this stage you can never say for certain but the chances are it was a fellow who’d been taken for his money by Wanderwell and dumped in Panama. He was identified as being the man who asked where the Captain was and he’d got a gun of the type that shot him but that was about it. He got a not guilty but when it come to it he was deported to Australia and was killed in the Second World War.

Another member of the family, Lord Montagu of Beaulieu, was involved in a case which started off a campaign to stop homosexuality being a crime. It was in 1953 it was. He and a couple of friends were charged with indecency. It had all come about when Montagu reported the loss of his camera and it somehow got turned around and he was in the dock. Then a couple of RAF servicemen said they’d been involved as well. The servicemen had been well at it with each other but the pros said Lord Montagu and his friends had lavished hospitality to seduce them. When it come to it the lavish hospitality seemed to be some cider and a meal cooked on a gas stove, which don’t seem that lavish to me. Anyway the jury convicted but when Lord Montagu and the others were being driven away to the nick the public gathered round the car and cheered them and booed the pros’s witnesses.

DOUBLE JEOPARDY

There was another fellow I remember. This was a fellow, Leonard Thomas, who’d been convicted of trying to kill his wife in 1949 and he got a seven. He’d stabbed her at their home in Chelsea. In them days you couldn’t be done for murder if the person you’d tried to do lived for more than a year and a day. That’s how Harry Roberts, who did the policemen in Shepherd’s Bush, was lucky. Previously he’d done a man who lasted the year and then died so Harry couldn’t swing for it. This fellow Thomas’s wife died inside the year and so he got put up for the murder. He said they couldn’t try him because he’d already been convicted of the same offence. Same circumstances but a different offence, said the judge, who was Devlin who tried that doctor Bodkin Adams and wrote a book about it. Made himself very unpopular over it he did – the book that is, not Thomas. Thomas was sentenced to death but he got reprieved and funnily he only served about five years. Not bad.

When it comes to it not a lot of Chaps were topped over work. Babe Mancini was one, and Harryboy Jenkins and Flossie Forsyth were a couple more. It was much more usual for straight people to swing but there was one back in 1928 when Frederick Stewart, who was a burglar, was hung. His game was sounding the drum, knocking on people’s doors of an afternoon and if there was a reply putting up a moody saying he was looking for so-and-so. It was going all right until a fellow in Pembridge Square come back and surprised him and Stewart shot the man with a gun he’d bought for an oxford. The man was looking through the glass panel of the front door and Stewart fired from the other side. He come a tumble because a copper remembered that he come from Warwick Mews and that afternoon when a woman had answered the door at another drum he’d said he was looking for Warwick Garage. The copper put two and two together and thought it was worth a spin and it was. Stewart said it was an accident but he drew that judge Avory and he might just as well have put his hands up, saved time.

Sometimes I sit in a coffee shop in Kingsway waiting for James Morton so we can discuss the book. I like to get there early and I get a corner seat so I can watch what’s going on. It’s got big plate glass windows and you can just about see all human life there is passing. One or two people recognise me and they wave or give a thumbs up and sometimes they’ll come in and ask me to sign my autograph on a paper napkin. There’s two things I think when I’m watching. One is how many people smoke despite being told its bad for their health. I can just about see Holborn Tube station from the coffee shop and the second people are off the forecourt they’re lighting up. The second is I rarely see a slim woman. You hardly ever saw a fat woman when I was young. Not unless they was getting on and they were boozers. There was no McDonald’s or Kentucky Chicken and all the others. There was Lyon’s Corner House and the fish and chip shop and the pie and mash and you couldn’t afford to go there very often even though it was cheap. Now it seems like Kingsway’s just wall-to-wall restaurants and cafés and takeaways. No wonder people’s fat. The young ones and all. And you see people eating in the street. When I was young if my mother had seen me eating in the street she’d have taken the food away and smacked me. It’s like these young women, and men for that matter, who comb their hair on the tube. If Eva had done that my mother would have thought it a terrible disgrace. Back in my time I remember an old lady turning to one woman and saying, ‘Don’t do that my dear. You may know what’s in your hair but we don’t.’ She wouldn’t have dared now. She’d have had her eye poked out with the comb. I know there aren’t so many nits about today but that’s not the point.

Back then to get a girl into trouble, as it was called, was a major offence and a shame. For her and you and the family. That’s why there were abortionists. They were almost always women, sturdy, a bit school-mistressy. You’d never sus them out, a bit severe. An ordinary woman would be too squeamish. Remember if it went wrong they was risking a murder charge and a certain five years for manslaughter. No home leaves then, no nothing.

It’s funny thinking back on how things and manners have changed. We wouldn’t have thought we was dressed unless we had a trilby on. And if you met some woman you took it off and kept it off until she sort of nodded to say you could put it back on again. I’m amazed sometimes when I watch the racing on the television and some man’s won a big trophy. He goes up to collect it and he never even takes his hat off to the woman who’s presenting it to him. It was even worse when they had the minute’s silence for the Queen Mother, some of the men, not just in the crowd, but those who should have known better didn’t take their hats off.

The coppers, detectives that is, was made to wear a hat in them days. You certainly wasn’t allowed in the CID without one even after the War. And good publicity it was too. There was a famous photograph of a copper, Beveridge it was, raising his hat before he made an arrest. It was a funny case, that was. Beveridge was the one who put a temporary stop to the war between Bill and Jack Spot and the Whites.

Anyway, the woman he raised his hat to was Florence Ransom and he did it in High Holborn. It was back in July 1940. She’d been the mistress of a man, Lawrence Fisher. He’d got a wife and a nineteen-year-old daughter and they lived in a village called Matfield near Tonbridge, whilst she and Lawrence lived on a farm in Oxfordshire. She kept things in the family because although Lawrence didn’t know it, her mother was the housekeeper and her brother Fred was the cowman.

One day she goes visiting the Fisher women and she takes a shotgun wrapped in brown paper with her. Since none of them came out alive except her and she wasn’t saying, it never come out how she got them into the orchard where she blew them away. The maid ran out hearing the shots and she got it as well. What Mrs R. didn’t realise was she’d dropped one of her white leather gloves and, since these things are usually family, it was only a matter of time before Beveridge took his hat off. She was found guilty, of course, but she got a reprieve and she ended up in Broadmoor.

I didn’t drive then. I’d had my brief taken away from me when I was sixteen out working with Patsy Lyons down King’s Cross way. I wasn’t even driving but I lost it for ten years and after that I never bothered. There used to be a juvenile court in the Euston Road at the old Friends’ Meeting House. We’d all go for our cases and wait in the hall discussing what we’d been up to. I remember there was one kid was going to get probation and he was asked if he was willing to do it. ‘Yes,’ he pipes, ‘but I don’t want to have Mr Smith supervise me.’ ‘Why ever not, Tommy?’ says the beak. ‘Because he makes me take me clothes off and dance on the table with only me boots on,’ says the kid. In those days people would think he was just a little liar but they’d take more notice now. Back then he probably lost his chance of probation and got detention.

I’ve never ever had a licence since, incredible though it may seem, and now I’ll never have one. It wasn’t until after I come out from the Spot slashing that I got a car, an automatic it was. Until then Jimmy, Eva’s husband, used to drive me. Once I’d got the car I drove all over the country with the gaming machines, and I must have been a good driver because I never got a pull and I never had even the smallest accident. I was never a wheelman though.

I think you’ve really got to be born a wheelman. People like Roy James, who was on the Train and one or two other top class jobs, or Danny Allpress were just naturals. Probably wheelmen’s fathers were often van drivers and they’d want a car of their own to go out with the family. That’s where the kids would learn. They’d probably nick Dad’s car and give it a spin round the block a few times. Don’t forget the streets was empty compared with today.

A top wheelman would work for up to five teams during his career. He’d have a reputation and firms would approach him. There weren’t a lot about. Even though the driver usually got a bit less than the others who actually did the job a lot of people was frightened of getting a five or a ten back then, prison was so hard. So a wheelman could pick and choose.

Down Kingsway towards the Aldwych there used to be the Stoll, big theatre it was. It got pulled down but there’s now the Peacock just round the corner. That’s been through a few names in its time. People could queue for the gallery and you could rent little stools for about sixpence so you didn’t have to stand whilst you waited. As far as I remember the big show at the Stoll was Kismet. Before the War though, Eva and me and another kid used to do a bit of a song and dance and get pennies and ha’pennies from the crowd. I remember one night, there waiting to go in was my eldest sister, Peggy, with her boyfriend who she married later. We saw her and give her a nod, saying she’d have to give us something otherwise we’d shame her by stopping and saying she belonged to us. Her husband joined the army and he stayed in after the War, did well and served his full twenty years. She’s still alive.

There used to be trams which ran in a tunnel under Kingsway down to the Embankment. When Jimmy Brindle, who went on to marry Eva, and me went over to see our Italian pals in Clerkenwell we’d often take his car down the tunnel. It was all right if there weren’t two trams in it. We’d have a few drinks in us and we’d be hooting and laughing but eventually we realised the authorities would be after us. We never drove through it after we’d been working. You might have to in an emergency but you was far too likely to get blocked because it was several hundred yards long. You can still see where it come up or went down, depending on which way you were going, just over the traffic lights at Holborn Station on the way to Southampton Row.
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BRIGHTON AND THE SOUTH

I WAS NEVER in Lewes Crown Court myself. Not in the dock, anyway. I’ve watched a few trials from the gallery and when I did a bit of work for Harry Rogers from Brighton all those years ago, like torching a rival bingo place in Eastbourne, I also had a look at a juror at the court. You only had to get hold of one in them days although you always tried for two as a sort of insurance.

The building itself is really pretty if you like that sort of thing. It’s in the High Street and just about opposite the hotel, The White Hart, and people reckoned that after the Old Bailey it had had some of the best cases in the country. One of them was Tony Mancini. No relation of the Tony Mancini who got done for topping Hubby Distleman in the Palm Beach during the War. This one was a bit before the War, in the ’30s. It all came on top because of someone leaving a body in a trunk at Brighton station. I’ve said before how I can’t understand how people think they’re going to get away with that sort of caper. It’s a bit like those mafia killings where they leave the body in the boot of a car at Miami airport. Two days later and it’s going to smell like anything. Of course you can’t do it at stations now with security. They don’t have lockers or a left luggage now for a start. But even when you could, and though it’s not as hot in Brighton as it is in Miami, it was going to get the stationmaster in soon enough.

What happened was a bit of bad luck for Tony. At the beginning of June 1934 someone went and left a trunk made out of plywood in the cloakroom at Brighton and by the middle of the month it had started to stink. They opened it, of course, and there was a woman’s body without a head and legs. Maybe that’s why they called it a trunk murder, just joking. They had that pathologist, Bernard Spilsbury, down to have a look and he decided it was a girl about 25 years old. A bit later they found her legs at King’s Cross station. There was about 700 women reported as missing at the time but they never managed to identify the girl. She’d been in the club so it could have been a boyfriend or a botched abortion, but why leave the body at the railway station?

Over the years there’s been quite a few heads rolling around. After Billy Moseley was killed in what they called the Torso case, his head turned up in a lavatory in Islington, during the trial I think it was. Then, a bit after Jimmy Waddington was killed in Romford over some trouble or other, someone chucked his head at the local nick one night. In New York, when the Westies killed someone in the bit they called Hell’s Kitchen, they took his head for a farewell tour of the bars giving it a drink and putting a cigarette in its mouth.

Anyway, as for Tony he’d kept the body of his brass, Violette Kaye, in a trunk at Kemp Street near the station. His story was that he’d come home and found her dead on the bed and since he’d got form he didn’t think anyone would believe him and he’d panicked and hid the body. He was defended by that brilliant brief Norman Birkett who told the jury to ‘Stand Firm’. When they give a not guilty, Birkett says to Tony ‘Go home and be a good boy to your mother’, which shows how soft some briefs can be even if they’re brilliant.

Years later, I met Tony in a club, in Brighton. His real name was Cecil Louis England and he had almost more aliases than I had Christmasses at home – Antoni Pirelli, Luigi Mancini, Hyman Gold and Jack Notyre were some of them. He was born in Newcastle back in 1908. He’d been on the fringes so to speak for years. I half remember he was mixed up with Darby Sabini and his mob at one time. He worked as a counterman and bouncer in pubs all over the place. I’m not sure he wasn’t a dancehall gigolo at some time either. A bit before he died he went and told some reporters he had actually killed the girl. He got a few quid for his story but I don’t hold with doing that. Keep your trap shut in cases like that is my motto. Up in the North there was a fellow a few years back got acquitted of killing a brass but he gets put away for something else. He’s another who can’t keep his trap shut; he tells a screw all about how he did it. They can’t do him for the murder again, but they did him for perverting the course of justice and he got a six.

The club where I met Tony was owned by Bud Flanagan of The Crazy Gang, on the front it was, near the derelict pier rather than the big one near the Aquarium. For the life of me I can’t think of its name at the present. Lovely place it was; lovely baby grand piano. Bud opened it just before the War – 1938 or 1939. It ran for years.

Over time you get a few women who stuff their leavings in trunks. They’ve usually had a bit of help though. One was the brass in Paris called Gabrielle Bompard. At the end of the nineteenth century she and her boyfriend killed one of her clients. He got topped and when she was released she became a bit of a celebrity, being invited to people’s boxes at the races and things, so idolising the likes of us is nothing new. Then a few years later there was a woman, Maria Goold, who did a woman in Monaco. This time her husband was helping her. They were about as incompetent as I was the time I did a smash and grab in Oxford Street just after the War and the car wouldn’t start. They thought they’d take the body to Marseilles and ship it to London. When they got there the body wasn’t just ripe, it was leaking blood. They both got a guilty but, when it come to it, she died of typhoid and he topped himself.

I suppose the most famous was that Winnie Judd who got known as The Tiger Woman in the 1930s. She did a couple of her girlfriends and went with their bodies from somewhere in Arizona to Phoenix. Made sure they arrived at their destination so to speak. Same as the Goolds in the South of France, someone noticed the trunks were leaking. She was going to be topped but they reckoned she was insane. I read she was released a few years ago.

I’ve written about Brighton before and how it was an open town with that Chief Constable Ridge who rode on a white horse up and down the promenade. He. was a good drinker and he’d be in the clubs with the best of them. I remember there was a Chief Constables’ meeting in Brighton one year and Ridge had a whole lot of them in a club where I was, all of us having a drink together. Didn’t do me no harm.

But Brighton wasn’t too good for a number of people I’ve known. Alf Gerard was one. He died down there when he was on the run. He’d been a good man in his time; a good crook and a good cook and if you was in a spot he was one to have at your back. Funnily, like so many of us he wasn’t a tall man, just a big one. For a time he had a restaurant, The Blue Plaice, south of the river. There’s so many stories about how he died – cirrhosis is one of them and that he choked on a lobster is another. I like the second one better.

Then there was Alan Brown. He didn’t die down there but he just about signed his warrant. He didn’t turn up from release and when he was found down in Brighton at Britannia Court it was with what they said was the biggest haul of amphetamines they’d found so far.

People who say the death penalty stopped killing is mostly wrong, I reckon. I suppose there’s an argument, and as a rule we didn’t go out with guns on a job, so I suppose to that extent they’re right, but take
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A sketch of Charlie Peace by Frank Lockwood (Topham)
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Eddie Chapman, safecracker turned spy, looking through a newspaper (Topham)
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Archibald Hall: the butler killer (Topham)

[image: Image Missing]

Peter Manuel on the closing day of his trial for 8 murders (Hulton Archive)
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Dennis Stafford – the first celebrity amongst us? – and his wife Pat (Hulton Archive)
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‘Roy the Cat’ – an excellent burglar in his day. I knew him and his brother who was in Wandsworth with me during the war.
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Arthur Thompson’s Glasgow – his ‘ranch’ . . .
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 . . . the Barrowlands dance hall . . .
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 . . . and the Provanmill Inn, where his funeral was held.
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Me, a little more comfortable now.
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Me outside Lincoln Prison with a couple of well-wishers.
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The forbidding entrance to Dartmoor Prison as I remember it (Topham)
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A prisoner on the security wing at Durham (Topham)
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Barbed-wire encloses the exercise yard at Durham (Hulton: Keystone)
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Drug detection dogs have their work cut out for them at Barlinnie Jail in Glasgow (Topham)
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Inside the security wing at Parkhurst on the Isle of Wight (Topham)
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Outside the security block at Parkhurst (Hulton Archive)
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