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David Teale: groomed by the twins, controlled by threats, falsely imprisoned by the State for his ‘own protection’ as younger brother of Kray-informer Bobby. Turns out that’s only half the story.

David first met the Krays when he was seventeen years old. He was drawn into London’s underworld, and became Ronnie’s reluctant foot soldier, driver, errand boy. He was close to murder, and witnessed menaces and the increasingly psychotic behaviour of the most feared men in gangster land.

Unbeknown to David, his brother Bobby had bravely turned informer at great risk to his own safety and that of his brothers. That had its own consequences. But why, when the police were being furnished with eye-witness statements, from an impeccable source, were they seemingly incapable of bringing the twins to justice? The Krays were untouchable.

After tireless research through newly released documents in the National Archives, and piecing previously classified information together with his own, first-hand knowledge of the time, David Teale uncovers the shocking new truth, revealed in this book for the first time.

David’s story rewrites history.
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A SHORT GLOSSARY






away in prison

bell on telephone tap

Bringing Down the Krays book by my brother Bobby, written with the help of Alfie and myself, published in 2012

C.1 Scotland Yard Central Office

C.8 Flying Squad

C.11 Scotland Yard Criminal Intelligence Department (sometimes ‘branch’ or ‘bureau’)

carpet prison sentence

chemmy chemin-de-fer gambling card game

chiv razor

CIA Central Intelligence Agency (US)

CRO Criminal Record Office

D Branch MI5 counterespionage

D4 MI5 agent-running section of D Branch

DCS Detective Chief Superintendent

DI Detective Inspector

’dilly gay clubland round Piccadilly Circus, London

DPP Director of Public Prosecutions

DS Detective Sergeant

form criminal record

GPO General Post Office (ran UK telephone system)

pony £25

spieler illegal gambling club

tool gun






INTRODUCTION

Things happen in your life which it might seem better to forget, so why should I want to go back to that terrifying time as a young man in London when I was involved with the Krays?

I was about seventeen years old when I first met Ronnie Kray. I’d meet his twin brother Reggie a little later. My older brother, Alfie, had been introduced to Ronnie by his gay friend, ‘Mad’ Teddy Smith. He’d been nicknamed that way for his habit of getting off his head and his reputation for being a bit of a tearaway. Some accounts say he was in Broadmoor special hospital for a while when he was just a kid. I never knew that.

Teddy had been topped by Ronnie sometime in 1967. At least that’s what the police were putting around through the underworld at the time when I myself was in prison. More about Teddy later …

For five years of my young life I had been around but never on ‘the Firm’. I’d done the driving, run little errands. I wish from the bottom of my heart that it had happened differently. My involvement with the murderous twins would cause years of pain to those I loved. And it still causes me deep pain today.

One way of dealing with bad past experiences is to go back into them. That’s what I and my brothers, Alfie and Bobby Teale, did a few years back. Some of what follows has been told in our book, Bringing Down the Krays, put together by the three of us when we were reunited in 2010 after a very long time apart. It told the story of how Bobby had been an informer inside the Firm. Alfie and I didn’t know. A corrupt policeman exposed him to the twins. Years before, in summer 1966, the three of us had gone to prison in a ‘get-the-Teales-off the-streets’ operation of which, at the time, I had no comprehension.

Someone high up decided the way to keep we three brothers alive was to put us on trial as blackmailers (‘demanding money with menaces’, it was called) and find us all guilty. We went to prison. When we were all released, Bobby disappeared.

We assumed he must be dead.



***

I’d begun this journey of discovery with a bit of a problem: I could not read or write. Then, a few years into the new century, I started helping people with drugs problems. I had never been into drugs myself, but I knew some who were, including within my own close family. It was while taking someone to a support meeting that I first met a woman called Lally who later helped me learn to read and write.

Lally was an addiction counsellor but was there as much to support the carers as the addicts. So when Lally asked me if I had ever had any help myself, I found myself telling her my whole life story.

During the course of our conversations I told her about my childhood, my brothers Alfie and Bobby, and our association with the Krays – the twins from East London who had been so notorious in my young life and who, long after, still seemed to have a terrifying fascination.

Lally was amazed and told me, ‘Dave, you have got to write a book.’ It was then that I confided in her that I could not read or write. She told me to get a laptop and that she would recommend an adult literacy class. She also asked me where Bobby was. I said we’d been told many years back that he was dead, although I had never really accepted this was true. Lally also told me to start going to the library, where I learned how to use my new laptop – the internet was really getting going by now.

My life wasn’t much at the time, it had dwindled to a one-room bedsit in the Caledonian Road in north London. My smart clothes, of which I had always been so proud, now hung on a sad metal clothes rail; expensive suits on plastic hangers with Italian shoes stacked beneath acted as an incentive to try harder.

From the moment I signed up to join the reading class, my life started to change. Although functionally illiterate (how bad does that sound?), I had in the past been a very capable man and successful in business. As a result, I had at times in my life been comfortably off.

The kids in the class showed me a new thing called ‘Facebook’. Lally suggested I put up a post – ‘looking for Bobby’ – giving my own name but not much else. So, sitting in my bedsit, I did just that.

No response.

I said to Alfie that we were going to do this, that we were going to find our missing brother and, as Lally said, we must write a book.

So, I went back into my Facebook account:


David Teale. Looking for Bobby.



I tapped the words in carefully with one finger.

He replied.



***

That Bobby was alive at all was amazing enough, that we got our story out into the world in the shape of a successful book in 2012 (it was a Sunday Times bestseller) was a fabulous bonus. That our book went against a big part of the standard Kray ‘legend’ (I hate that description) did not seem to matter. There was a wall of accounts out there already – books, websites, TV documentaries – but they seemed to feed off each other, with gaps and time shifts that didn’t make sense. Same with films. We brothers, although not named, had been dismissed as cowards and rent-boy blackmailers in one much-filmed book. Well, we’re not.

But score-settling is not why I wanted to write this new and very different book. It is not for revenge or retribution. The time for all that has long passed and many who were involved are now dead anyway. But I would like someone just once to say: ‘David, we are sorry, sorry that we could not tell you all this at the time, and sorry for what happened to you as a result.’ But nobody was going to do that until I myself had made some more discoveries.

Well, I have done.

Lots of discoveries.

If this was a movie franchise, I suppose it would be described as the ‘prequel’. It seemed the book we’d written as brothers needed a top-to-bottom shakedown to make sense of what I’d discovered since it first appeared. And I had found out lots in the meantime. Now sort of literate, I could find my way round the internet, access online databases and newspaper libraries and, very important, as it would turn out, get into the UK National Archives in south-west London.

I began to dig. There were tons of boxes of documents, hundreds of witness statements. I found statements by myself and my brothers, our wives and our mother, our neighbours, the telephone man (you can’t say they weren’t thorough!) taken down in that epic of detective work that brought the twins to justice. I found my name in Ronnie Kray’s address book (some interesting names in there), seized as evidence when he was arrested in that famous Yard swoop.

Hundreds of Kray files are closed, thousands of pages. Some of our story remains secret. The file on our trial was closed for a hundred years. I’d been told at the start I must prove that I’m dead and so are my brothers before anyone could see it. Then after a long campaign, a fragment was released to me, giving the name of the judge, the prosecuting counsel and the name of the bank on which the ‘cheque’ we were alleged to have extracted by ‘menaces’ was drawn. But more stuff has been coming out. In 2015 a Security Service (MI5) file on a prominent politician of the time was released at the National Archives. It was heavily censored (‘redacted’) but still fascinating. In fact, other than the spooks, I had known most of the people in it. It took me ages to work out what was going on, but with help, I did.

I had lots of wider questions. Why did so many investigations into the twins fail and fail again? What was really happening on the outside during the two weeks of mayhem in my north London flat, with my wife and young family, when the Krays and half the Firm took it over, straight after the Cornell killing in the Blind Beggar pub?

The siege of Moresby Road, for that’s what it was, seemed to have been written out of every published account. It was as if we had never existed. I went looking for answers and, piece by piece, a deeper truth began to surface.

I myself in my young life had seen lots of men behaving badly but I was totally clueless about anything to do with spies or politicians. But so too had been most everybody else. This is what I discovered: the Firm was being informed on from within, but it was not to help bring the most notorious gang in British criminal history to justice (that’s what my brother Bobby was trying to do), it was to keep it going. The Krays were being used by MI5 to keep a watch on the sexual adventures of establishment figures.

In one key episode, the UK government’s cover-up of a scandal (there’d been a big sigh of relief when that seemed to go away) was about to be exposed by the sexual partner of both Ronnie Kray and a leading politician. A 25-year-old croupier at a gambling club, he lived in the same block of flats as my mum and dad. He was going to ‘go to the newspapers’. It was the eve of a general election. The Home Secretary was informed of the danger.

The politician got Ronnie to ‘threaten him [the croupier] that it would not be a good thing to do or say anything …’

I had been on the end of Ronnie’s threats: you did as you were told.

The original cover-up had been very clever. Everyone in power knew about it. But in politics, so I’m told, it’s the exposure of the cover-up that brings down the House of Cards. Thanks to Ronnie Kray, that didn’t happen – he was acting as enforcer in the secret service of the state.

All that came from the file released at the National Archives in 2015. It explained where the information was coming from, an unnamed ‘mole’ in the Firm. The spooks referred to whoever it was simply as ‘Source’.

‘We are particularly anxious to protect Source from the threat of savage reprisals if he were blown,’ so one inside note said. ‘Source’ was a ‘self-confessed homosexual whose information has proved generally reliable in the past’, it was said. And it looks like someone kept a cover story going for years afterwards.

Whoever it was must have been very brave, very stupid or must have done a deal that was beyond anyone’s sight. But who was he? Well, I worked it out. In fact, at one very dangerous time for me, he might just have saved my life.

It needed to be someone who was there at almost every meeting, who the Krays would not suspect. During the Hideaway episode, for example, when I was ordered by the twins’ older brother Charlie Kray to carry messages from Ronnie in HMP Brixton to put the frighteners on his accuser.

Who smashed up the place? ‘Mad’ Teddy did. That court case collapsed.

And after the raid on a flat above an east London barber’s shop, where the Firm had moved to after leaving my house, guess who was nicked in there with them? ‘Mad’ Teddy was. He walked free after that. The Cornell murder inquiry just stopped. Then, in early 1967, six months after we’d been lifted from the streets, ‘Mad’ Teddy disappeared.

And so now I know the answer. I can name the Security Service’s informant within the Kray Firm. Join me on the journey and I’ll show you why it was Edward ‘Mad Teddy’ Smith.
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PART I




1

THE EARLY DAYS

I was thirteen years of age and I thought I was big. Nicking stuff was a way of proving it. Mum was skint and needed to go to hospital.

I was stealing from gas meters, breaking into shops, round the back, getting up and down drainpipes. I’d go out about ten o’clock at night when I knew the police on the beat were changing over. I was completely fearless.

The best thing to steal was cigarettes, they were like money, but I got caught selling them. So, I was charged with break-ins, lots of them. The first time I got two years’ probation for stealing sixty-one shillings from a gas meter. Then I did it again.

This was Southend in the early fifties, hardly a hotbed of villainy, but I was a teenage crime wave just on my own. Our family was poor, but not so poor as some. Dad had run a greyhound track before the war – he even had a car and chauffeur, so my older brother Alfie told me.

There’d once been a big mock-Tudor house in Chingford, Essex, but that was all long gone when I came along. I’d been a small kid in London, Holborn, in central London, the middle one of seven kids. We had two floors of an old house in Millman Street, off the Gray’s Inn Road. There were big red trolleybuses rolling up and down to Red Lion Square, where they turned around to head back into the East End. We never went there – why would anyone want to? The streets were all grey and brown, peeling paint, broken windows, lots of bombsites.

I’d gone to primary school, St Joseph’s RC in Covent Garden. It was run by nuns. School was rubbish – it was just about religion. We often bunked off or were late. We’d bring flowers from Covent Garden market to stop ourselves from getting the cane from the nuns if we were late. Then, when I was about eleven, Dad shuffled off somewhere. Mum brought us to live in Southend, Essex. She did what she could to stay afloat.

Well, Dad had another family living in Chingford, so we’d find out. It was the subject of a lot of arguments between my parents. His other wife’s name was Alice. He had other children too although I don’t know how many.

We would all help out any way we could. Mum did the odd cleaning job but with seven children to look after and very little money coming in she needed all the help she could get. When she needed to go into hospital for a gynaecological operation, a result of her many years of childbearing, our financial situation became pretty dire. Well, a few stolen fags might help.

My parents didn’t care that I wasn’t learning to read or write, all Mum was bothered about was getting enough money for food and coal on the fire and making a stew to last three days out of a bacon joint.

There were seven of us kids – our oldest sister Eileen, Alfie, Bobby, then me – David. Then along came George, Paul and Jane. Because Eileen was that much older, and girls weren’t allowed in our gang, Alfie, Bobby and me were always the closest. We all loved one another, but because the youngest three came so much later, we were almost more like two separate families.

I hated school the few times I was there mainly because I just couldn’t understand what I was being taught. Since I learned how to read and write, I’ve discovered I’m dyslexic. There was no concept of that back then when I was a kid, but at the time I just thought, and everybody told me, that I must be stupid.

My brilliant idea was to go out ‘screwing’ (thieving from shops). Shops in those days were secure at the front, but easy to get into round the back, so I would shin up the drainpipe and get in. First time I did it, I got twenty pounds from a petty cash box. I took it straight to Mum in hospital. The police were not very fit and would usually only blow their whistles if they saw me so I could run fast and get away. It was easy.

Inevitably I was caught by the police selling cigarettes that I’d stolen. I had to appear in the juvenile court in Southend, returning a week later for psychiatric reports. My whole family were there, Mum crying and – he’d turned up – Dad looking stern. It was going quite well for me, I thought. I expected to perhaps get probation or at worst a few months in Borstal.

Next thing I was locked in a room, terrified about what was going to happen to me, while the magistrates, two women and a man, went off and had their lunch. Then they called me back in and said, ‘We’re giving you three years in an approved school.’ They took me to the Redhill Remand Centre in Surrey for assessment. The following morning, I was taken to a room containing a desk with pens, pencils and paper. About ten minutes later, some doctor came to see me in a white coat and gave me tests to do with a pile of bricks and a pencil and paper.

‘You alright, Teale?’ he asked.

He told me to write my name down and said he would come back and see me a few minutes later. When I told him I couldn’t write, he told me to just attempt it. This routine continued with the occasional question about my childhood for the next week before I was finally transferred by car to Red House Farm School, Buxton, Norwich. I was now known only as ‘Number 75’.

I’d never been to Norfolk before and couldn’t understand the accent at all. Almost the first thing I was told by the other boys was ‘We don’t like Londoners’ – Southend counted as Cockney for them.

We normally slept in a long dormitory but when I came back from running away, and I would do that at every opportunity, I was put in a locked room, like a cell, for a couple of days. I was trying to run away all the time and I always got caught.

The worst thing about being confined like that was what we called ‘the night people’. A man coming in and coming up close to me, touching my legs first and then more intimately. I soon realised that joining the boxing club was my only way out, both as a means of taking care of myself and providing me with an opportunity of getting up to London.

In the end I served just over two years. I got to Liverpool Street Station, in summer 1959, with my few possessions in a small bag and made my way to 41 Theberton Street, in Islington, north London, where my family now lived.

No one made much fuss of me even then, apart from Alfie and Mum, looking up with a sort of ‘Oh, it’s you’ when I walked in. To be fair, probably the youngest ones barely even remembered me.

Now sixteen, I had changed from a child to a young man while I’d been away. Mum and Dad had by this time opened a club. We lived upstairs but the shop on the ground floor and the basement had been made into a nice bar. The police passed it and it got a licence off Islington Council. It was called the Theberton Club.

I suppose it had been a natural move for Dad to try and remake the family fortune this way – he was always a showman and Mum loved a bit of glamour. The club was her stage and she was the star in the spotlight up at the bar. Soon, I was working for them as their doorman, cleaner, washer-upper and eventually barman.

You could make good money from clubs in those days. To run one, you just had to find some premises, get a drink licence off the council. You couldn’t run a club unless you gave a bung (bribe) to the police or they’d close you down. So that’s what my dad did, all the time, in order to stay open. Then there was the little matter of keeping out undesirables. Not just drunks or mugs, but anyone who fancied a slice of the takings. It was called ‘protection’. Once upon a time protection had been extorted by the ‘race-track gangs’ of pre-war infamy. My dad knew all about those and turning over street bookmakers for a ‘pension’. Now it was clubs. You couldn’t get the police to scare them off because more often than not they were on the take too. Anyone who had their own reason not to involve the police – the straight coppers, that is – then their business could be got at.

Clubs were everything in London at the time, the way the laws on prostitution, strip joints and gambling were changing. Everything was changing. The old criminals were in for a kicking – and the Met didn’t have a clue what was about to hit them.

One old-time Yard operator realised what was coming. His name was Tommy Butler and, a little later, he would become world-famous as the copper who went after the Great Train Robbers. He would also, as it happens, have a very big impact on the fate of us Teale brothers.

That was all to come.

Meanwhile, I was helping to run the bar at the Theberton, getting tips, being treated as a grown-up. I loved it, knocking around with geezers that bit older, getting a bit of respect even if I was still just a kid. It was hilarious, most of the time.

One of the funniest customers was a friend of Alfie’s who he’d met in wicked Soho. His name was Teddy Smith and he was always joking, always doing impressions. Give him a stage and he’d start doing Al Jolson numbers.

As I remember, Teddy looked a bit like Robert Wagner, the actor – smartly dressed, muscular and fit-looking, with a mass of thick curly hair. But it was his self-confidence that you noticed first. He had a kind of swagger about him that marked him out from the rest.

He was seven years older than Alfie, with the usual string of youthful petty theft convictions – stealing bikes, shop breaking, that sort of thing. Aged eighteen, he’d been sent down at the Central Criminal Court for armed robbery with a revolver. That was heavy.

I’d get to know him well. He was the most charming, funniest, most entertaining thug you could ever meet.




2

DOWN THE DOUBLE R

All of a sudden, it’s the sixties and, just as music, clothes and everything else is going to be shaken all over, so too is crime. In 1960 Detective Superintendent Tommy Butler, aged forty-eight, was high up in C.8 Branch, the famous ‘Flying Squad’. That May, he wrote up a long memorandum about ‘The Twins’, as he called them, the up-and-coming criminal power in the East End of London.

I found it in the National Archives when I was looking for my own story. It explained a lot. The recent changes in the law, and more changes to come, would give the new villains on the block the opportunity of a lifetime. They were, of course, the Krays.

There had been a complaint from a firm of solicitors that their clients, Reginald and Ronald Kray of 178 Vallance Road, Stepney, E2, had been ‘followed and observed by members of the police force. Both our clients emphatically deny they are involved in any criminal offences whatsoever.’ The Commissioner wanted Mr Butler’s reaction.

The twins were always moaning like this. They always would. They’d get solicitors, vicars, fashionable writers, lords, whoever, to complain that the police were harassing them. One early rumour that would not go away was that the police were going to ‘arrest Mr Ronald Kray for indecency on some homosexual offence so as to humiliate him’.

Mr Butler got very indignant. He had harsh words too for the twins’ elder brother, Charles James Kray. He gave the Commissioner (it also went to the Home Office) a long report.

The Krays ran the ‘Double R Club’, it said, a drinking club that was a ‘sink of iniquity, which nurtured both convicted criminals and the many degraded, lower-class newspaper reporters looking for colour and atmosphere for rubbishy news stories’ (well, somebody’s got to do it). Whatever Mr Butler might have thought, the Double R was in fact becoming a stop-off on trendy safaris to the East End for advertising people, film starlets, and TV directors looking for locations. Soho seemed to be flocking there, if not Mayfair. Perhaps that made Mr Butler especially cross. London was changing and so too was crime.

Reggie first opened the club in May 1957. I never saw it myself, but my older brother Alfie did. Our whole adventure, if that’s what it was, began there. More of that later …

The name of course was a tribute to Reggie’s twin, to the two of them. Back then, Ronnie had been away. He’d been sentenced to three years for wounding with intent after a rumble with a rival mob in Stepney the previous year. Reggie got off. The judge said the Krays had ‘turned a respectable part of the East End into an abyss of brutality’.

How would they tell the difference?

Halfway through his sentence Ronnie had been transferred on prison doctor’s orders to Long Grove mental hospital in Epsom, Surrey, from where, with Reggie’s help, he had managed to abscond in early summer 1958. He’d switched with his identical twin who was down there on a visit. It was a big news story. Lots of pictures of them as boxers – I think they got a taste for it. Reggie told the Daily Herald: ‘He was in the locked ward with no normal people to talk to. Now he’s as normal as you and me.’

The reporter’s name on that story was Norman Lucas. Mr Lucas (he’d go on to the Sunday Mirror as their crime correspondent) pops up more than once in what I have to say. On one occasion, he would try and buy the David Teale story, but I said no.

Ronnie had holed up in a big, four-berth caravan in Suffolkfn1 (Reggie had driven it there, two weeks before) discreetly hidden on a farm near Sudbury owned by an insurance fraudster and arsonist called Geoffrey Allen, who my brother Bobby would encounter on his own.

Teddy Smith had been in on the breakout mission and fetched and carried for his big mate Ronnie when he was in hiding,fn2 although he didn’t exactly boast about it to anyone. More about Teddy in a minute.

Ronnie would make phantom midnight visits from his hidey-hole to the Double R to be greeted with general hilarity, but he was becoming increasingly paranoid. His companion-in-hiding, Teddy Smith, sensed danger. On Teddy’s urging, Reggie drove Ronnie to Vallance Road, the Kray family stronghold in Bethnal Green, in the boot of a car apparently. In the end, the police were told where to find him.

He went back to Long Grove for a period, responded to medication and was sent back to prison, Wandsworth this time. Then, after a few weeks more, Ronnie had been returned to society in spring 1959 to do what he did best, scare people. As Mr Butler was discovering from his snooping round the East End, Ronald Kray was ‘certainly mentally unstable to put it at the very least’, so he said in his report of May 1960.

So back to what Mr Butler had to say then. The Krays had perfected the ‘protection technique’ and the ‘keystones of their confederacy are intimidation and violence’, he wrote. ‘East End billiard hall owners, publicans and café proprietors are already in the twins’ thrall and their operation will spread.’ He was right about that.

‘Nobody will talk about it.’

He was right about that too.

The detective described how the twins had built what he called a ‘formidable criminal association’ with the Nash firm, the brothers out of Clerkenwell, by intimidating prosecution witnesses during the just concluded murder trial of one of the Nash family, leading to his acquittal.

It was ‘a verdict that would enhance their already widespread villainous reputation’, he said. That Nash connection would prove important in our story.

Old-time Mr Bigs, like Jack Spot and Billy Hill, still tried to stay on top – while the police tried to stay on top of the old villains any way they could. Back in 1956, Billy Hill had had his phone tapped on Home Office authority. They were looking for corrupt coppers, naturally enough. When that came out in public, there was a big political row. Who was allowed to tap phones and why? There were questions in Parliament and a special inquiry. After that, phone snooping by the ‘authorities’ went all secret again.

A word about Billy Hill, who my dad knew well. He was the first British celebrity criminal – always in the papers (although he tried his best not to be, unlike the Krays). At the end of his career, he seemed to think what he did was like a public service. He told the People newspaper one time:


I have cleaned out the protection racketeers from the West End. Today there is not one club or spieler or cafe under the cosh. And the wicked gang battles, chivvings and beatings that gave Soho its bad name are a thing of the past.



Not for long.

That was the ‘King of the Underworld’ talking in 1954, the same year that a few threats had been enough for the then 21-year-old Kray twins to win control of their first business venture, the Regal Billiard Hall in Stepney, east London. One day, they had just walked in and taken over. It got a reputation as a place where a newly released prisoner could find a bit of gainful employment. That had been the start of the ‘Firm’.

Butler was looking forward, not back, in his 1960 report:


The licensing laws are at present an open invitation to criminals to enrich themselves. They do this by dictating which girls work at which club, who is employed as doorman, and the protection method.



And there was more:


The Street Offences Act [enacted the summer before, outlawing soliciting in public]fn3 has greatly increased the importance of clubs as gathering places for prostitutes.



That was obvious across London, across every British city.

And:


Looking into the not too distant future, it is safe to assume that in addition to these establishments, criminals will batten onto betting shops if the proposed betting billfn4 is made law.



It could have been a business plan for the twins’ expanding operations.


The same comments apply to these private gambling parties and striptease parties which are increasingly becoming a feature of West End and suburban life.



Maybe not so much in genteel Barnes, south-west London, where bachelor Tommy lived quietly with his old mum. Apparently, he liked to read Westerns.

Everything Mr Butler predicted would come true.

Well, I wouldn’t see it myself, not yet anyway, because as the sixties dawned, I had decided to go to the other side of the world. It was a big laugh at the club, but I wanted to get away. One day, a friend of Teddy Smith’s came up the club with him on Alfie’s invitation. This friend had a fantastic tan and when I asked him where he’d got it, he told me he’d been to Australia, working for the P&O shipping line.

I asked my cousin Bertie whether he’d be interested in joining me on a trip to Australia as Alfie wasn’t interested. We went to the City and got the application forms. A week later, I had a letter to confirm I was on. We were going on the RMS Orion to Australia. Our mission was to deliver British emigrants to various ports along the coast and to return via Bombay.

Thinking I was going on some sort of holiday, I got all my best suits and shirts on hangers and arrived at the ship with Bertie at the appointed time. He was given a job washing up. I was told that someone would come back and sort me out, but as they didn’t, I got myself all dressed up and went for a stroll around the deck and to the bar with the other passengers.

Well, that didn’t last long so I was put in the dining hall to start – setting tables for lunch. I hadn’t the slightest idea how to do this (we’d hardly used knives and forks at home) so instead I paid the head waiter to do it for me.

After that, we travelled all over Australia for the next three months. On the way back, we got logged once or twice for shouting, ‘Abandon ship! This is the captain speaking,’ and terrifying all the passengers whenever we were bored. I took over the bingo.

I came back with more money than I had when I went out.

When I got home, Mum and Dad’s club was doing just fine. And that was with just an all-day alcohol licence. Everyone used to drink there. Small-time crooks, big-time villains, shopkeepers, stallholders from Chapel Market around the corner, coppers from Upper Street nick, the lot. It soon got very crowded, so my parents moved around the corner to a bigger place they called the ‘Tudor Club’. I don’t know why they chose that name. Above a clothes shop called ‘Sandy Scott’ in Upper Street, a bit beyond Islington Green, it was three storeys with a big bar on the first floor, half-timbered with oak beams like a country inn and a flat at the top where the family lived.

Alfie had by now moved out of Upper Street and was living back in Millman Street, Holborn. The East End was never his patch. If he had a real home anywhere it was in Soho. Once he’d discovered it, he’d made it his own. He got in with some serious Soho drinkers like the club owner Muriel Belcher (who ran the Colony Room and called everyone ‘Cunty’, a term of endearment), the painter Francis Bacon and the actor John Hurt.

Sometime in the autumn of 1959 he’d been having a drink in Jack Murray’s Club, opposite the Freight Train in Berwick Street. Murray’s was quite a place, very fashionable, members only, it was where high society went for a bit of excitement (too exclusive for me, but not so much for Alfie). Christine Keeler and Mandy Rice-Davies worked there. But that night it was completely dead when who should walk in around eight o’clock but his new friend, Teddy Smith. One day he’d tell me all about it.

So that evening Teddy suggested to Alfie going to a club in the East End owned by some friends of his. The East End? Did people really choose to go there?

‘What’s it called, this club?’ Alfie had asked.

‘It’s the Double R, run by Ronnie and Reggie Kray,’ Teddy replied.

Alfie had just about heard of them and he knew they were powerful. He’d been an old friend of Micky Falco, the son of a big Italian family who lived in Clerkenwell. They’d known one another since childhood, even though Micky had gone to St Peter’s Catholic primary in Clerkenwell and Alfie had, like me, gone to St Joseph’s in Macklin Street, Covent Garden.

One day, Micky pulled up in a big car as Alfie was walking along the street and told him: ‘You’d better be careful. You’ve got the Firm after you for giving Flash Harry a slap, he’s one of theirs.’

The way Alfie remembered it, Flash Harry, one of the local hoodlums, used to hang around the West End – a Mod before there were any. He wasn’t a proper villain but he thought he was and styled himself that way, bragging about who he was mates with.

‘What’s this Firm?’ Alfie wanted to know.

‘They’re called the Kray twins and everyone is frightened of them,’ Micky told him.

There’d been stories about the Krays, of course – rumours, bits of gossip. They were quite a bit older than us Teales and had some sort of club in the Mile End Road. Alfie was scared about meeting Ronnie at the Double R because he thought it was about that Flash Harry business and he was going to get hurt. In fact, it wasn’t. ‘Mad’ Teddy Smith was just trying to get Alfie alongside Ronnie because he was young and good-looking.

Could he risk it? The way Alfie had heard it, there was always stuff going on around the Krays, mischief-making, a punch-up or fight – from which the twins would never once come out as the losers, so it was said. They’d been in and out of the nick. Then there was an older brother, too – Charlie Kray. He was married. The twins still lived with their old mum and dad in Bethnal Green.

Alfie was intrigued. He’d go. So, he and Teddy Smith jumped in a black cab and headed for the Mile End Road – and went into what looked like a grimy old tube station. In fact, it had been a disused shop. But when they got inside it was a palace, all red flock wallpaper and chandeliers, exquisitely dressed-up men and women, waiters in bow ties mincing around the tables.

Reggie had said from the start he wanted the Double R to be the ‘finest drinking club the East End has ever known’. He wanted smart people; Ronnie’s heavier chums were not so welcome. Charlie Kray had expanded the business, it was doing nicely. But now Ronnie, released from Wandsworth on that wounding with intent charge, was back on the outside. And this time Reggie was away. As Tommy Butler said in that report: ‘On 10 April 1959 Reginald Kray was sentenced at the Central Criminal Court to eighteen months having been convicted of demanding £100 with menaces from a Finchley shopkeeper’ (it’s complicated). His accomplice, a fraudster called Daniel Shay, was accused of running a ‘Chicago style protection racket’ (newspapers were beginning to love that phrase). He got three years; Ronnie was not mentioned at the trial.

The ‘menaces’ charge was big at the time.fn5 Police could bring it with nothing more than verballing, no forensic, no corroborating evidence. Nice and quick. Very popular down the nick, it became a class thing – who were you going to believe? There was a whole lot of menacing going on.

But it was Ronnie who was Teddy’s special friend. And the Double R was his and his alone that night. As Alfie stood there, taking it all in, Teddy said to him: ‘Come on, I’ll introduce you to Ronnie.’

Alfie nodded. ‘Yeah, I don’t mind. Let’s go over.’ So, they walked into the main room of the club and there, at the centre of it all, sitting at the bar, was Ronnie Kray.

Ronnie was six years older than Alfie. Heavily built, with a fleshy, sensual face, he was dressed in a navy-blue mohair suit. He was sitting half-turned so he could see the people coming.

Ronnie looked ‘’eavy’, so Alfie thought. ‘Cor, ’ere we go … he’s as big as a house, better be nice to him.’ Ronnie was observing everything and everyone in the club. He kept staring hard at Alfie: ‘He’s either going to kiss me or hit me,’ my brother was thinking.

Ronnie announced to the people around him at the club: ‘He’s a nice boy.’

Then he asked him, ‘Would you like a drink?’

Alfie asked for a gin and tonic.

Ron asked Alfie where he lived. He replied that he came from Holborn.

‘Ooh, ’Olborn! It’s nice round there, isn’t it?’ he said. The voice was high coming out of such a big body, but not overly effeminate. Alfie told him that our mother had recently opened a club called the Tudor in Islington and he said: ‘Got a club, eh? I’d love to go there and meet her. Get him another drink. You’re smart, very smart, you must come here again.’

Alfie said he had a brother, Bobby. Ronnie stared even harder at him.

‘What’s the address of this club?’

‘Sixty-six Upper Street.’

‘What’s the phone number?’

Alfie told him.

‘You got a phone at home as well?’ He scrawled the numbers on a beermat.

Alfie was flattered. He was smart, despite having left school at fourteen and getting a job as a butcher’s boy. Like me, he’d grown up fast and had found quicker ways to make money than cycling round Holborn delivering lamb chops. By now he was making proper money fly-pitching, selling jewellery out of a suitcase on the street. Alfie had been expecting it. Very soon he got a call.

‘I thought I’d phone you up because I’d like you to come over to my house in Vallance Road and meet my mum and dad,’ said Ron. ‘You’ll like my mum and dad.’

Alfie said: ‘OK, Ron. What time?’

‘Come over early,’ he replied. ‘I’ve got a bit of running about to do later.’

The next morning, Alfie drove over to Vallance Road, parked his car – a big Humber with a long bonnet – around the corner and knocked on the door. The twins’ mum, Violet, answered the door and greeted him warmly.

‘Oh, you must be Alfie! Ron is over at the bath-house [in Cheshire Street, there was no bath in Vallance Road] right now but he’ll be back in ten minutes,’ she said. ‘Come in and wait in the kitchen and I’ll make you a nice cup of tea.’

Alfie went into the kitchen and saw about ten or fifteen white shirts, all immaculately ironed, hanging up on an old-fashioned indoor drying frame on a pulley. A procession of neatly ironed shirts was Violet Kray’s daily tribute to her sons. Alfie sat amongst their folds, drinking his tea, until eventually Ronnie came in.

‘Hello, Mum,’ he said, handing her the towels and soap he’d been using over at the bath-house. Then he turned to my brother: ‘Hello, Alfie!’

Ron sat down with Alfie and started telling him about the caravans the family had, down at a place called Steeple Bay in Essex, where they often used to go at weekends. Alfie told him more about the Tudor, a nice, clean family club which was doing quite well, thank you. Regulars were calling it the ‘66’ – the street number.

There was a big hit American song, (Get Your Kicks on) Route 66, that had been around for years. Nat King Cole recorded it. So had Bing Crosby. Soon there’d be a TV show called that.

‘Ooh, that’s good,’ said Ronnie. ‘I must come up there and meet your mum and dad. Do you mind? We’ll take a couple of friends up and have a nice drink with them. That will be nice, won’t it?’

Alfie wasn’t stupid. He knew what Ron had on his mind. That’s what the twins did – they moved in on anyone who was vulnerable. They called it a ‘pension’ – a slice of every bit of dodgy business, every tickle, every bit of profit from a deal. They had a little army of pension collectors who’d go round taking the money. I was never one of those. Their main interest was clubs. That was no surprise. They wanted ‘interests’ in more of them. Villains couldn’t get a club licence, so they’d get a frontman to do it for them, someone without a criminal record. Nothing was ever in the Kray name.

Soon, Ronnie was phoning Alfie up all the time. He would tell him: ‘Come on, we’re going to The Pigalle,’ or Churchill’s, or the Astor Club in Berkeley Square, the Celebrity, the Society in Jermyn Street, Danny La Rue’s in Hanover Square once that had opened.

Going out to a club with Ronnie was something else. If a place was full, an empty table, freshly laid, would magically appear. Service was instant. When that first happened to Alfie, he’d tell me, ‘I thought I was a big boy, one of the chaps.’

‘We’ll pay for it later,’ Ron would say at the end.

But no money ever changed hands.

And it went on from there. First, it was ‘protection’, a club owner having to pay out to make sure there was no trouble. Then the Firm would become ‘staff’. Then all of a sudden, the place would be theirs. Well, we, the Teale family, were now in the club business. That’s how Mum and Dad made their living. Although we didn’t quite know it yet, we would be on the twins’ takeover list and soon I’d be having my own encounter with Ronald Kray.
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THE COLONEL

Back from my seaborne adventures with a glowing tan and a wodge of money, I’d found a new talent. Alfie and I were natural money-getters – we’d get gear off wholesalers and go out fly-pitching. My older brother had been out street trading since he was nine years old, starting with rain hats for sixpence and working his way up, selling stuff out of suitcases in the street: jewellery, perfume, wind-up toys, anything. We’d work Oxford Street, Berwick Street, Petticoat Lane on a Sunday. Alfie did the banter and the selling while I would watch out for the police.

They could only do you for obstructing the pavement and move you on, but you had to be constantly on the move or you’d get done. The fine at the magistrates’ court was half a crown, sometimes seven and six.

I’d shout, ‘Alfie, slow up!’ which meant he could serve the customers but that there was a policeman further up the street. If I said, ‘Up for your life!’ the coppers were getting very close. Meanwhile, when not dodging coppers while street trading with Alfie, I was helping out best I could at the 66. One night, there was some loud banging on the door at the bottom of the stairs. Mum called out to me: ‘Tell them we’re closed.’

I opened the door to the street and said to the two men standing there, ‘No, you can’t come in,’ and shut the door in their faces.

Bang, bang, ring, ring!

They kept banging and ringing until eventually I had to open the door on its metal chain. Peering through the gap, one of them said to me: ‘D’you know who I’ve got here with me? It’s the Colonel.’

‘I don’t care who it is,’ I said. ‘My mum said you can’t come in, so that’s it. We’re finished, we’re closed.’ And I shut the door again in their faces.

Alfie was around the place. He came clattering downstairs to find out just what was going on, then said very quietly to me: ‘Oh God! You’d better open the door, it’s Ronnie Kray.’

‘Go up to the kitchen and stay there,’ he told me. ‘Stay very quiet.’ He opened the door. I didn’t know who Ronnie Kray was, but my big brother certainly did.

The man who’d done the talking was Dickie Morgan, a friend of Ronnie’s since his less-than-glorious National Service days in the army. I’d never heard of him either.

I got over my embarrassment and went back into the main room of the club, where I saw a man in a flash suit sitting up at the bar, laughing and joking. I started collecting glasses and he said: ‘Come over here and sit with me. I do like it here, it’s lovely and private.’ So I did what I was told, got a stool and sat next to him.

‘Well done, son, you’re a good boy,’ he said in a squeaky voice. ‘You look after your mother, and if your mother says don’t let anyone in, you don’t. I need someone like you in our clubs.’

I thought this geezer was taking the piss.

That was it. Ronnie (for that was who it was) stayed until about four in the morning, drinking brown ales, one after another. After that, he started coming up the 66 Club night after night. He practically lived there.

Sometimes Teddy Smith would turn up with him. They’d get drunk, then even drunker, and Teddy’s routines would be all a bit camp. Ronnie would say, ‘Look at ’im, he’s like a girl! He’s a big poof!’ They’d end up fighting. I’d go and hide in the kitchen when it went too over the top. Anyway, as I remember, Ronnie liked to call Teddy ‘Smithy’ so that’s what I’m going to do from now on.

A little bit later, I was in the 66 when Scotch Pat Connolly – a member of the Firm who was effectively next in command after Ronnie and Reggie – came in and said I was wanted at the Green Dragon in Whitechapel. I didn’t know much then, but it was an old Jack Spot place, which Reggie and Ronnie had simply barged into and taken over years before. It had a spieler (an illegal gambling club) upstairs.

‘I can’t leave Mum, I’ve got to work the door,’ I said.

Pat said: ‘I can’t go back to Ronnie without you.’

You didn’t argue with Pat, eighteen stone of Glasgow hardman.

I had a girlfriend at the time. A hairdresser, she had her own shop in Islington Green. She was about ten years older than me and seemed really sophisticated. I was really flattered that she was interested in me. Well, she had turned up. Pat went down to some car in the street and got Billy Exley, an old boxer who hung around the Firm, up the stairs telling him to look after the door.

‘Can I bring my girlfriend?’ I asked. Pat looked at me as if I was crazy, then said: ‘It won’t be long. Come and see Ronnie and I’ll bring you straight back.’ I agreed. Then we went to the Green Dragon in Whitechapel.

It was a private drinking club, which meant you had to sign members in to keep your alcohol licence and stay legal. When I got there, Ronnie was sitting at a table: ‘Come in, boy, sit down and have a drink,’ he said. Then his older brother, Charlie Kray, and some of the Firm showed up. I didn’t really know much about it, but Reggie was away again, in prison. They all sat down and had a drink. Ronnie asked me: ‘What do you think, David? Lovely club, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Ronnie, it’s lovely.’

What
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