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About the Book

Bobby Teale and his brothers, David and Alfie, were the three men the Kray twins trusted most. They weren’t in the Firm, they were closer than that. They were old family friends, confidants, companions…

But then things changed. Witnessing Ronnie and Reggie become increasingly psychotic – taking murder, torture and rape to sickening new levels – Bobby knew he had to take action. Unknown to his brothers, he became a police informer; risking not just his own life but those of the people dearest to him too.

Using the codename ‘Phillips’, he spent the next three years living on his wits, feeding back information to Scotland Yard. With bent cops on their side the Krays knew they had a grass in their midst, but before they could flush him out, Bobby’s evidence saw the gangsters get locked up for life.

Bobby fled the country, but now 40 years on he’s back. And he wants to set the record straight. With the help of his brothers, the man brave enough to stand up to the Krays has rewritten history as we know it; dispelling the myths and tearing apart the gangsters’ glamorous veneer to reveal the true, sadistic nature of Ronnie and Reggie.

Crammed full of explosive, new revelations, Bringing Down The Krays is the last great untold story of Britain’s most famous crime family.


About the Author

Bobby Teale was born in central London in the middle of the Second World War, the third eldest of seven children. He met the Krays as a teenager and, after giving evidence at their trial, he left Britain in 1969 for a new life in America. Today he lives in Cedar Hills, Utah with his third wife Dawne.

He has written this extraordinary story with the help and love of his two brothers, David and Alfie Teale.
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To our mother, Ellen Teale, and to Christine Teale


PROLOGUE

FACING DOWN THE PAST

I have spent a long time trying to forget who I really am. Look at me and you’d see an average guy as anonymous as the battered pick-up truck I drive and the plaid shirt I wear at weekends. I am a Canadian citizen with right of residence in the US, as good a neighbour and as law-abiding a citizen in our little slice of the state of Utah as anyone could wish for.

Most of my life I worked in the construction business. I still do. But once, a long time before, I had been someone very different.

The only bit of me which has stayed the same is my name, the one my parents gave me: Robert Frank Teale. Most people call me Bobby.

A few Christmases back, my daughter Paula bought me a large picture book as a present. It was called Defining Moments in History, and it included major world events such as Pearl Harbor and the assassination of JFK, plus quirky stuff like the invention of sliced bread. Sitting there in our home with all the kids opening their gifts around me, I skimmed through it until I came across a page that featured a photo of a horse-drawn hearse.

The name ‘REG’ was written on the side in big letters made out of flowers and the word ‘RESPECT’ was on the top, made out of more floral tributes. A huge crowd was following on foot and in an endless line of cars. The picture was taken in east London on 11 October 2000, so the caption said. I didn’t recognise quite where it was, but I knew exactly who it was in the coffin on his way to the cemetery.

I felt a sudden torrent of emotion. Trying to hide it, I stood up and got the attention of the family, saying casually: ‘See the man in this coffin? He was once my best friend.’

The kids were shocked. ‘Who is it?’ they asked.

‘His name was Reggie Kray,’ I said softly, ‘and he was one of the most notorious criminals of his time – or any other time. He had a twin brother called Ronnie. They were cold-blooded murderers. They ruled London by fear. I helped to bring them down. In fact I very nearly stopped them altogether.’

‘Dad, if you were his friend, does that mean you were a criminal too?’ one of the kids asked.

I didn’t know how to reply. There was a long silence. Eventually my daughter said softly, ‘Dad, did you ever kill anyone?’

‘The opposite,’ I said. ‘I tried to save people, and I suffered for it.’

I’d never told them a thing about who I used to be. This time, I don’t know why, it was different. I wanted to tell them a little bit more.

‘There was a cop who went after these people,’ I explained. ‘He was called Nipper Read. Do you know he told my mother, your grandmother, that without me it would have taken a hell of a lot longer to have nabbed the Krays and get them off the street and locked up?’

I did not tell them that, for a time, I’d been completely in their thrall. That I’d been overwhelmed at how glamorous and powerful they seemed. How I’d left my first wife and baby daughter to be with them, how I’d carried guns for them, carried a gun myself, witnessed beatings and shootings. Like I was a Cockney version of that guy in the movie Goodfellas, the one who says: ‘As far back as I can remember, I always wanted to be a gangster.’ Well, for a little while I had been a gangster. Or at least I thought I was.

I had been a part of ‘the Firm’. Not the Kray firm, the Firm. There was only one that mattered.

Then something had happened which changed my life forever. I saw things that terrified and disgusted me, things that I would never want anyone to know about. I had to make a stand. I did something that put my own life in deadly danger and that of my beloved brothers: Alfie, a little older than me, and David who is a little younger. They did not know at the time just what I had done. I’d had to run away from my old life and let my family think I was dead. Could it really all have happened almost fifty years ago?

Anger and grief welled up in me. I slammed the book shut.

Over the years I’d mastered the art of cutting off emotionally from everyone. For months, I’d only managed to stay alive at all by acting. I thought I’d been so good at it. But maybe I wasn’t any more.

Did I really want my children to know the true story of what happened? Did I want anyone in my new life to know? My children were now well out of school. They weren’t stupid. I had long ago decided that I would have to tell them all of it when the time was right. When I had worked out what really happened and why. Well, now was the time.

After that first shocking reminder of my past, I began to research more about the London of my youth, tentatively drawing to the surface old memories I had supressed for years. I trawled the internet. I was astonished at how much was out there on the Krays. What was it about them that exerted such a strong grip on the public imagination, even now, forty years after the height of their reign of terror? Late into the night, I’d stay up, discovering things I never knew about them at the time. But I also came to realise that there were a lot of things that my brothers and I had witnessed that nobody else knew about – and certainly had never written about. We were part of it. We’d been there.

This book could not have been written without the cooperation of my two brothers, Alfie and David. They were at the heart of everything and they were involved with the Krays well before I ever met them. Many of the stories contained in these pages were drawn from their detailed recollections, told to me either at the time or many years later when we were reunited. We have dug up some painful memories as we went over these events together during the course of writing this book. I have to thank them from the bottom of my heart for their support. Without them it would only be half the story.

There had been official cover-ups. There had been myth-making and distortion on an epic scale. There were so many lies. Now it was time for the truth.


CHAPTER 1

LOST AND FOUND

WHERE TO START? Right at the beginning is as good a place as anywhere. This is a story about family – about loving, losing and being found again. One of the very earliest episodes in my life was being lost. I was just a baby. I was born in Islington in north London on 23 January 1942. The war was on. In fact it had been on for two and a half years when I had my first big adventure.

One evening during an air-raid alert the family had to go to the shelter with all the children, rushing to get in as the siren rang out. The smallest children, including me, were squeezed together into prams and pushed inside. When they did a head-count of the children inside, I was missing. My mother was frantic and screaming. A brave man went out and found me in the street and carried me to the shelter. That’s how Mum told it to me, when I was old enough to understand. I loved hearing this story, particularly the part about how overjoyed she was to have me back.

A little later it was the time when the flying bombs were coming over London. It was just after D-Day. My first memories are of cowering inside the coal cellar on the occasions when we couldn’t get to the air-raid shelter in time. The children were put inside a kind of upturned metal table with wire mesh round it, the idea being that if a bomb hit the house, the rescuers could dig down through the rubble and perhaps save any children protected by the metal basket. We were in there plenty of times but we never got blown up. My mother was shocked when I told her I remembered that in such detail. I must have been about eighteen months old.

Dad met Mum when she was young, about sixteen. Dad was twenty years older. He saw Mum the first time when she was riding on a London tram and hanging on to the handrail as it clattered along. She must have been very pretty. He was driving a flashy convertible, and followed the tram and waited for her to get off. That as far as I know was the first time they met. I always liked that story too.

Dad had always been a natural showman. Just before the war they’d lived in a big, mock-Tudor house in Chingford. He’d built a greyhound-racing track in Edmonton, promoted all-in wrestling. He’d made a fortune. Dad told me that for years he’d had a chauffeur to drive him round. But by the time I was born it was all gone.

Mum lost her first child, a girl, named little Nell. Eileen, Alfie, me and David came along soon afterwards. A few years later they also had George, Paul and Jane. So there were seven of us kids – although it was us three boys in the middle who made up the gang. We hung out together all the time.

Dad seemed to favour me a little more than the others; at least that’s how it felt to me. I would sometimes get a beating from him with a cane. Even so I would think he still loved me. Dad would say, ‘I’ve got to do this because my dad beat me in the same way.’

I wanted to show Dad I was brave; so one day when I was about eight years old I found a dead rat and I picked it up. I hid it behind my back and said, ‘I’m brave, you know.’ Dad looked at me curiously and said, ‘I know you are, Bobby.’ Then I showed him the dead rat I had in my hand. I was fully expecting to get praise for being so courageous. Instead I got a beating.

I was always trying to make my dad love me even more. I always thought I wasn’t good enough to be worthy of his favour. I was going to spend a long while trying to make him proud of me. In the end it didn’t matter too much. We had it tough but not as hard as some. The tougher things got, the more solidarity there was between me and my brothers. That was the comfort. That’s what made the big separation, when it came later, so hard to bear.

The three of us – Alfie, David and I – were always very close. As children we would sleep in the same bed almost every night. Alfie would say, ‘Witches’ trick,’ and we would all have to turn over simultaneously, our legs fitting together like a jigsaw because there was so little room in the bed. Before we went to sleep Alfie would remind us to say our prayers. This carried on right up to our early teens. When it was cold we would fill glass Tizer bottles with hot water to warm our beds.

By now we were living in the middle of London, in Lamb’s Conduit Street, Holborn. The West End wasn’t too far away. I was learning how to survive on the streets, how to earn money – even if I got it wrong sometimes. One night I went to Russell Square tube station on Guy Fawkes Night to get a penny for the guy. It was very cold so Mum said I could put on her old fur coat. I wasn’t getting much and I was just about to go home when this American soldier came along. He said he wouldn’t give me anything for the guy but he would give me five shillings for the coat. It seemed like a good deal to me so I sold it, and ran home to give Mum the money. Well, she was not exactly pleased. She went out looking for the American but never did find him or the coat. It must have been worth a lot more than what I got for it. Mum never did tell Dad. I would have got a good beating if he had found out.

St Joseph’s Roman Catholic was the first school I went to. It was on Macklin Street next to Covent Garden Market, and it was run by nuns. The nuns would give my brothers and me the cane when we were late, but I soon worked out a strategy to avoid this. I would pick up some flowers out of the market dust-bins that still had some life in them and take them to the nuns to get their blessing. ‘My child, how kind and thoughtful of you,’ Sister Camilla or Sister Dominique would say to me, instead of punishing me for being late. But this kind of trick only got me so far. I never shone at school – I was always put at the back of the classroom so I was out of the way, especially when dignitaries came in to observe us. The clever girls were put up front. I hated the place. I didn’t really learn to read, write, spell or even speak properly while I was there.

Then one day we discovered that Dad had another family living in Westcliff-on-Sea near Southend. He couldn’t keep it hidden. We just heard Mum shouting: ‘Go on then, you’re always going off to see her.’ It was the cause of a lot of argument between Mum and Dad. No surprise there. His other wife’s name was Alice. He had other children although I still don’t know how many. For some reason, I don’t remember this bothering me too much. As long as he loved Mum and us best, and I believed he did, I didn’t care.

Dad had lost everything after the war so he would duck and dive to get by. He was always into diamonds in a small way, but no one really knew what he was up to, not even us. Because Dad’s attentions were divided and we always needed money, Mum would take in costume jewellery and we would glue cheap glass ‘diamonds’ on pieces to sell. We would all help out any way we could. In the summer we would go hop-picking in Kent. Six weeks working the hop fields and sleeping in wooden sheds.

As I grew up I continued to come up with new ways to help the family finances – as long as it didn’t involve too much hard work. Alfie and David would do the same. There was a sense of ‘all for one and one for all’ in our little gang. We’d look out for each other whatever happened. I used to think I’d never keep a secret from my brothers. They’d know anyway, instinctively, I believed. Though of course one day that would all change.

But as kids, my brothers and I were all in it together. We would get rags, paper and cardboard and sell them to a man who would give us cash to help the family out. Sometimes we used the money to fund our escapades. More as an adventure than protest, we ran away from home when I was about twelve and got as far as Southend. We loved the Kursaal fairground, the sea and especially the big rock-candy sweets. Another time it was Epping Forest, always a big draw; climbing trees, getting lost… We would catch the Number 38 bus that took you right into the countryside and then all the way back to Holborn. That little jaunt got us a good beating off Dad.

By now I’d got a taste for wheeling and dealing and was getting much better at it. The street markets of the East End were the big draw. I would go down Petticoat Lane and Club Row with all the pets, pulling a pram-wheeled homemade cart loaded with junk – old clocks and gramophones and the like. I was about eleven years old at the time. The family tried to stop me because I would leave at five on a Sunday morning, rain or shine. The streets would be empty but I needed to get a good pitch and I knew that Mum needed the money.

Meanwhile I had started at Sir William Collins secondary modern school in Somers Town. I didn’t last long. I couldn’t stand it, and would just play truant. Alfie, David and I spent a lot of time playing in the bombed-out ruins when we should have been in class. The middle of London was still a big bomb-site. Everything was grey and brown and colourless and there was still rationing, although people were so poor it didn’t make any difference. When I was eleven there was big street party for the coronation of Queen Elizabeth. Some people even watched it on the television, a novelty in those days.

You could tell better times were coming. But I could not wait that long. Street trading did not bring in enough for me, so eventually I started shoplifting and stealing bikes. I was a right villain, or thought I was. In fact there were lots of kids just like me.

Of course I got nicked. The case was heard at Chelsea Juvenile Court and I got sent to an approved school called Banstead Hall for nine months. It was horrible.

I went down with the mumps and Mum came to see me. She wore Yardley’s pillar-box-red lipstick, a knitted jumper of the same colour and a flowery skirt. She was as immaculate as always, but I could see that the skirt had been mended several times over. She’d once worn furs and diamonds when Dad was rich but now she didn’t have two pennies to rub together.

I was in bed in a hospital wing at the school. I had a fluorescent rosary in a little box on cotton wool and hidden underneath the cotton wool I had a half-crown coin. I gave it to her.

‘I don’t need it, Mum.’ I told her. ‘If I get found with it I’ll be in trouble.’

Only then would she take it from me.

After six months I went on the run from Banstead Hall. After a few weeks of generally larking around, I needed money. This time I got a proper job – at Bentley’s Oyster Bar on Swallow Street in Piccadilly. I was going to be a West End delivery boy. My bicycle had a big metal basket on the front.

One day a Rolls-Royce stopped in the middle of the road and the driver opened his door suddenly as I was coming up behind on my bike. Everything went flying, including me. The driver wanted to take me to the hospital. I was in terrible pain but I knew I couldn’t go. After all, I was a fugitive from justice, a big-time criminal. The hospital casualty department would be full of policemen all waiting for me. In my head it was playing out like a gangster movie. Actually I was a petty bike-thief and a spectacularly unsuccessful oyster delivery boy.

In any case, my freedom turned out to be short-lived. I was staying at my aunt Mary’s, my mother’s younger sister. She lived opposite Great Ormond Street Hospital, round the corner from our old house. Not much of a hiding place. At the time Mum was living at Leigh-On–Sea, on the way to Southend. My aunt got news that she was ill, so off I went to see her. Good old Mum was in bed and not looking well. I stayed to help out as best I could. There was a lot of lace-curtain rustling in the houses nearby and I think some nosy neighbour must have noticed I was there. Two days later the police came knocking.

This time I was put into a real prison cell back in London – in Wormwood Scrubs – even though I was only fifteen years old and looked no more than twelve. It was terrifying. I couldn’t stop crying. All the other cons would look through the peephole in the door of the cell to check out the crying kid.

Then I was taken to a detention centre, where I would await the juvenile court. The approved school had been so bad that I’d had to run away. This was much, much worse. I went through hell with regular beatings by a real sadist – the sort who got that kind of job just so he could take his sexual kinks out on young boys. I hated it, loathed it. I could understand that what I’d done was going to get me punished – but not like this.

My older brother Alfie came to see me. I told him what this man was doing to me and he was furious. I grabbed Alfie and said, ‘Please don’t do anything! When you leave he will beat the shit out of me.’ Alfie understood and managed to hold his temper. I didn’t get a kicking that time.

Eventually, two men arrived one morning to take me to court for the hearing. I was charged with stealing property worth forty quid. It seemed a long drive. I was handcuffed, sitting in the back of the car. One of them asked me: ‘Why are you holding your stomach?’

‘I’m in pain,’ I replied.

‘Did you see the doctor?’ he asked. I shook my head.

He looked at me closely. ‘How long have you had this pain?’

‘A few days, after every beating.’

There was a folder on the front seat and the driver told the other man to take a look at it. He opened it immediately and read my notes. After a time the man reading the folder turned to me and said: ‘They are going to stick you away in the worst place anyone could be put. I wish we could help. Sorry.’ He was sympathetic but there was nothing he could do.

When I got to the court, in Dorking, Mum was there and when I saw her I just started to cry. I couldn’t stop sobbing – so much that I had to be taken out. On the panel of the court there were two women and two men. I was sat outside the door while they were deliberating and I could hear the two women arguing with the men and saying they were not going to agree with their decision.

I know those two ladies saved my life. Instead of the ‘worst place’ possible I was sent to an approved school called Glamorgan Farm School, at Neath in Wales. It was the furthest I had ever been from home, but from that point on the beatings stopped – or at least they were not on as regular a basis as they had been at the detention centre.

Glamorgan Farm was on top of a hill. As soon as I got there one of the staff made it clear he fancied me and would follow me all over the place. If I were taking a shower and another guard was on the door, this man would come to the door and start talking to him, while openly staring at me. It was obvious what he was doing. I felt furious and desperately humiliated, but there was nothing I could do. He was a plump, short man called Mr Williams, and I hated him.

Boys at this school would sometimes get a chance to actually go off and live on a local farm and be paid for their labour. I volunteered and I must say I enjoyed it, especially the sense of freedom I experienced while driving a tractor up and down the Welsh hills. I was a hard worker and the farmer would let me and another boy have time out to go into the village to buy sweets and look in the shops. Then I was accused of stealing a watch – which I certainly had not. The watch later turned up. The farmer and his family said sorry and wanted me back – but on my side the trust had gone.

I was hurt and sad because I had hoped that this time I had found a job that I could be good at, but it was not meant to be. At this time of my young life, so much of it recently spent in various forms of detention, I desperately wanted control of my own destiny. I wanted to be free. But there was no more running away, even if I could. They’d caught me before and they would surely catch me again.

And so I finished my time in approved schools and was released. It was 1959. I was seventeen years old, with what might seem the experience of someone twice that age. I had been routinely beaten, abused and sexually preyed upon. Meanwhile I had learned how to stand up for myself. I thought I was tough. I thought I knew it all. In fact I was pathetically naïve. I still had so much to learn about the realities of the world.

I got work with a man who fitted out bars and pubs, but this didn’t last long. Soon I gravitated to the West End of London and met an older lady by the name of Ruth, to whom I lost my virginity. I was seventeen and she was twenty-seven. She said she would show me all about sex, and she did.

About this time I also met a man known as ‘Phil’. His full name, as I found out later, was Lieutenant-Commander Cecil Howard Filmer. He was quite a character, a Fleet Air Arm pilot war hero who’d been born in South Africa. He’d been an escapee from German prisoner-of-war camps. Phil had been at that camp in Poland, helping to dig the tunnel for the Great Escape, the story of which was later turned into a film. In the fifties he’d been a merchant ship skipper in the South Seas. Phil had a club called the Music Box which got raided one night for selling drinks to under-age kids, or something like that, and he lost his licence.

Now Phil was setting up a club called the Flamingo in a place called Sandown on the Isle of Wight. He asked if I would like to work as a waiter, along with a friend of mine by the name of John Quinn. We accepted and off we went south for the season. Phil was gay, but he never tried it on with me. He treated us as his sons and I am proud to have known him.

We all moved from Sandown to Shanklin and rented a flat on the esplanade. We started a beach summer rental business on two sites, hiring out motorboats, canoes and deckchairs. After the tourist season came to an end, that winter John Quinn and I joined the merchant navy. I became a steward on the Queen Elizabeth, the Cunard liner. It was all fine apart from a sexually predatory chief steward who used to chase the younger staff. I managed to ‘escape’ on to a freighter. I got my stuff together and went on board what looked to me like a rust-bucket ship that brought whisky from Scotland to New York.

I thought the ship would be heading straight back to London, but it had three more stops to make first: Philadelphia, Baltimore and Newport News in Virginia. At each stop we unloaded more whisky. On every trip from Scotland the ship had to carry one hundred extra cases of whisky to cover theft, breakages and bribes. I was told this was common practice. I soon learned I had come on board a ship with so many scams going on that I was not welcome, not at all.

I was asked many times by my other shipmates if I was going to sign up to stay on board. Like a fool, I said yes. About mid-Atlantic, coming back to London, I was asked again, did I intend to try to stay on board. Once more, I replied that I did. That night, when we were drinking whisky during a rough sea with the ship rolling all over the place, I started feeling very queasy even though I did not think I had drunk enough to feel that way.

As we were sitting there I made the mistake of saying I felt sick. Two men immediately got up and said they would take me up on deck. I was feeling so weak I went up the stairs with them but as soon as I got to the top of the deck I was overcome by a strong instinct that something was not right. I started to back off, saying, ‘I’m OK, I feel OK,’ even though I still felt terrible. But my instincts were right. At some unspoken signal they started to pull me and punch me with all their might, trying to drag me over the edge of the ship. Terrified, I seized hold of the steel handrail in a death grip, knowing if I let go I would be thrown overboard and that would be the end of me.

After a struggle that felt like it lasted for eternity but was probably only a couple of minutes, the two men eventually gave up. I watched out for them as I made my way unsteadily back to my bunk but they had probably gone back to drink some more. I did my utmost to avoid them for the rest of the voyage, keeping myself to myself. I found out later that one crewman goes missing and is never found again on almost all trips.

In spite of all that had happened, I had, I suppose, fallen in love with the sea. I loved being around small boats. I could never be far from open water. My dream was to live on an island. That part, at least, would come true.

But I got back to London with a sense of intense relief. I was about nineteen years old. I went home to Mum’s house, in Holborn, desperate to see my family again. I knocked on the door but got no response. The lady next door looked out of her window and asked me who I was knocking for. I said I was looking for Mr and Mrs Teale. She told me they had moved, and slammed the window shut. I just stood there on the street, with my bags at my feet. I had never felt so alone.

I suppose I was used to this by now. Here I was, lost again. But I’d grown up a lot in the past two years. And so had the rest of London.


CHAPTER 2

PART OF THE FAMILY

I’D COME BACK to London to find my family – and they were gone. It was devastating. I found another neighbour who said she thought they had moved to somewhere else in Holborn, but she was not sure where. Luckily I had a vague idea where my older sister Eileen lived, so I made my way there, eventually managing to track her down. It was such a relief to see a familiar face. She gave me a big hug and told me my family’s new address.

There I found them: Mum, Dad, Alfie, David, George, Jane and Paul, my younger siblings. They were so pleased to see me that of course we had to have a party to celebrate. Alfie was still full of laughs but harder and more cynical somehow than when I’d seen him last. David had changed too. We weren’t the mischievous kids running from the local coppers any more (and look how far that had got us).

After staying in London for a few days it was back off to Shanklin, to start fixing up the boats and deckchairs for the next season. I loved the winter and the deserted beaches and esplanade almost as much as the summer. There was one special boat that I spent a lot of time restoring. The old salt I bought it from told me it had been one of those that brought the British Army back from the beaches of Dunkirk in 1940. I renamed her The African Queen.

Did I want to watch the sunset, strolling on the beach through the surf? Or did I want bright lights, big city? I didn’t know myself. But I did know that, even if the Isle of Wight was seemingly stuck forever in some pre-war time warp, London was changing fast. It was happening on the streets. Most of all, it was happening in clubs, the sort of places my brothers were going to.

Apart from nicking bicycles and going to reform school, I didn’t know too much about big-time crime. But I was streetwise enough to have picked up the whispers. Our Dad used to tell stories about the old-time villains, the old West End firms run by men like Jack ‘Spot’ Comer, Billy Hill, Albert Dimes, the Sabini brothers. Their time was passing. In their place I heard there were a couple of new faces round Bethnal Green way, known as ‘the twins’. They were supposed to be as hard as nails and had a reputation for extreme violence that had even managed to reach as far as the leafy squares of Holborn – even if it wasn’t quite terrifying the Isle of Wight yet.

Mum and Dad came down to Shanklin for a day out now and then. I could see Mum could use a nice holiday so I told her that she, Dad, and the children should stay in a guest-house for two weeks and I would pay. Alfie and David came down too, full of stories about wild times in London and their smart and glamorous new friends. These included the infamous twins I was starting to hear so much about.

They were called the Krays. Reggie and Ronnie Kray. Because Ronnie commanded a little army of admirers, he was known as ‘the Colonel’. Alfie was full of them.

‘We’ve met some fellers from over in the East End,’ he would boast. ‘Big villains they are, the governors, you know what I’m saying? The real thing, they are, pretty much running all of London now. And we’re their friends! We go round to their house, we know their mum and dad, the lot. Like family we are, already.’

I couldn’t help but feel jealous. I tried to act uninterested but Alfie kept telling me more. ‘Honest, Bobby,’ he would say. ‘If you go out with Ronnie and Reggie to a club or anything, everyone just gets out of the way and clears the best table for you. It’s brilliant.’

The more I heard about it, the more I wanted to be part of it. I had so many questions. What are they like? How did you meet them? When am I going to?

I naturally looked up to Alfie. He’d been in trouble with the law like me; he’d grown up pretty fast and had been going down to clubs in Soho from his early teens. Mum worried, like she worried about all of us, but it was best she didn’t know too much.

While I’d been putting out deckchairs, Alfie had already had the encounter that was going to change all our lives. It had happened in the summer of 1959. He had been having a drink in Soho, down in Jack Murray’s bar, opposite the Freight Train in Berwick Street. It was about eight o’clock and absolutely dead when who should walk in but ‘Mad’ Teddy Smith.

Teddy was a face round the West End who Alfie knew only slightly. He had a reputation as a bit of a tearaway, especially when drunk, which was often. He was a sensitive soul the rest of the time and liked to think of himself as a writer. There were quite of few of those round Soho in those days.

Teddy suggested going to a club in the East End owned by some friends of his he thought Alfie would like. ‘What’s it called, this club?’ Alfie had asked.

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

Alfie had just about heard of the Krays. One day an old school-friend 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 used to hang around the West End, a Mod before there were any. He wasn’t a villain but he thought he was, and styled himself that way, bragging about who he was mates with.

‘What’s this Firm?’ Alfie had asked.

‘They’re called the Kray twins and everyone is frightened of them,’ the guy told Alfie. But back then Alfie couldn’t give a monkey’s.

There’d been stories about the Krays, of course – rumours, bits of gossip. They were older than us Teales, and had some sort of club in the Mile End Road. My brothers had no reason to give them a second thought. Anyway, did anybody go to east London for fun? Even East End taxi-drivers didn’t go to the East End. At least it wasn’t south of the river, where it really was the Stone Age.

But the way my brothers heard it, there was always action around the Krays, some kind of general hilarity, or punch-up or knife-fight – from which the twins would never once come out as the losers. So it was said. They’d been in and out of nick, apparently. And 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 by the thought of going to the twins’ club and having a chance to check it out for himself. So he and Teddy jumped in a black cab and went down the East End. They got to the Mile End Road and went into what looked to Alfie like an old tube station. When they got inside though, they could see it was absolutely beautiful, like the Astor Club in Berkeley Square, full of well-dressed men and women. It was so glitzy and glamorous – the decor, the velvet wallpaper, the chandeliers, the gay barmen with their smart bow ties… Everyone who was anyone in the East End was there. Wives sat there all done up to the nines, sipping cocktails with their families, everyone on best behaviour.

As Alfie stood there staring, drinking 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 further into the club and there, at the centre of it all, sitting at the bar, was Ronnie Kray.

Ronnie was a little bit older than Alfie. He was heavily built with a fleshy, quite sensual face, and he was dressed in a navy mohair suit. He was sitting half turned so he could see the people coming in and survey the whole place as if from a throne. Reggie wasn’t there. At the time he was away in prison, on a charge of demanding money with menaces from a north London shop-owner. Alfie later found out that in fact it was Reggie who had first opened the Double R Club when Ronnie himself had been away doing time for wounding with intent. The name of course was a tribute to his twin, to the two of them.

Ted said, ‘Hello Ron! Here’s a friend of mine, Alfie Teale.’

Alfie stepped forward and shook Ronnie’s hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Ron,’ he said. ‘This is a lovely place you’ve got here.’ Alfie felt pretty pleased with himself. He had no reason to feel in awe of Ronnie Kray.

‘Thank you very much. Would you like a drink?’ Ron said.

Alfie asked for a gin and tonic.

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

‘Oooh, Holborn. 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. My brothers and I would be getting very used to the sound of that voice over the next few years. Alfie told him our mother had recently opened a club called the 66 in Upper Street and he said: ‘Got a club, eh? I’d love to go there and meet her… Get him another drink. He’s smart, very smart, you must come here again.’

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 pork chops. By now he had a bit of experience as a petty thief, mainly in jewellery shops. He used to drive two Buicks at the time. He thought he was Elvis Presley. I used to catch him posing in the mirror, combing his hair and wiggling his hips whenever he came to stay with me.

As Alfie had revealed, Mum and Dad had indeed recently opened a nightclub. Their first one was called the Theberton Club near the Angel in Islington. I suppose it was a natural thing for Dad to do – he was always a showman, and Mum loved a bit of glamour. It was her stage and she was the star in the spotlight.

Everyone used to drink there. Small-time crooks, big-time crooks, market stallholders, coppers, the lot. It got very crowded so they soon moved round the corner to a bigger place called the 66 Club. It was above a clothes shop on Upper Street, a bit beyond Islington Green towards the Angel with the old Collins Music Hall just over the way. It was what you might describe as a little speakeasy. I was only there a couple of times but David and Alfie caught all the action.

Ronnie Kray obviously saw the possibilities in this new friendship with the son of these north London nightclub owners. By the end of that night in the Double R, Ronnie told Alfie directly how pleased he was that Teddy Smith had brought him there, what a shame it was that Reggie was away, and that it was good to see new people coming in. Alfie basked in the attention. He was twenty-one years old. Ron was five years older, a man of the world, a businessman, a face among faces.

Three days later Alfie got a phone call. It was Ronnie. Alfie had been expecting it. ‘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,’ Ron said. ‘You’ll like my mum and dad.’

Alfie said: ‘OK, Ron. What time?’

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

Alfie agreed to be there at nine o’clock. He was intrigued to know more about Ronnie Kray and his family. So the next morning he drove over to Vallance Road, parked his car round the corner, and knocked on the door. Ronnie’s mum, Violet, answered the door and greeted Alfie warmly.

‘Oh, you must be Alfie! Ron is over at the bath-house right now but he’ll be back in ten minutes. 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. He sat amongst them awkwardly, 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
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