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About the Book

On Thursday August 8 1963, fifteen masked men stopped the night train from Glasgow to London robbing it of its cargo of £2.6 million in unmarked notes. Dubbed the ‘Crime of the Century’, the thieves were pursued by Scotland Yard until half of the gang were behind bars, serving huge prison terms. But the story didn’t end there. First one, then another escaped in thrilling style and fled abroad. The story caught the world’s imagination and the train robbers became folk heroes.

Years later, the gang came back together to share their story with Piers Paul Read, bestselling author of Alive. This is their classic account of the audacious crime, and its even more sensational aftermath.


About the Author

Piers Paul Read, the son of poet and art critic Sir Herbert Read, was born in 1941 and educated at Ampleforth and Cambridge. He has published many novels and works of non-fiction and is the winner of numerous literary prizes, among them the Thomas More medal for distinguished contribution to Catholic literature for his book Alive. Reid is married with two sons and two daughters and lives in London.


THE TRAIN ROBBERS

THEIR STORY

PIERS PAUL READ

The original inside story of the Great Train Robbery
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Introduction
OTTO SKORZENY

Towards the end of April 1976, a tall well-dressed South African walked into the offices of the London publishers W. H. Allen and Co., and offered to sell them the confessions of the celebrated Great Train Robbers. Thirteen years before they had stopped an overnight mail train from Glasgow to London and robbed it of more than £2,500,000 – the equivalent today of £8,800,000. Those who were initially caught and convicted had been sentenced to thirty years imprisonment: two were still in jail, and one remained a fugitive in Brazil; but seven of the thieves had been released on parole and were prepared to tell their full story for the first time.

Reluctant to sign up the thieves without an author to write their story, the publishers invited me to come to London and discuss the project with all concerned. A lunch was arranged in the penthouse flat on the top floor of their offices, and it was here that I was introduced to the seven Train Robbers. At first there was little to be made of them: some were tall, some were small and most were of an indeterminate middle-age. I moved around the room, talking to one and then another. I identified Gordon Goody, the mysterious hero of Peta Fordham’s book on the Train Robbery, who had a huge body and straggly hair, and sat on the black leather sofa studying us from behind dark glasses; then Roy James, the racing driver, who was small with a plaintive expression on his face. Buster Edwards and Jimmy White both brought back feeble memories of wanted posters from the early 1960s: Buster Edwards was small but upright with dark features and a pigeon chest; Jimmy White was older than the rest – his head balding, his eyes and voice slow and tired. Tommy Wisbey looked like a boxer; Roger Cordrey was conspicuous only in the anonymity of his appearance. Jim Hussey was huge and looked more like a thief than the others, but the only one to strike me as slightly sinister turned out to be their South African agent, Gary van Dyk.

This first meeting was intended to enable the author to meet his subjects and the subjects to meet their author; and towards the end of lunch, as we were drinking coffee, Gary van Dyk and Buster Edwards took their leave for another more urgent appointment. I was left with the rest who a little later also departed. The lunch was over and I was taken down in the lift to the offices of W. H. Allen, where the publishers asked me whether I felt inclined to write the book.

I was undecided. Other books had been written on the Great Train Robbery and I wondered whether there was enough that was new to justify another one. I also doubted that the Train Robbers would be sufficiently candid to enable me to depict them as convincing characters, and whether they would remember details of what had happened so long ago.

The publishers agreed that these were things I should consider, but added that there was something else I should know. There was a Mr Big behind the crime – a man who had financed it and had received in return a million pounds of the stolen money. He was Otto Skorzeny – the officer in the Waffen-SS who had commanded the German commandoes during the war, and had rescued Mussolini from the Gran Sasso where he had been imprisoned by the government of Marshal Badoglio. Skorzeny had put up £80,000; one of his men had been at their hideout, Leatherslade Farm; others had abducted Charlie Wilson from Winson Green prison. They had arranged for Buster Edwards to leave the country and have his appearance changed by plastic surgery. Skorzeny himself was now dead but his organisation was still intact – indeed Buster Edwards and Gary van Dyk were at that very moment meeting with one of Skorzeny’s subordinates at the Dorchester Hotel to ask if they could name her former chief.

My reactions to this news was one of mixed excitement and scepticism. I knew that though Skorzeny in his lifetime had presented himself as an audacious but honourable soldier who after the war had gone into business in Spain, he was suspected to have been the founder of ODESSA – the worldwide organisation of former members of the SS. The idea that these old Nazis had sustained themselves through crime struck me as an extraordinary story which should certainly be told to the world.

On the other hand, if the Train Robbers had reckoned that the publishers, like the public, were tired of their old story, then they could not have invented a more piquant sauce to spice up the reheated stew. I was well aware how skilled and experienced thieves could be in fabrication, and I realised that it was not impossible – given the facilities of prison libraries and the time spent alone in a cell – for the Train Robbers to have invented the whole story.

In the days which followed, I had further meetings with Buster Edwards and Jim Hussey – the two who had had the closest links with the Germans. The principal indication that the story was true was Buster Edwards’s reluctance to tell it. Although Jim Hussey had been the first to make contact with Skorzeny’s organisation, Buster alone had been to Cologne after the robbery and knew the full story of their German partner. His wife June was the only person to have met Otto Skorzeny himself; and because they both felt grateful for what he had done to help them, they were loath even now to betray him; for when in the Dorchester Hotel Buster had asked for permission to name him, the representative of Skorzeny’s organisation – a woman called Hanne Schmidt – had refused point blank, saying that in Germany, Skorzeny was revered by many as a national hero and his name could not be linked with a common crime.

It was Gary van Dyk who goaded Buster on to tell his story, saying quite rightly that the publishers, having scented a sensation, would not now pay for anything less. He persuaded Buster that he owed it to the rest of the gang, all now apparently penniless, to help them find their feet by earning enough from the book to start some legitimate business. Buster eventually agreed, and June, at his request, agreed to tell her side of the story.

June Edwards seemed to prove that the story was true. She was, first of all, such a direct, instinctive woman that it went against any reasonable appreciation of her character to believe that she who had suffered so much from crime should enter into a substantial deception. More convincing still, she let slip a detail in her story which by chance was the first fragment of evidence we could hope to corroborate. She described how at lunch with Skorzeny in Madrid she had met an editor of Reader’s Digest who could speak a number of Chinese dialects. As it happened, one of the publishers knew the man and was able to confirm that he had indeed been a friend of Otto Skorzeny.

Convinced by this that the Train Robbers were not lying, I agreed to write their story and in the summer of 1976 started my research.


PART ONE

ROBBERY


CHAPTER 1

The First Firm

Two years after the end of the Second World War, London remained pitted by the marks of the German bombs, but life itself had returned to normal. Certainly the brief friendship between the social classes which had been brought on by the Blitz had disappeared with the danger: the rich had returned to the fashionable residential areas of Mayfair and Kensington while the poor continued their hard life in the slums south of the river.

June Edwards, then June Rothery, was a small girl of fifteen, with dark skin, black hair and fierce brown eyes, who crossed the Thames each morning from south to north to work in the warehouse of John Lewis in Oxford Street. She returned home promptly each evening, because her parents were strict, but on Sunday afternoons she would go with her girlfriends to the Regal cinema in Kennington. One Sunday in 1947, they were waiting for tickets when a group of boys about sixteen years old sauntered along the street towards them. One in particular caught her eye: he was not tall but had a slim figure and a proud, handsome, somewhat scornful face which immediately attracted her. When the boys stood in the queue behind the girls, June glanced back furtively at the one she fancied; and after they had bought their tickets, the girls dawdled in the foyer, followed the boys into the auditorium and sat in the row behind them. Throughout the film they chattered and giggled so much that the boys could not but notice them; and after the film the two groups paired off in the street, June with her handsome boy.

Buster Edwards had charm and good looks but he was not the kind of young man a conscientious father would choose for his daughter. Like June, he had been born in South London and had grown up at its heart around the Elephant and Castle. As a child he had roamed around in gangs of little delinquents, and when war was declared he was evacuated to Devonshire where he was caught pinching apples from an orchard. After the war he returned to London and at the age of fourteen left school. His first job was as a fitter’s mate in a garage; he moved on to work for a coal merchant, then a wastepaper business, and ended up in a sausage factory. Meat was still rationed: Buster would pilfer the pork and take it back to his family and friends.

When he first met June, he was only a year older than she was. He was as eager to impress her as she was to impress him; he wanted some smarter clothes, and in particular he wanted a brown suit which he saw in a shop window. His father would not lend him the money to buy it, so late one foggy evening he took a brick, smashed the glass and ran off clutching the suit still pinned to the dummy.

From that early age, Buster and June saw each other almost every day, but it was not until Buster was conscripted into the Air Force for two years that June made up her mind to change their adolescent romance into an adult marriage. She saw an attractive engagement ring in the window of a jeweller’s shop, paid a deposit on it, and wrote to Buster at the RAF camp to tell him that they were engaged. He received the news in the base prison where he was serving fifty-six days detention for stealing cigarettes from the Sergeants’ Mess.

When Buster came out of the Air Force, he and June were married in Lambeth Parish Church, and their first home was a room above Buster’s parents’ flat. Buster found work as a window cleaner: it was boring, menial labour and was poorly paid, but without contacts or qualifications he had little choice. Poverty was humiliating for the young husband, but wealth seemed the remote preserve of those who spent it so lavishly north of the river in the jewellers, tailors and department stores of Bond Street and Knightsbridge: south of the river only the black-marketeers and street-corner bookmakers seemed able to raise themselves from the general penury of the Cockney working-classes. Buster tried some back-street bookmaking, but met with no success and went to work in a flower shop.

June was happy with whatever Buster chose to do, and her family too had grown fond of their cheerful and charming son-in-law. One of her relatives in particular took a shine to the young man who had married June, and used to take him out on a Saturday night to a pub in Vauxhall called the King’s Head. There they would meet with a group of his friends who were always well-dressed, and pulling pounds from their pockets to pay for the drinks, yet who never seemed to be working. When Buster asked what they did for a living, he was told with a laugh that they were ‘at it’; and in the weeks which followed, through the smoke of the black-market cigarettes, and over the sound of the barroom piano, he learned just what this meant.

They were all professional thieves. Some of them specialised in ringing cars – stealing them, changing the licence plates (‘ringing the change’) and selling them again; some in kiting (passing forged cheques); some in hoisting (shoplifting) or screwing – breaking open shops with butchers’ price tags or skeleton keys. There were also the creepers (cat burglars), heavies (thugs) and the bottle mob (pickpockets) as well as more ambitious thieves who nicked dough from jugs (stole money from banks) or blew Peters for Tom (broke open safes for jewellery). They all seemed to know one another, and with the proper introduction they were happy to welcome a new recruit.

Besides crime itself, there was no qualifying exam or initiation ceremony, but once it was known that you were at it, you were a member of an exclusive club of fellow thieves whose premises were dispersed between certain South London pubs, clubs and His Majesty’s prisons. Some rules had to be obeyed: to lose one’s bottle (one’s nerve) brought contempt and relegation; to grass (talk to the police) was treason for which the punishment was maiming or death.

There were also certain conventions for survival: a successful thief had a law-abiding auxiliary – a sleeping partner whose identity was unknown not just to the police, but also to his fellow thieves, who would act as a front in all legal transactions. That the thief himself was at it could not be too well concealed; for it was an adage that a thief is only as good as his information and for that he depended upon the approaches of a vast fifth column of dishonest men in responsible employment as caretakers, security guards, postmen, policemen or bookies’ runners who fed him intelligence of where and how the ‘prize’ could be stolen.

Buster was delighted by the total and consistent lawlessness of his new friends. They ignored all the bureaucratic regulations of the state – licences, permits, taxes, insurance and of course the laws of property. They gave nothing and expected nothing in return. The only authority they recognised was that of a ‘name’ – the leader of a group or gang more ruthless or successful than they were themselves. Buster, too, though generous and warm-hearted by nature, had an exaggerated admiration for those qualities of dare-devilry and bravado which in grown men were often the symptoms of retarded, even psychotic, personalities; and to prove himself in terms they would understand, he too was prepared to go against the grain of his amiable nature and ‘do what had to be done’.

He started his career modestly with a set of skeleton keys, obtained from an old thief in the King’s Head. On an evening, after the shops were shut, he would dress up in a white overall and with a couple of friends remove the contents of a chosen shop. Occasional passers-by might seem suspicious, but no one ever interfered, and by night-fall he would have sold the clothes, cigarettes or televisions to a ‘fence’ for a third of their retail price. As time passed he became more ambitious and started blowing safes – not just to make more money but to cut a better figure among his fellow thieves.

More often than not these thefts were a fiasco: the safes were too strong, or their doors would jam, or the information would turn out to be wrong. The risk was disproportionate to the return, but theft like gambling feeds on the fantasy that next time it will be different; and even after a series of unsuccessful robberies, Buster did not starve because June still had a job. She had moved on from John Lewis’s warehouse to a factory which made babies’ bibs; then to a shoe shop, followed by a tobacconist’s until she finally settled down to running a tea trolley on Waterloo Station. She enjoyed this work because it brought her in contact with different people and earned enough to keep them alive when Buster and his friends bungled one bit of business after another. She and Buster still had to dodge the milkman, or hide behind the three-piece suite when the rent collector came to the flat, for when Buster had a successful ‘tickle’ he would take June and her family out on a binge rather than pay the bills.

Buster had become a thief to escape emasculation as much as poverty. All around him men were ground down by the harshness of their lives – the humiliation of monotonous, mechanical labour for a wage which barely sustained them while he led a life which fulfilled his cunning, audacious nature and remained debonair and free. This helped June accept his chosen profession. Home cooking and heavy drinking had made the slim young man she had spied walking towards the Regal cinema in Kennington fat and greasy, but he still had his sense of humour – everything was a joke and it was for this that she loved him. In the back of her mind, June knew that thieves were caught and sent to prison, but a serious sentence for a serious crime seemed only to happen to other people, like road accidents or fatal diseases. She was happy that Buster remained young, cheerful and defiant while those around him who went straight already had the bearing of defeated, imprisoned men.

It was seven years after their marriage before she conceived a child. Partly because other women had frightened her with tales of the terrible sufferings of childbirth, and partly because of Buster’s uncertain way of life, she had hesitated before having a baby – but now that she found herself pregnant she was delighted. So too was Buster who had always wanted a family of his own.

The baby was born with a heart lesion: Buster was told that he could not live for long; but could not bring himself to tell June. They called him Perry, and he died when he was six weeks old. The baby’s body was brought back from the hospital in a tiny coffin, and laid out in a little shroud. For two days it lay in the sitting room, with relatives calling to pay their respects. June seemed unable to accept that the child was dead; and had Buster not restrained her, she would have taken it from the coffin and held it to her breast.

Word had gone around about the baby’s death and wreaths were delivered from all their relatives, friends and fellow thieves. There was a crowd around the grave as Perry was buried; and Buster and June returned to their flat paralysed by grief and exhaustion.

The surgeon at the hospital had advised Buster that as soon as they could they should have another child. They took his advice. June became pregnant again almost at once. She miscarried after four months, conceived again and miscarried again after five: only when she became pregnant for the fourth time did the baby stay fixed in her womb, but no sooner was this established than her happiness was threatened from another direction.

Buster had two friends called Mike and Johnny Prince, both fellow thieves. With them, Buster now opened a drinking club called the Walk-In, whose sumptuous premises in Lambeth remained open when the pubs were closed. Its customers were their fellow thieves who had as little respect for the licensing laws as they had for other people’s property. They particularly liked to get drunk on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon. A certain kind of girl (not so much tarts as gangster groupies) was also to be found at the club: wives were only invited at weekends.

The three friends had only to put up a monkey apiece (£500) to get the club started; and such was the drunken generosity of their criminal customers that money soon flowed over the bar. It might even have provided an honest living if Buster and the Prince brothers had not been equally munificent in giving drinks on the house. They also drank enormous quantities of alcohol themselves, as a demonstration of virility, and Buster, who was only five foot six inches tall, went up in weight to fifteen stone.

It was not his physical appearance, however, but his way of life which threatened his marriage. June loved him fat or thin, but she could not love him when he was not there. Before he had the club, Buster was around their flat in Faunce Street, for much of the day: now he left home at eight in the morning, had breakfast at the Walk-In and stayed there until six when he would return home to put on a suit and snatch a meal. This was the only time he saw June, and since she was usually tired and he was usually drunk, they would invariably quarrel. Buster would leave again at seven and remain at the club until three or four in the morning. When he got back to his flat in Faunce Street, June was asleep, and when he rose in the morning, she had already left for work.

One day, in August of 1959, just before the Bank Holiday weekend, a brewer called in at the club to sell the proprietors a new brand of beer. He persuaded Buster and the Prince brothers to take two four-gallon barrels on trial. After he had left they tried the beer themselves and liked it. One pint followed another until, by the Sunday morning, the three men had finished both barrels. To follow it up, Buster switched to Pernod, and then from Pernod to gin.

At seven on the Sunday evening, two friends of his asked to be taken home. Buster staggered out of the club into a Ford Anglia and set off in a haze towards the Elephant and Castle. As he circled the large roundabout he started to bounce off cars as if they were Dodgems. He came to a halt; the two friends jumped out and ran. Buster drove on to the flat in Faunce Street and told June that he would return for her at nine and take her up to the West End.

He went to a small pub, borrowed a pound off some friends and bought a round of drinks. He borrowed another pound and bought some more drinks. Mike Prince came in and took Buster off to the King’s Head where more drinks were poured down his throat. When the time came for Mike to return to the club, they set off in the battered Anglia on the wrong side of the Blackfriars Road. Buster drove through a set of red traffic lights and smashed into a car on Westminster Bridge. Mike kicked Buster out of the car, moved into the driver’s seat and drove away.

Buster staggered to the club on foot. Remembering that he had made some promise to June, he telephoned her to discover that she was waiting impatiently for him to fetch her. He staggered out of the club, climbed into another car, set off down Lambeth Walk, and almost at once he crashed into another car. This accident was witnessed by a police constable on the street corner.

‘Hold on a minute, mate,’ Buster said to the policeman. ‘I’ve just got to have a piss.’ Fumbling at his fly-buttons he went to the corner, and once round it he ran. He reached Faunce Street, and changed his shirt and suit while quarrelling with June. Seeing the state he was in, she refused to go out with him; so he left the flat alone and drove to another drinking club, the Shirley Ann, which was run by the Richardson Brothers.

At two in the morning, after two more hours of heavy drinking, he drove back to the Walk-In. He stayed there until four, and then picked up a van to drive himself home. He was only halfway down the street before he drove it into a parked car. He staggered out and walked home, but this time his luck had run out because the van was registered in the name of the Walk-In and shortly afterwards Buster was served with a warrant for his arrest.

He was brought before the magistrates at Old Street: his whole drunken rampage was reconstructed by the police, and Buster expected to be sent to prison, but he escaped with a £50 fine and a two-year ban on driving. He paid the fine but ignored the ban, and two weeks later, Old Bill (the police) pounced on him as he sat in a stolen car outside his flat in Faunce Street.

In the seven or eight years of his criminal career this was the first time that Buster had faced a serious charge. His friends advised him to see a young managing clerk in a solicitor’s office called Brian Field. He retained an able barrister, Lewis Hawser, who had a high reputation among thieves. Buster’s defence was that he had borrowed the car from a man he had met in a pub, and when the case came to court, June took the stand to swear in a trembling voice that she had witnessed the transaction.

Buster was acquitted by the jury of stealing the car, but he was convicted of driving it while disqualified. He was sentenced to fourteen days in Brixton Prison: it was his first experience of a civilian jail.

The fourteen days gave Buster time to sober up and ponder his way of life. In one sense he was happy – he was ‘one of the chaps’, leading a chaotic, anarchic life which he enjoyed – but it was quite clear that even though June was pregnant, his marriage would not last much longer if he did not change his ways. A divorce was inconceivable: the bond with June, which had existed since they were little more than children, was more important to him than anything else; so when he returned from Brixton Prison, he told Mike and Johnny Prince that he wanted to pull out of the club.

It turned out that they themselves had had doubts about its future, because the police were only waiting for an excuse to close it down, but it went against the grain in all three of them to do Old Bill’s job for him by closing it down themselves. They therefore agreed that at the right moment they would smash it up or burn it down and claim the insurance.

Shortly afterwards, a Welshman was introduced to Buster with inside information about the movement of coalminers’ wages. He told him that on a Wednesday night the wages for eight collieries in Wales were held in certain offices of the National Coal Board with only one nightwatchman to guard them. The information proved wrong: they broke into the offices to find three security guards and were lucky to escape. They ran from the colliery and drove back to London at top speed. On the motorway near Reading, the first of their two cars had a blow-out and went out of control: and though Buster and his friend were both thrown clear, they were badly injured and lay groaning on the back seat of the second car, which had picked them up and drove them to London.

When June saw Buster, she was appalled. He was gashed across his scalp and had blood all over his face. They did not dare call a doctor or go to a hospital for the fear (not so far-fetched) that the police might connect the accident with the attempted robbery in Wales, so June washed the wounds herself; but by the Thursday evening, his head had gone septic and it became imperative to have proper medical attention.

At the Walk-In, where Buster went with his suppurating head covered with a cap, Mike and Johnny Prince saw their opportunity to kill two birds with one stone. Buster wanted a convincing explanation for his injuries; they all wanted to smash up the club and make it seem like the work of a rival gang: so that night at eleven they closed early and started a deliberate, destructive debauch. No bottle or glass was left unbroken; no table or chair intact. When everything that any of them could see had been smashed and smashed again, it was time for Buster’s solo performance. An ex-boxer who had been their bouncer slapped Buster’s scalp to open up the wound. Blood and pus dribbled over his face. He pranced around the room, shaking his head from side to side, flicking his blood all over the furniture and floor. The others tore their own clothes and slapped blood on their faces until the scene was set to call the police.

The uniformed officers arrived and swallowed whole the story of a rival gang; all the evidence seemed to suggest that Buster and the Prince brothers had paid the price for refusing protection. An ambulance was called and Buster was driven to Lambeth Hospital to have his head disinfected and stitched up.

The next morning, he was summoned back to the Walk-In for a visit from the local CID. The detective inspector who came along was a tough man with a pitted, pudgy face who had been newly appointed to Kennington Police Station. His name was Frank Williams. He already knew enough about life in South London to have doubts about the story told to his uniformed colleagues, in spite of the overturned jukebox, the splintered tables, the torn carpets, broken bottles and in the centre of it all Buster Edwards, his head swathed in bandages, his face and body blue with bruises.

‘This is a get-up,’ said Williams.

‘A get-up?’ said Buster. ‘Just look at the kicking they gave me,’ and he drew open his shirt to reveal more bruises.

‘Where does all this blood come from?’ asked Williams.

‘Don’t think we let them go without doing something to them,’ said Johnny Prince. ‘They got well seen to, I can tell you.’

‘Who was it, then?’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Williams,’ said Buster, ‘you know we can’t name names.’

The detective inspector had to leave with his curiosity unsatisfied; but he was to see more of Buster Edwards.

The insurance company paid up for the club. Buster returned to a more stable domestic life. On 9 December 1960, June gave birth to a healthy girl whom they named Nicolette, and to provide her with everything a baby could possibly want, Buster and his friends robbed Mothercare.

In the first months of 1961, the small firm composed of Buster Edwards and two friends, Bill Jennings and Gus Brown, teamed up with a strange and slightly sinister thief called Gordon Goody. He was a huge man with a thin face and a crafty smile as if the head of a fox had been grafted on to the body of a bull. On one of his arms, beneath his bulging biceps, were tattooed the words HELLO IRELAND and on the other DEAR MOTHER; for though Gordon was the same age as Buster – in his early thirties – he lived in Putney with his Irish mother.

He had been to prison twice – on the first occasion for robbing and beating up an older man, a homosexual who had made advances towards him, for which he also received twelve strokes of the birch; and on the second for robbing a jeweller in Ireland and resisting arrest. He was a solitary but successful thief, with a magpie’s fascination for gold, silver and precious stones. His avarice was well known among his fellow thieves; he was also thought to be lazy and idiosyncratic, but he more than made up for these failings by a splendid reputation for dedication and reliability as well as a growl and a glance which terrified his victims into acquiescence.

Off the job he was something of a dandy, wearing tailor-made suits and shirts from Jermyn Street. Unlike Buster, he avoided the pubs and drinking clubs where the chaps were to be found, preferring to see straight people in quiet Putney pubs or glamorous girls in smart West End restaurants. He liked women, and women were mesmerised by his aura of sinister and suppressed brutality.

With Gordon in their team, Buster, Bill Jennings and Gus Brown now robbed an occasional bookie and did the odd wages snatch – but these thefts had become so common by the late 1950s that the bags had been fitted with alarms, purple dye and metal legs which sprang out to a length of fifteen feet. They were finding it increasingly difficult to make a dishonest living, when an Irishman who had once told them about a dance hall in Willesden introduced them to a compatriot with inside information about a bank in his home town of Cork. The money from all the other banks in the town went into its vaults prior to its despatch to Dublin; yet the premises, so the man said, were deserted at night and the door only secured by a single lock. Buster and Gordon showed an interest; they imagined the Irish police to be sleepy and incompetent, and the vaults as easy to open as a tin of baked beans. Without wasting any time, they flew to Dublin, hired a car and drove to Cork.

They found the bank without difficulty, but before breaking in to examine the vaults they had to make sure that there was indeed no guard or watchman left there at night. Choosing a restaurant which looked over the river towards the door of the bank, they booked a table by the window for an early and leisurely supper. Buster was relaxed and cheerful as if he was on holiday, and he tucked into the food with a good appetite; but Gordon’s foxy eyes never strayed for long from the door of the bank. Suddenly, at nine o’clock, he saw a man standing on the steps. Not knowing whether he had come out of the bank or not, Gordon dropped his knife and fork and ran from the restaurant as if he had been poisoned by the food. He crossed the bridge in time to see his quarry enter a pub. Gordon followed him in and sat drinking for an hour and a half until the man left the pub, walked back to the bank and let himself in with a latch-key.

The presence of this caretaker was not an insuperable obstacle to robbing the bank, because they could always tie him up on the night, but it did show that their information was unreliable and made it all the more imperative to enter the bank and examine the vaults. On the second evening, while the caretaker was at the pub, they let themselves into the offices next to the bank, and from a window on the fourth floor climbed on to the roof. They went to the skylight, prised it open, tied one end of a knotted rope to an iron bar and lowered the other end into the dark interior. Gordon, who was in better condition than his fat friend, volunteered to climb down: he started well enough, but then his gloves started to slip on the rope. As they hit the knots they burst apart and Gordon landed with a crash on the floor with dust falling gently around him like snow.

He stood quite still and listened. There was no sound. He flashed his torch up to Buster who pulled up the rope, closed the skylight and made his way back over the roof. Gordon crept from one room of the bank to another until he found the vaults. He took from his wallet a razor blade and slipped it between the frame and the doors of the vault to measure their thickness. It was insignificant: they would be easy to cut open.

He left the vaults and, having discovered the room where the caretaker would be sleeping, he returned to the main concourse. There he saw that all the tables and desks were covered with the dust that had floated from the skylight. He took off his jersey and started to clean them, and only when he felt sure that he had removed all trace of his presence, did he let himself out of the front door and join Buster in a pub.

The following morning, they rented a cottage a few miles outside Cork which was to be their base for the operation. They then drove north to Connemara and arranged to rent a second cottage where they planned to take the money and bury it after they had robbed the bank. From there they drove to Dublin, returned the cars and flew back to London.

The chief problem which faced them now was the transport of their cutting equipment – the generator and a valuable oxyarc – from London to Cork. If they carried it with them, and it was discovered at Customs, it would be highly compromising; they therefore packed it in crates and shipped it via Fishguard under an assumed name. They were confident they could steal the oxygen cylinders and the explosives they might need from quarries in Ireland itself: detonators would be more difficult, so Gordon concealed some in the frame of a racing bicycle and crossed to Dublin with the appearance of a young man on a cycling holiday.

Buster followed with Gus and Bill; they too were disguised as tourists and carried fishing-rods. They took the train from Dublin to Cork where Buster hired a car, giving the name of Furness and a false address. The four of them met up in the cottage, and in the next few days secured gelignite from a quarry and oxygen cylinders from a building site. They now had everything they required for the robbery except for the transformer and the oxyarc, which had still not arrived at Fishguard.

It was eight days before their crate arrived, by which time the insurance had expired on the hired car. It was not something that would be noticed by Buster, but the conscientious proprietor of the car-hire firm tried to make contact with his customer through the address he had been given in London.

On the afternoon before the robbery, the four thieves drove into Cork so that Gordon could collect a suit from the cleaner’s. Buster dropped his three friends in the main street, arranging to meet them an hour later at the bus station. As he parked the car, the man from whom he had hired it came up to him: Buster remained quite calm, and from the man’s manner it appeared that nothing very serious was wrong. ‘Ah, Mr Furness,’ said the Irishman, ‘I’m so glad you’ve extended your holiday, but I wonder if you wouldn’t step into my office for a moment for the insurance …’

Buster followed him obediently, and stood at the counter waiting for a new certificate. Suddenly two enormous plain-clothes policemen came in behind him. They asked him for his name and address. Buster could do nothing but give the same false name and false address which he had given to the car-hire company.

‘We’ve checked the address,’ said the first detective. ‘It doesn’t exist …’

Buster began to stutter an explanation but the detective interrupted him. ‘Save your breath. We know what you’re up to, and we’re going to get you for it.’

He was taken to the police station where he asked to see a solicitor. They handed him a list of those practising in Cork; Buster ran his eye down the column of O’Reillys and O’Malleys until he saw a solicitor called Mayer. ‘I’ll have him,’ he said.

The solicitor duly arrived, and when Buster was alone with him, he asked what he could do to get out of it.

‘We’re due before the Magistrate at 2.15,’ said the lawyer, ‘but I dare say that for fifty pounds for me and fifty for the sergeant, something could be arranged.’

Buster had the money on him, and he handed it to his solicitor who slipped out of the interview room and returned a few minutes later to say that Buster was free to go.

Behind him came the detective. ‘Get out of Cork,’ he growled at him. ‘Get out of Ireland. If you’re ever in Ireland again, I’ll nick you so fast you won’t know what’s happened to you.’

In the street, Buster thanked his solicitor and walked by a circuitous route to the bus station. Gordon was waiting for him with the two others: he glanced at Buster who shook his head. The two stood side by side studying the timetable as if they were strangers.

‘They’re on to me,’ said Buster in an undertone. ‘I’ve got to get out of town.’

‘Any future for us?’ asked Gordon.

‘None at all. Clean up the cottage and get back to London.’

While Buster waited for a bus to take him to Dublin, his three friends took a taxi to their hideout where they broke up the transformer and sank it, together with the gelignite, detonators and oxygen cylinders, in a swamp by the sea. When it came to the oxyarc, they could not bring themselves to throw it away, so Gordon wrapped it in plastic sheeting and hid it in a disused quarry a mile or so from the cottage.

Despite this run of bungled business, Buster had maintained a reputation among the ‘chaps’ as a reliable thief; and soon after his return to London he joined another firm, who claimed to have an expert at fixing alarms, in an attempt to rob a bank in the West End. This bank had one advantage over any other: there was a side entrance which opened into the foyer of an office block. If the thieves waited until the offices had closed and gained access to them, they could then pick the lock unobserved from the street.

In the middle of the morning, they sent along a crooked locksmith who in front of the busy passers-by changed the lock on the door to the office block. That evening, the thieves let themselves into the foyer and set to work on the door to the bank. They entered it without any difficulty, and the expert supposedly doctored the alarms; but as the safe-cutter started with his torch, one of the gang who was on watch upstairs came down to report that a group of policemen was coming in through the front entrance to the bank. Buster stopped the cutter. ‘It looks a bit naughty,’ he said. ‘We’d better get out of here,’ and picking up a jemmy he led the group of thieves up the stairs where with terrible screams they rushed at the policemen and bank officials who fled into the manager’s office.

There were more police in the street, and a group of passers-by who had stopped to see what the fuss was about. Buster came out first and stood snarling with the jemmy in his right hand while the others sneaked out behind him. A man tried to grab hold of Buster: Buster hit him with the jemmy and broke his arm. The police knew better: they bided their time. When his friends were all away, Buster turned and ran after them, turning right and then right again to where they had parked two stolen cars. The police ran after them, and as the thieves all piled on top of one another in the first car, a clever constable put his hand through the open window and removed the ignition keys.

They were surrounded once again, but once again they fought their way out of the car and made for the Ford Zodiac a little further down the street. This time they got away, but they did not make for home because they had been wearing no masks and it was possible that some had been recognised. Buster was dropped off at his sister-in-law’s, promising to meet the others the next day at a pub in Sloane Street. From there he telephoned June and told her to destroy all the photographs she had of him, including the one in his passport.

The next day, he set off for Sloane Street to keep his appointment with the other members of the gang. He arrived late, to find two squad cars parked outside the pub. They had been grassed. Buster drove off towards Chelsea Bridge and did not stop until he had reached Pevensey Bay on the south coast. There he took a room in a small hotel and telephoned London. Half the gang had been arrested, including his friend Gus Brown and the youth who had failed to fix the alarms. The latter had apparently turned Queen’s evidence and had given the police the telephone number ‘of a man called Buster’, which had led them to Faunce Street. There was a warrant out for his arrest.

Buster went underground. He adopted the name and persona of a straight friend of his called Derek Glass who on several occasions had acted as his front man. In Pevensey Bay, he rented a flat and used it as a base from which to travel to London.

There, in the pubs and drinking clubs south of the river, Buster asked if ‘anyone knew anyone’ in the West End CID. In a short time, he had found an intermediary called Fat Bill who went off to find out if ‘anything could be done’. He brought back word that the charge could not be dropped, but for £1,500 it would be forgotten. The price was reasonable, but after his sequence of failures, Buster possessed nothing like that sum of money. He needed work urgently – not just for this expense, but to hire the best barristers for Gus Brown.

To tide himself over he went on a quick wages snatch with the rump of the other firm which had joined him on the West End bank job. He drove with two others in the back of a van to a railway siding, and returned with £4,500 of railwaymen’s wages. It was better than nothing, but hardly enough, and it reminded Buster of a similar robbery he and Gordon had once planned but never carried into effect.

The prize was again railwaymen’s wages, paid out from an office to all those who worked in the sidings and marshalling yards of the Western Region. Buster telephoned Gordon from Pevensey Bay and the two men met together in London. The plan was still fresh in their heads and they agreed to go ahead. Buster brought in Bill Jennings and Gordon invited a fourth man called Charlie Wilson who had an excellent reputation as a thief.

The money for the railwaymen’s wages was delivered by a security van to a single-storey office built next to some sidings. The clerical staff always bolted themselves in while they sorted the money into wage packets, and then paid it out at a small window. Late on the night before the delivery was due, Buster and Gordon let themselves into the deserted office with a skeleton key. They examined the bolt and saw that it ran through the jamb of the door into the concrete of the wall. They therefore unscrewed it from the door cut the screws short, cut off the end of the bolt so that it only just went into the clasp and put everything back into place.

The next day, they returned in full force with Gordon at the wheel of a stolen van. They waited in the street outside the entrance to the siding until they saw the security van depart; then, while Buster, Bill and Charlie Wilson pulled down their stocking masks and drew out their coshes, Gordon drove down to the office. One kick threw it open. Inside, there were five men and one woman: the men dived straight to the ground but the woman came flying at them. Buster held her and they fell on the ground in a struggling, screaming ball while the others packed the bundles of banknotes into a holdall. As they left they locked the door behind them and broke the key in the lock.

When they counted the money in the holdall, it came to £26,000. From Buster’s whack, £1,500 went to the West End police officer; and £1,000 towards the legal expenses of Gus Brown. When his trial came up at the Old Bailey, Gus was defended by Lewis Hawser. The jury returned a verdict of ‘Not Guilty.’

Charlie Wilson, who was part of the firm for this successful raid, was a humorous, warm-hearted man who lived with his wife and three daughters in Clapham. He was tall and strong, like Gordon, and had bright blue eyes.

He was a Battersea boy, but unlike the others had started stealing late in life. He then went far and fast, and what was particular about him now were the bonds of loyalty and friendship he had forged with certain violent and unscrupulous gangsters who ran the protection rackets in London’s West End. Charlie, who saw everything in black and white, was quite uninhibited about the methods he used to pursue his own interests and those of his friends; many thieves had friends, but few could rely on them to blow off the head or the legs of an adversary with a sawn-off shotgun without asking the reason why.

Charlie had acquaintances in Middlesex who knew he was ‘at it’, and like many outwardly honest people, they admired him for it. One day, in the autumn of 1962, they invited him out to their home where they introduced him to a man who worked in Comet House at London Airport – the administrative offices of BOAC. They were left alone in the sitting room, where this man slyly mentioned that he knew details of the movements of wages for the entire airline staff.

Comet House was a modern block on the south side of the airport – separated from the passenger terminals by the runways themselves. It was the largest of a complex of offices, warehouses and service hangars strung out along the south side of the airport about fifteen miles from the centre of London. A wide road leading out of London to the South West ran along the perimeter; and on the other side of the wire fence there was another small road for airport vehicles.

A few hundred yards from Comet House, also within the precincts of the airport, was a branch of Barclays Bank; and it was from here that each Tuesday morning a box was brought to Comet House containing the wages for the staff – estimated to be between three and four hundred thousand pounds. It was carried in a van by two security guards who were followed by three cashiers; and although the distance from the bank to the office was short, it was sometimes escorted by a police car.

Charlie’s informant had envisaged stealing the money from the vault in the bank. Charlie, when he returned to London, discussed it with Gordon and decided in favour of a snatch, and together they started to recruit a gang of the best thieves in London. Gordon brought in Buster, who had moved back to London from Pevensey Bay and was living with June and Nicky at 214 St Margaret’s Road, Twickenham, as Mr and Mrs Derek Glass and daughter.

The two men drove out together to London Airport on a Tuesday morning, respectably dressed in sober suits, and strolled into Comet House as if they worked there. While Gordon waited in the foyer, Buster took the lift to the top floor and there went to the men’s cloakroom. Standing at the urinal, he found that he could see the entrance to the bank. He waited until he saw the security van draw up at the door; and when it left again, he timed its short journey to Comet House. Down in the foyer, Gordon saw the heavy box containing the wages unloaded from the van on to a trolley, and wheeled through the door to the lift by two security men. There they waited for the lift to descend and take them up to the cashier’s office on the first floor.

As the two thieves returned to their car, Buster noticed two youthful chauffeurs lounging in the front seat of a sparkling Jaguar. He recognised them at once as two of the chaps.

‘It’s Roy and Mick,’ said Gordon. ‘They’ll be driving for us.’

‘Well, if I can see they’re grafting, it’ll be clear as day to Old Bill.’

The first meeting of the firm which had been formed for the Airport Robbery was held at Buster’s flat in St Margaret’s Road. Besides Gordon, Charlie and Bill Jennings there were the two drivers, Roy James and Micky Ball, and a man who was always the dominant personality in any group he worked with – Bruce Reynolds.

Unlike his friends, Bruce did not look like a thug or a thief; he was tall and had the bespectacled, intelligent face of a handsome schoolteacher. Buster had first met him at the Richardson’s club, the Shirley Ann, and had worked with him once or twice since; but Bruce, although he came from a similar background, avoided the pubs and clubs of South London, and preferred to be seen in the Ritz, the Savoy or the Dorchester.

Unlike Buster, whose chief quality was cunning, Bruce had both intelligence and imagination, neither of which had served him well in his chosen profession. Coming from a respectable, working-class background – his father was an active Trades Unionist and Socialist at the Ford Factory in Dagenham – he had since childhood been propelled by an intense romanticism – first to be a naval officer, then an ace journalist, then a new Pasteur; but a week or two on the bottom rung of the ladder had always been enough for him, and with the right contacts from his childhood (he had played with Charlie Wilson as a boy) he had started at the age of seventeen to rob shops for which he was eventually arrested and imprisoned.

He had been in and out of prison ever since, each sentence earning him promotion, until he now led a small gang of his own which specialised in top-class crime. He saw himself as Raffles, the gentleman thief, and reality and fantasy were nearer now than ever before. He had married a sixteen-year-old girl, drove an Aston Martin, dressed elegantly, ate at the best restaurants, took holidays in the South of France and let it be known that he had been the youngest major in the British Army.

The two chauffeurs, Roy James and Micky Ball, had reached the same stage in their careers. Both working-class boys from Fulham, they had made up for their small stature with an exceptional talent for driving. They had started at the wheel of stolen Jaguars for smash-and-grab, had both been in and out of prison, and had now progressed to a more lucrative line in creeping (cat-burgling). Shortly before this meeting at Twickenham, they had returned from three months on the Cote d’Azur, where, having spent £30,000 they had brought with them, they committed two spectacular thefts of jewellery – one collection worth £62,000 and another from a woman whom they had followed back from the Monte Carlo casino, worth £80,000.

This was the nucleus of the gang formed to rob Comet House, and the feeling among them was optimistic: the forecast of a prize worth two or even three hundred thousand pounds seemed quite plausible, given the size of the airline’s staff. They had all been to Comet House, had studied the possibilities and now contrived a plan.

For the robbery itself, they had agreed upon a snatch: the heavies (thugs) would enter the building disguised in bowler hats and City suits, and hide in the men’s lavatory on the top floor until they saw the van leave the bank; then they would descend in the lift and burst out on the security guards as they waited in the foyer. Roy and
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