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‘The good old cause!’

The call to reject all forms of authority and state control took shape in the ancient world. Deriving from the Greek word anarchos, which means ‘without authority’, anarchy as a philosophical idea spread in popularity across Europe and America throughout the nineteenth century. As a political force, it began to gather ground at the turn of the twentieth century.

At a time when the Peaky Blinders made capital with their business ambitions, anarchism emerged in Britain. It took the form of a hard-left movement committed to tearing up the establishment by any means and constructing a society based on cooperation, mutual aid and the belief that everyone is equal. Anarchists drew support from the working classes to radical thinkers and anti-establishment idealists.

In Peaky Blinders, it is Ada Shelby’s lodger, James, who playfully expresses an enthusiasm for the anarchist movement. The young man strikes Tommy as a dreamer rather than an agitator, and yet he knows that the wider world considers anarchists to be a threat to society. Tommy duly plays this fear to his advantage by persuading James to accompany him to Alfie Solomons’ bakery, where he asks him to wait outside. In order to secure his safe exit following the meeting, Tommy informs Alfie that his associate has been instructed to trigger a grenade he planted in the bakery on the way in. He describes James as ‘a professional’ anarchist, and likens him to a group behind the infamous and deadly Wall Street bombing of 1920. Ultimately, it’s enough to convince Alfie that Tommy’s accomplice will do whatever it takes to cause chaos as a catalyst for change.

It could be said that anarchy in the UK reached its height as the Peaky Blinders expanded their business interests from Small Heath to racecourse ownership and black-market export. In some ways, the movement was largely absorbed throughout the first half of the twentieth century by left-leaning political movements as well as by wider world events, such as the 1917–23 Russian Revolution and the Spanish Civil War, 1936–9. As a symbol of establishment resistance, however, anarchist ideals remain a powerful means of seizing attention. The spirit of the early twentieth-century anarchists can be seen in everything from the punk rock movement of the late 1970s to Reclaim the Streets in the 1990s and the radical environmentalism of today’s Extinction Rebellion protests.
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‘Every night since the funeral, he comes back in the morning to see Charles and feed the horses. When it gets dark he goes off again.’

When Tommy Shelby takes up residence in his grand countryside estate, it’s a far cry from his humble beginnings in a terrace on Watery Lane. The red-stone mansion with its stained-glass windows offers him respite from the pressures in his life, and a place for him and his new wife, Grace, to start a family

. Later, as a widower with his son, Charlie, Tommy’s prized property serves to remind him of what he’s lost. As his sister, Ada, observes, the house becomes a painful place for him to be. With servants’ quarters, grand staircase, ornate ceilings, imposing fireplaces and long dining table, it just seems cold and hauntingly empty. Arrow House is not a place without drama, however. Throughout the story of Peaky Blinders, it’s the scene of pivotal events from a mass arrest of the Shelby family to a staging of Swan Lake that’s attended by British fascist leader Sir Oswald Mosley and interrupted by a shooting.

Many of the Arrow House scenes in Peaky Blinders are filmed at Arley Hall and Gardens, which is one of the most prominent family-owned stately homes in the north-east of England. Built between 1832 and 1845 by the landowner, Rowland Egerton-Warburton, the mock Elizabethan hall stands on the site of the original building, which dated back to 1469.

Arley Hall is located over fifty miles north of Birmingham, just outside Northwich in Cheshire, and is open to the public. With its grand approach and handsome front, the house and gardens are no stranger to our screens, having also featured on the Antiques Roadshow, Coronation Street and numerous other productions.
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‘If he’s caught they won’t hang him on the grounds of insanity. He will go back to the same place I found him. He’ll just have had a very eventful holiday, which he will probably believe never really happened.’

In his attempt to take down Oswald Mosley, Tommy recruits the help of an old war comrade, Barney Thompson. In the years since his return from the frontline, the former sniper has struggled with ‘shell-shock’ and manic episodes. Tommy finds him incarcerated in a dimly lit and windowless asylum cell. Conditions are bleak for him; effectively a reflection of society’s attitude to mental health at the turn of the twentieth century.

The concept of a lunatic asylum is difficult to comprehend today, as is the terminology used to describe those considered to be ‘mad’ or ‘insane’, who – until the later years of the twentieth century – were often locked up in institutions for a lifetime on the grounds that families and communities needed protecting from them. This was frequently open to abuse, with ‘difficult women’ sometimes finding themselves committed against their will, along with those suffering from what we now understand as dementia.

By the 1920s, shortly before Tommy helps Barney to break out, Britain’s asylums housed almost one hundred thousand inmates. Each institution was legally bound by the Lunacy Act of 1845 to employ a qualified physician to care for the patients. Treatment was often minimal, however, with the emphasis on keeping large numbers of inmates calm, occupied or under control. By the 1930s, at a time when asylums had become increasingly underfunded and overcrowded, leading psychiatrists also developed and promoted more extreme, invasive treatments in the form of electroconvulsive therapy and lobotomies. It was only with the development of effective drug treatment in the 1950s, combined with a more humanitarian and socially inclusive approach to mental health issues, that such institutions finally began to close their doors for good.
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‘That’s my brother Arthur’s office . . . down there’s my brother John’s office . . . that’s where we slate the runners and the riders.’

Horse trainer May Carleton does her level best not to look surprised at what she finds on her tour of the ‘gambling den’ at Tommy Shelby’s invitation. It certainly commands attention at first sight. Earlier, when Tommy first opens a side entrance hidden behind curtains in the family’s neighbouring house in the terrace at Watery Lane, it reveals a whole new world next door. With rooms knocked through and front windows boarded to keep out prying eyes, the neighbouring space forms the heart of the Shelbys’ thriving business interest. Here, in this noisy confine choked with cigarette smoke, Tommy, Polly, Arthur, John and their workforce chalk up odds on horse races around the country and take money from hopeful punters.

What May finds is a betting shop, buzzing with activity and completely illegal.

Gambling in the early twentieth century was a popular pastime. Over the preceding three hundred years, it had grown to appeal across the social spectrum. Wagers took place on everything from horse racing to card games, cock fighting and bare-knuckle fighting. It was a means of displaying wealth for the upper classes, and an escape or entertainment for the workforce.

Concerns about the social effect of gambling existed back then as they do today. The Gaming Act of 1845 attempted to deter the practice by giving the punter no legal protection should the bookie refuse to pay out. Later, the Betting Act of 1853 restricted the practice to licensed pitches at racecourses. In effect, this outlawed what we would consider today to be high-street betting shops. Neither Act dampened the thirst for gambling. If anything, they encouraged sharp practices and drove the business underground, which is why the Shelbys operate their Watery Lane venture with a lookout  stationed at the front door.
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‘I’ve heard very bad, bad, bad things about you Birmingham people.’

The second largest city in the UK, located in the West Midlands, Birmingham forged much of its character in the early twentieth century as a manufacturing powerhouse. ‘The City of a Thousand Trades’ evolved from a hub of small enterprises to become a centre for engineering, metalworking and automotive industries. A network of transport links by rail and canal fuelled the city’s growth, and indeed the Peaky Blinders capitalise on the considerable waterway network to expand their business interests. By the time Tommy reaches London, for a meeting with Alfie Solomons at his Camden bakery, it seems his gang has forged a reputation back home that precedes them.

In bringing the city and the era to the screen, Peaky Blinders creator, Steven Knight, drew from the childhood recollections of his parents and wider family. The factories were a source of light, fire and hammer blows, as well as black ash that floated down to carpet the cobbled streets and rooftops. The working classes lived in cramped conditions, trapped in pockets of slums that wouldn’t be redeveloped until after the Second World War. It was the pubs that offered a respite from this unforgiving life, where the boozy atmosphere saw plots hatched and dramas play out.
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‘It was meant to be routine . . . I’m guessing my men were drunk.’

When Tommy orders his men to steal a crate containing motorcycles, only to find they’ve accidentally come away with a consignment of Lewis machine-guns, it could have only come from one factory in the city: BSA.

The Birmingham Small Arms Company was founded in 1861 as a manufacturer of machine-tooled weaponry. The owners – primarily gunsmiths – created a large factory in Small Heath, home of the Peaky Blinders. Despite winning big contracts in the early years, the company was forced to diversify in the late 1870s and duly went into the bicycle-making business. This might seem an odd switch from an outside point of view, but the machines built for the manufacture of guns were easily adapted to produce large quantities of low-cost and standardised bike parts.

As the century turned, the company survived by carefully balancing bike and arms production, as well as taking steps into the motorcycle industry. BSA proved to be a fruitful source of employment for local people, and a vital contributor to the local economy. Demand for munitions soared during the First World War, of course, dropping off considerably after Germany and the Central Powers conceded defeat in 1918. One year later, BSA responded by setting up a subsidiary company dedicated to the production of bicycles and motorbikes. In Peaky Blinders, this draws the attention of an ambitious young street gang leader and explains the mix-up that pits Tommy against Chief Inspector Campbell and his men.

As a company, BSA was known for acquiring businesses as well as diversifying. It acquired Daimler as well as the Lanchester Motor Company in order to make use of the latter’s factory next door, though neither automotive manufacturer proved hugely successful in its hands. Nevertheless, BSA’s core work – the manufacture of guns – continued to grow. During the Second World War, with sixty-seven factories under its wing, the company is thought to have produced over half the small arms used by England in the conflict. Following Germany’s defeat, BSA refocused its attention on bikes and motorcycles, and became an industry giant on acquiring Triumph Motorcycles in 1951. Towards the end of the decade, however, a downturn in fortunes forced the company to begin offloading its major interests – with Raleigh acquiring the bicycle division. By the early 1970s, a succession of sell-offs and takeovers effectively reduced BSA to a marque. As the business was absorbed into outside ownership, an important chapter in Birmingham’s history as the workshop of the world came to a close.
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‘I want to borrow a book . . .’

When Tommy Shelby’s secret wetwork for Winston Churchill brings him into contact with the exiled aristocrat, Grand Duke Leon Petrovich Romanov, along with his wife and niece, the influence of Russian events on the story of the Peaky Blinders deepens. Having dealt with communist sympathisers like Freddie Thorne, Tommy now finds himself dealing with once-powerful but still well-connected figures. As a man who likes to be prepared, Tommy visits Ada at the London library where she works in order to carry out background research on an ideology and uprising that shook the world.

The Grand Duke and his family, living in luxury in London’s Wilderness House courtesy of the British establishment, are involved in a plot to smuggle tanks into Georgia. This is part of a secret plan to overthrow the fledgling Soviet Union, established by the Bolsheviks in 1922 as part of the Russian Revolution.

The Bolsheviks – which means ‘majority’ in Russian – were a Marxist political force led by Lenin. They were effectively the largest faction of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party, which believed in communist rule. In 1917, fired by what they perceived as vast social and economic inequalities, the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia. During the revolution that followed, which lasted for six years, they brought down the monarchy and ruling classes, forcing wealthy and aristocratic figures such as the Duke and his family to flee, in order to establish the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic. The name was later changed to the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, which maintained power until the system collapsed in 1991.

In 1924, one year after the end of the Russian Revolution, exiles like Grand Duke Leon Petrovich Romanov remained fiercely hostile towards the Bolsheviks and contemptuous of the Soviet framework of government they installed. The Bolsheviks were often known as ‘The Reds’, which was the main colour of the Soviet flag, and a loose force of allies determined to overthrow them were called ‘The Whites’. In Peaky Blinders, Tommy is tasked with stealing tanks and smuggling them out of the country for the pro-capitalist Whites. Preparing for the heist, he realises he is caught up in a shadowy establishment plot to blow up trains on British soil and frame The Reds for this. The resulting international incident would provide the government with a seemingly legitimate reason to confront the Soviet Union and what it considered to be the communist threat. With this in mind, Tommy sets about playing the two sides to his own advantage.
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‘My brother would be wiping bits of you off his boots by now if I wasn’t preaching caution.’

In the early twentieth century, the working man required footwear that was fit for purpose. Boots were a popular choice for many, and not just because jobs were often labour intensive. We only have to look at the state of Watery Lane to appreciate why people needed something sturdy on their feet. In an industrial age, with poor drainage and horses remaining a popular choice of transport, the streets were effectively paved with soot, grime and muck.

As they rose to prominence, the Peaky Blinders were noted not only for their caps, complete with a razor blade stitched into the brim, but for their equally distinctive boots. Ankle height, in heavy-duty black or tan leather – often decoratively perforated or brogued – and with a practically indestructible sole, these were designed to look good and last a lifetime. As Tommy warns the factory owner, Mr Devlin – as Arthur broods behind him – they can also be used to do some damage.

The kind of cap toe boots sported by Tommy and his brothers in 1919 feature an Oxford-style closed lacing system. They’re hand-stitched and sometimes welted, which involves cementing a durable strip of leather or rubber between the upper and insole. After the First World War, many ex-soldiers simply kept their military boots to wear on civvy street, while those who could afford it purchased lighter boots with more flexible uppers. These were usually worn for clerical or office-based work. They also became more popular as leisure wear during the 1920s, while facing stiff competition on the fashion front from the leather shoe.
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‘Fuck what they think.’

Arthur doesn’t stand out from the Shelby family just for being the first into a fist fight. When suited and booted in the Peaky Blinders uniform, it’s his bow tie that really sets him apart from his brothers. Such a traditionally formal item might be at odds with Arthur’s hot-headed character, and yet in different ways both pack a punch.

The bow tie has its origins in the seventeenth century. It evolved from a simple scarf worn by Croatian soldiers to bind their shirts at the neck, which then became the cravat beloved of the ruling classes. The garment we recognise as a bow tie today emerged in New York in the late nineteenth century. It was quickly adopted on both sides of the Atlantic as a simple but distinctive fashion statement. While the standard necktie was growing in popularity at this time, many came to see the bow tie as an unfussy alternative. Physicians were said to prefer them, for example, because they didn’t dangle in the way when operating on patients.

By the time Arthur Shelby’s name started to inspire both fear and respect across Small Heath, the bow tie had become far less commonplace than the standard tie, though in some ways this just made the bow tie wearer look even more distinctive. The 1930s saw a revival and reinvention of this idiosyncratic item of attire as women adopted what had been an exclusively male preserve, but it was Winston Churchill who arguably made the bow tie his own. The bow tie’s popularity may have declined since the end of the Second World War, but today it remains the perfect accompaniment to the tuxedo and ideal for anyone who shares the same uncompromising spirit and fearless streak as the eldest Shelby brother.

 

 

Bow tie basics

Clip-on

For anyone with no time to stand in front of a mirror fussing, the clip-on bow tie is quick to fit – attaching to the front of the shirt collar – and completely level if that’s the look you choose.

Pre-tied

The pre-tied version comes with a neck strap, hidden beneath the collar, keeping it firmly in place.

Self-tie

There’s nothing more satisfying that tying a bow tie yourself. Variations include the butterfly and batwing, which describe the shape of each blade, or the single-end bow tie. The fact that all varieties of the self-tied bow tie sit naturally off-kilter is considered to be a mark of authenticity, so adjust for comfort without feeling you need a spirit level to finish the task.

How to tie a traditional bow tie
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1. Place the tie around your neck, with one end an inch longer than the other.

2. Cross the long end over the short end.

3. Tuck the long end up and under the short end to form a neck loop, and then drop the long end over your shoulder to keep it out of the way for a moment.

4. Take the
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‘A gentleman would take off his hat and put out his pipe.’

A man like Chief Inspector Chester Campbell represents the establishment. When he’s not in a topper, what hat embodies this more than the bowler? Complete with a heavy overcoat and cane, this is a man dressed to uphold his belief in justice, decency, discipline and respect at all costs. Polly Gray might be affronted that he doesn’t remove it when entering a church, but Campbell is a man who also chooses to defy convention when it suits him. In this case, as a staunch Protestant in a Catholic place of worship, he keeps the bowler on his head as a simple means of needling a Peaky Blinder in prayer.

A hard felt hat with a low crown and rounded brim, the bowler first came into existence in London in 1849, created by the London hat-makers Thomas and William Bowler. At the time, the top hat was the popular choice. The bowler, however, proved to be a smart, hard-wearing and practical alternative that was less likely to be dislodged on the move.

Initially, the bowler appealed to the working classes, before finding a place with office-based workers at the turn of the twentieth century. The preferred option of insurance brokers, bankers and clerks, the bowler in Britain became shorthand for ‘everyman’ – a look that celebrated compliance and convention over individuality. For a figure like Chief Inspector Campbell, tasked with stamping out rebellion, it was the perfect choice of headwear.





1920s bread

Bake your own vintage loaf and taste a slice of the Peaky Blinders life

Ingredients

•500 grams of flour
•1 tablespoon of fat (butter or lard, but to go fully authentic use chicken fat or clarified beef fat)
•1 teaspoon of sugar
•1.5 teaspoons of salt
•7 grams of yeast
•300 ml warm water
Method

1. Pour half the flour into a bowl.

2. Add the fat and salt.

3. Dissolve the yeast in a small amount of the water and then add to the mix.

4. While stirring, add the remaining flour and water to create a dough.

5. Knead the dough on a floured surface until firm.

6. Leave to rise for two to three hours in a warm, humid environment.

7. Pre-heat the oven to 210 °C/420 °F/Gas Mark 8. Place the loaf in a large, greased bread tin and bake for 20 to 25 minutes until the crust turns golden brown.
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‘We also contacted a businessman in Chicago . . .’

It’s a name that inspired both fear and respect across America throughout the 1920s and 30s. When Polly and Tommy reveal that the Peaky Blinders are in business talks across the Atlantic with the infamous crime boss, Al Capone, it leaves Luca Changretta, the New York mobster who has travelled to England to avenge his father, momentarily lost for words.

Alphonse Gabriel Capone was born in Brooklyn, New York, in 1899. His criminal activities began at an early age when he joined the Five Points Gang, whose members included fellow Italo-American hoodlums such as Lucky Luciano and Johnny Torrio. During his time in the Big Apple, Capone got into a fight at a brothel and suffered a knife injury. The wound swiftly earned him the nickname that would reinforce his status as a formidable crime figure: ‘Scarface’.

In 1919, Capone followed Johnny Torrio – who had been working for a syndicate boss named ‘Big Jim’ Colosimo running gambling and brothel rings – to Chicago. In the same year, responding to a call for temperance from religious groups, the American government banned the manufacture, sale and transport of alcohol. The Prohibition era, which lasted until 1933, resulted in a huge demand for booze on the black market. Colosimo refused to get involved in bootlegging, which led to a rebellion in the ranks. Capone is believed to have been involved in Colosimo’s assassination so that his old associate, Torrio, could assume control of the organisation.

Torrio’s position at the top came to a premature end following his arrest in 1925 for running an illegal distillery. When Capone took over, he showed a flair for public relations that was arguably ahead of his time. While everyone knew he made his fortune through racketeering, the mobster worked hard to present himself as a man of the people who sought to improve the lives of the people of the Windy City.

Away from the flash of the press photographers’ bulbs, Capone ran ‘the Outfit’, as his mob was known, with ruthless efficiency. On 14 February 1929, this culminated in one of the most notorious acts of gang war retribution when seven members of a rival mob were gunned down in cold blood. The Valentine’s Day Massacre, as it became known, began to turn the tide of public opinion against Capone and sparked the beginning of his fall from power. Despite his involvement in everything from prostitution to protection rackets, federal law enforcement agencies struggled in vain to make charges stick. Capone did short spells of prison time for contempt and carrying a concealed weapon, but ultimately his downfall was sealed in a mundane but watertight way. In 1931, having lived an opulent lifestyle with no apparent means, Al Capone was sentenced to eleven years for tax evasion.

Much of Capone’s sentence was served at Alcatraz, America’s most notorious federal jail on an island in San Francisco Bay. Prison did little to blunt his formidable reputation, yet on his release in 1939 the former mob boss emerged as a shadow of his former self.

During his time inside, Capone was diagnosed with advance syphilis, a sexually transmitted infection he had picked up as a younger man. As a result of the effect of the disease on the brain, his mental capacity was judged to have been severely diminished. A free man, but considerably incapacitated, the infamous kingpin retired to Florida, where he died in 1947 following a cardiac arrest aged just forty-eight. Although his life was relatively short, Al Capone’s reputation endures as the embodiment of the American gangster.
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‘Nobody works with me. People work for me.’

The real Billy Kimber outlived his fictional character, shot dead by Tommy Shelby during a gang face-off in front of the Garrison, but his on-screen reputation as a feared gangster is very much based on fact.

Born in Birmingham in 1882, William ‘Billy’ Kimber made his mark using both brains and brawn. An accomplished street fighter and quick thinker with ambition, he rose to become head of a gang with racecourse racketeering interests that reached beyond the Midlands.

The Birmingham Gang’s success in this field was largely down to the Betting Act of 1853, which restricted licensed gambling to racetracks. The rising popularity of daytime excursion tickets by train also contributed, for huge numbers of people consequently flocked to the races to place bets with the bookmakers, who were quickly targeted by Kimber and his men for ‘protection’. The gang stopped at nothing to ensure compliance, with disputes often settled using knuckledusters and razors.

A calculating and strategic thinker, Billy Kimber expanded his underworld empire by forming allegiances with some rival gangs. In building his interests, he came to arrangements with London underworld players such as Charles ‘Wag’ McDonald, head of the Elephant and Castle Mob. This effectively strengthened Kimber’s hand in the struggle with two other gangland kingpins portrayed in the Peaky Blinders underworld – Alf Solomon and Charles ‘Darby’ Sabini – for control of the major racecourses in the south of England, as well as of the burgeoning nightclub scene.

While Kimber had aligned himself with the Elephant and Castle Mob in a bid to win the Racecourse War, Sabini recruited Solomon and his Jewish gang to back him. The dispute escalated dramatically in 1921 when Kimber was shot and injured outside Sabini’s London flat, where he had gone to negotiate with his rival. Solomon was arrested and charged with the shooting, but found not guilty when Kimber and his associates played by the criminals’ code and refused to testify.

In 1927, after years of conflict and short-lived truces with Charles ‘Darby’ Sabini’s gang in the fight for control of the racecourses, Billy Kimber took flight from the UK for America following a shooting incident at a London pub favoured by his rival. On his return to England in 1929, Kimber found that opportunities at the premier racecourses had diminished. Efforts by the police and the Jockey Club of Britain to clean up betting practices persuaded the veteran racketeer to make his money from less regulated and more informal horse racing. Little is known of his later years until 1945, when he died in a Torquay nursing home at the age of sixty-three. In his will, Billy Kimber left his widow more than three and a half thousand pounds, which was a considerable sum of money at the time.
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‘Every man, he craves certainty.’

Tom Hardy’s Jewish gangster, Alfie Solomons, might seem like a unique fictional creation. In reality, his character is loosely inspired by a real-life underworld crime figure of the day, Alf Solomon.

Born in the mid-1890s to a Russian émigré mother, Solomon made his name as a volatile leader of a Jewish gang involved in bootlegging, gambling rackets and racecourse protection. Operating out of Camden in north London, he formed a close but uneasy allegiance with Clerkenwell-based nightclub owner Charles ‘Darby’ Sabini, who was himself fighting with Billy Kimber for control of racecourses across the south of England. The pact duly put Solomon at odds with Kimber’s Birmingham Boys. Following a shooting outside Sabini’s flat in 1921, it even led to Solomon standing trial for attempting to murder the Midlands mob boss. The case reportedly ended with Solomon’s acquittal when no witness could recall the incident. Later that decade, Alf Solomon would return to the dock. Following a fracas at the Eden Social Club, he was found not guilty of the attempted murder of a doorman, but guilty of the murder of a patron, Buck Emden, and sent to prison for three years.

In 1936, Alf Solomon and his gang were believed to have joined with other Jewish groups, anarchists, communists and socialists in resisting Sir Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists at what became known as The Battle of Cable Street. In his later years, Solomon reportedly tried to leave his violent gangster life behind him. He wrote a somewhat desperate letter to the police, offering to become an informant in return for protection from what he believed to be a mortal threat from rival gangs. Little is known of Alf Solomon’s fate, though his life has now been immortalised as one of Britain’s most memorable underworld players.
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