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Given that this is a real-life account of events in my life, I have not tidied up the language, which, in places, is somewhat colourful. If you are easily offended, then you have been warned!
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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

BETTY JEAN LEWIN, my wife, my life. I will love you every day till the day I die and beyond. I thank you, and I treasure your memories. I’m just sorry I took everything you did for granted. If only I could have told you more often how much I loved you. If only I could have seen more clearly what a diamond you were.

TO OUR CHILDREN:

To Rachael, the Yin, and the Yang. Hmmm. As parents, we all want the best for our children. My mom and dad gave us a few snippets. When we lifted you up to reach for the stars, it was my arms that carried you, but behind me was your mother helping and pushing. If I slipped a few times, she was still, quietly always there. Without her, in whatever I did, I could not have done alone. Even in death, her final impetus was to push me on. So, when someone gives you outside guidance, always consider the motives. There are lots of Yins out there. Maybe with a good education, possibly one drug-addled son who thinks they know better, they are the bank managers with the umbrella when the sun is out, the friend or tutor who knows what’s best for you when everything is going fine. But when the shit hits the fan, as it does very often in life, as many people have found out, the Yins tend to disappear. Sadly, also with what happens in life, the Yang’s, may tend to drawback the bridges. For what you achieved, what Kristy has achieved, me and your mom were immensely proud. All your mom ever wanted was for a bit of that pride to shine back on her.

To Andrew, Nicky, Kristy. Ditto. I remember the ice on the inside of those windows, almost kicking the bucket with double pneumonia, my dad’s army coat on the bed. But it was our home, our mom and dad’s home, and we respected that. If we didn’t, we were kicked out or got out. Simple. 

To Louise, Bobbie, Sammy, Mitch, Riley, and the Other One. Thank you truly for the pleasure you have given us over the years. None demanding, none grasping. I will forget, or not remember, your birthdays, but you will know I love you. Those little breaks - abroad or at home in England - were and will continue to be enjoyed. I cannot tell you how much joy and pleasure you gave me with just a couple of days in Barmouth.

TO TREVOR KAVANAGH. A journalist from The Sun newspaper who I have admired over the years for his frank and incisive views kindly reviewed my first book, Against The Odds from Summer Lane, and gave me some constructive advice. Part of which was to give some further insight into my ex-schoolteacher, a lady named Ruth Smith, our relationship and how it benefited me, possibly more than I even realised at the time and for many years after. So my first thank you is to Trevor Kavanagh. For reminding me.

TO RUTH SMITH. Ruth Smith came to our school, Charles Arthur Street, commonly referred to as Charlie, as a part-time English/music teacher. Her job? Well. To teach us music and a bit of English. What the fuck she was going to teach us in the few months we had left, I don’t know. Most of us couldn’t even spell music. I don’t think any of us had any interest in the music or the English she was supposed to be teaching us. Personally, I think she was just dumped on us to give her a job and tick the boxes till we left. 

Miss Smith was a battle-axe. Grey hair, square head and very serious. She spoke in a high-pitch posh voice. Loud. No nonsense. She must have been at least 65. Her arse alone was as wide as a barn door. She would stride in. Teach us a bit of English, then bash away at her piano. It was utterly fucking boring. To alleviate the boredom and the pain, we would just chatter away and do our own thing. One day I must have been a touch too loud... “Lewin. Get out there.” Humiliated, I was made to sit cross-legged behind her and in front of the blackboard. To teach her a lesson, I picked up a piece of chalk and wrote ‘fuck off’ in big wide letters. She never noticed a thing. Unfortunately, the whole school saw it. And everyone knew I was the culprit, summoned before the headmaster, Dan Troop. He suggested another school might be the answer. Unfortunately, again, no other school wanted me either. I was dumped into the back of another class. Run by the formidable Miss White. Ignored and just left to stagnate. It suited me.

One day, Miss Smith called me after school and asked me if I would be interested in doing some gardening at her home. With the train fare paid and a few pennies in my pocket. I was up for it. This became a regular thing. Many times, Miss Smith picked me up in her little Morris Minor. But soon, the gossip started, and the tongues were wagging. I was shagging Miss Smith. There was no other alternative. No one, especially schoolteachers, takes an interest in their pupils, especially Nechells, Aston, or Summer Lane. Here, the teachers couldn’t wait to escape to their nice little houses in Sutton. It was bad enough having to spend time with us at cricket or football for an extra hour.

First, it was my brothers. “What are you up to with her? You dirty little bastard.” Then it was my big mouth, malicious sister-in-law Teresa. “He’s at it with her. She ain’t giving him money for nothing.” Then my mom and dad started. They couldn’t prove anything, but the insinuations were too strong to ignore. After all. They couldn’t all be wrong, could they? But they were. Eventually, my mom saw it. Then my dad. But not the rest. No. I was fourteen, and I was shagging a sixty-five-year-old pensioner for money. 

But Ruth Smith was nothing more than a decent Music teacher. A spinster who had never been married, who just wanted to help me. I just didn’t see it for years. Once, after belting a copper (and he deserved it), Miss Smith got me onto a farming course before being allocated a farm in Wales. She would take me to posh restaurants, in Sutton or in the country. I was often humiliated as she would speak in that high-pitch loud voice so everyone could hear. But over the years, I got used to it. Not her voice so much as the posh restaurants. 

Going to her house, I started to learn how to act and talk to posh people. Only to find, slowly, that many were not posh at all. Yes, some were. And I could feel them looking down on me as I was introduced. Miss Smith, bless her heart, had no clue that some of her friends thought there was something dodgy about the whole thing as well. You might have had to deal with these low lives from the slums, but you just don’t bring them into your personal world. I think most of them thought I would rob her. Maybe even kill her.

But Miss Smith showed me a world that I could aspire to be part of. That anyone could aspire to be part of if shown the way. At 22, I bought our first house just down the road from Miss Smith, overlooking Sutton park. It took me another thirty years to realise the influence she had had on my life. Sadly, as is par for the course with me, it is too late to thank her properly. 

Ruth Smith was a classically trained pianist. She devoted her life to music. She could have played for the philharmonic orchestra, but then she met me.

TO THE READER WHO TAKES THE TROUBLE TO READ THIS BOOK (HOPEFULLY MORE THAN ONE): Thank you. In the greater scheme of things, I don’t think we achieved anything exceptional. Certainly, I know a couple of pals who achieved far more than we did in life. But when I look back - having written these books - it only dawned on me later what we had to continually put up with from bent, stupid, malicious, vindictive coppers, putting the poison in at any given opportunity, from the landscaping, clearances, building, to hotels. It was always the little word in the ear at each stage. I just said, “fuck you,” and carried on. I never thought of any impact it may have had on us; maybe more educated people may assess it better than me. But someone, someday, might question how many others, with far less determination than me, are or have been getting the same shit. In comparison to Richard Branson, Alan Sugar, or that know-all ego on legs prat, Duncan Bannatyne, I have achieved very little. At least two of them are far more crooked than me, or my dad could ever be, and at least two of them are out and out nasty bullies. I would venture that at least Bannatyne wouldn’t have a pot to piss in next to, say Bill Gates. So, it all becomes a bit irrelevant, really.



FOREWORD

Following the publication of my first book, AGAINST THE ODDS, I cannot help but feel humbled at the positive reaction I have received, and at how well the book is selling. I left school with no education to speak of. I’m still the snot-nosed kid from Nechells and Summer Lane and I go along in life quite content and happy with my lot. However, I have received the odd message asking me if I feel justified in naming people, bent scrap dealers, police informers etc. Also, many people can guess others who I am referring to even though I have changed their names, slightly.

Let me explain …

There were a great many decent people who I grew up with in Nechells, some ex-criminals, maybe some who still are, others who have never stolen anything in their lives. They are still my friends, many from the age of ten or earlier, that means a lot to me, but there were and still are a lot of mongrels. In the main, I don’t condone stealing or many types of robbery, but back in the day, I fully sympathise with many of the crooks and villains I looked up to. The people I knew who came into our house had honour and self-respect. They came out of a war, not of their making, after forced conscription. They came out to a land fit for heroes, which in reality was a shit hole house in a slum with no visible future. It was expected that you had to work for meagre wages. With hindsight, this was a short-sighted view. Now, looking back, I see that there were a great many opportunities, but back then, the future looked bleak. History had shown a war had taken place on average every twenty years. But when you’re on the bottom rung of the ladder, it’s very difficult to see your way to the top. My uncle, Jimmy’ Pussyfoot’ Littleford, was a very clever man, he had a potentially very good pressing company by the Barton arms in Aston employing several women on the presses, but he wasn’t making a fortune. Things were going slow for him, and one night, the little factory went up in flames. Pussyfoot put in a claim for twenty grand and got it. 

At the time, in 1961, the average wage was eight quid a week. Sadly, instead of using it to grow, Pussyfoot, like many others, blew it. The same happened with Albert Walker. Albert was a lovely bloke and a good mate, he was given a lift up by Bernard Haywood, the exhaust specialist, and another mate. In next to no time, Albert had a chain of three exhaust fitting outlets. But what did he do? Tube’s investments offered him ten grand for the company. They didn’t want the business. They just wanted the name. Birmingham Exhaust Equipment (B.E.E). Harry thought all his Christmases had come at once. I think he blew that ten grand in as many months; it was very short-sighted. But at least they had a crack and didn’t hurt anyone in the community. 

I think it’s fair to say many looked up to them with a measure of respect. I don’t think that’s the same with the police informers or other users like the steel stockholders. They simply used people for their own ends. Lining their own pockets whilst paying wages to the lads who then went along with any bit of dodgy business, in the belief that they were the best of friends. Whilst I have no sympathy for those who went along with it, it also exposed those in the business as users and abusers, ready and prepared to stuff anyone for a few grand. The very worst of the worst, to me, was the police informers, the grasses, like Charlie. Quite simply, they got into the teams which they had grown up with, participated fully in the robberies, enjoying all the rewards that came with it. Until they got nicked a couple of times, then their bottles fell out. And there were lots of them. Instead of being like men, admitting their bottles had gone and getting out of the game, they decided that the gains were too lucrative to give up. Carrying on, they found it easier to throw bodies in, in all cases their pals and friends. If anyone thinks that’s clever or honourable, well, knock me down with a feather. Nothing has been gained. The police had to resort to corrupt methods to get the results, hence the mass exodus from Lloyd house. Crime hasn’t gone down; it’s just shifted. So no, I have no qualms about naming them or people guessing who they are. Some of them are dead, some are alive, but their kids are all there. Charlie’s kids think he is a hero and a respectable, now retired gangster. No he ain’t; no doubt others think the same. If they feel or want to come and try having a pop at me, so be it, please feel free to try. I daresay they could ask one or two of their police pals to give them my whereabouts; I ain’t hiding. Likewise, I can tell you, judging by the cop’s reactions to whatever happens to me, as outlined in this and my first book —well, they ain’t going to do eff all. Have a good life.

If Only …

Not all police are bent; I know that. I believe the majority join the force out of decent intent, but most of the police I remember, as a kid, were bent. Because of our background, my brother and I were viewed as fair game. We were even once stopped in a country lane in Lincolnshire by rural cops. My brother Kenny and I (he was sixteen, and I was eighteen) were robbed of a couple of watches after being taken to a local cop shop for questioning. We had done nothing wrong, yet out of half a dozen cops, two watches had been nicked. How would one cop have been able to do that without the knowledge of any of the others? I have had cops boast to me about how they loved to volunteer when the miners’ strikes were on, as the riots were taking place in Handsworth, ostensibly for the overtime as well as being able to bash a few heads. Was that just one cop boasting for himself when he said, “we?” They knew that they had gotten the odds with them; no one wants to risk a few years in the nick for belting a copper, much as they might deserve it. Now, in many cases, it’s payback time both here in England and in America. The cops don’t like it; they don’t like getting the smacking’s regularly. How many of those miners or those miner’s sons are seething with hatred from the memories of what those cops did all those years ago? How must those black people feel from their treatment not all that many years ago when they were brought over here for cheap labour? Is anyone stupid enough to think they would just get over it and forget about it? We see the answer to that both here and in America. My brothers, like myself, have never wished to tell our kids what we’ve seen, what we know, simply because we didn’t want to poison our kids. But I should imagine there are thousands more, in the mining towns and in the black heartlands of the major cities, making sure their kids do know, buried in their hearts.

Yes, I know the police are learning or trying to. However, I suspect it’s going to be an uphill struggle because you have too many with their own agendas and hang-ups. Even worse and more tragic is when we read about some decent cop getting belted or even killed. It’s probably the bad’uns who caused the problems in the first place. The fact is, the police are institutionally corrupt and racist, as is the judicial system, heavily weighted against the working class. The whole of the judicial system in this country needs shaking up from top to bottom. The average person will never see the inside of a courtroom except as a witness or maybe a jury member. As such, we trust the law, the police, to be acting in the interests of us all, for us all for the greater good. Well, that may be so from their point of view, but then you want to ask yourself why it’s illegal to video a case unless they decide to do so. You might need to ask yourself why so many billions of pounds yes, billions of pounds are wasted, public money wasted, on useless, inadequate solicitors just going through the motions while making money for the firms they work for. Bloody disgraceful. 

People need to ask themselves the reasoning and the purpose of so many senior judges and police officers of a certain level being members of the masons. Even having their own lodge, having to stand on one leg with trousers pulled up whilst swearing on oath to uphold the secrecy. I’ve had a couple of friends who belong to the masons, and knowing them as I have, I know they joined it for what they got out of it. Both were businessmen, and both let me know at various times how helpful everyone is if you’re a fully paid-up member. If there’s a contract going, the mason gets it. When we had a shop, a local farmer gave me the masonic palm greeting. When I didn’t respond, that was it; I never got the better deal. It was not the first time. What do the cops get or the judges?

Here is how the penny drops …

First, you have six Irishmen on the night train to Belfast. The ticket collector hears them laughing in the Irish accents. It has been on the news about the bombings in Birmingham. A guy puts two and two together and comes up with six, phones the cops thinking they may have done the bombing and are on their way home. The cops go steaming in and arrest six of them because they’re Irish, and they look and sound guilty. First of all, they don’t have any evidence except that they are paddies. Sure look guilty, so the cops bring in Pip the Planter or one of Pip’s many clones, and there are a lot in Birmingham central alone. When Pip turns up, the first thing he clocks is that the two of them have criminal records. That’s it, they’re fucked. By the time it gets to court, they’ve got unsigned statements from them and some evidence of their fingers from playing with the cards. The crowds are baying for blood because now everyone knows they’re guilty. All the case needs now is a judge and a prosecutor who thinks they’re guilty. After that, with a half-disinterested defence barrister on legal aid, and a jury who knows 90percent that they are guilty just by the look of them, they may as well throw their hands up. Sentenced to life, there is no way they are going to get out because now they really are guilty, and the possibility of the establishment having to admit they cocked up is nigh on impossible. The establishment does not make mistakes. They served twenty years before five of them got out. One died in prison. The five who got out were awarded a million quid each, with at least one of their lives destroyed. Nine times out of ten, the cops have been getting away with this because the accused is, in fact, guilty. All it needed was a bit of help. The prosecution is in on it, the judges know about it, the defence is not too concerned. Trust me, I’ve seen their faces; if I ain’t guilty of the one offence, I’m guilty of something. 

I had had a day of work at Pilkington Glass when I was stuck at home, and Pip the Planter charged around. The borrowed car? ‘Course I’m guilty. The same thing happened with Barry George, who was found guilty of killing the presenter, Jill Dando. The only difference was George was lucky. After only serving seven years, he got out but was told to “piss off” with no compensation because he couldn’t prove he was innocent. I tell you, you couldn’t make it up; no one else was ever arrested, so her family still feels George was guilty. With the Birmingham Six, the murdered peoples’ families are running around spitting blood for someone to pay. The government doesn’t want to know because Tony Blair gave all the bombers a get out of jail card to bring peace to the country. FINE, but that in itself is a joke because the government caused the problems in the first-place, hundreds of years ago. All the time, no one gives a shit about the Birmingham six, and you can bet your bottom dollar no cop would ever hold his head down in guilt. No, they were guilty, somehow. 

For years I was perplexed at the treatment me and my family received from the cops and then the courts. I just couldn’t figure it out when there was clearly some doubt about the circumstances, like the tenant attacking me in my own flats who had no right to be in those flats in the first place and the two plumbers who came to my house and parked almost half a mile away. They repeatedly lied in court and contradicted themselves, yet the single handpicked judge still found me guilty, after the local inspector apologised. 

Sadly, I know exactly how my book will be perceived by the average Joe citizen. Perhaps the majority. But when I look back, I feel, deliberately or otherwise, that I had a lot of unnecessary harassment by stupid or corrupt police. All the incidents I recall are the truth. Outside or inside the courtroom. I would defy anyone to prove me wrong. How many others are there? Not just in Birmingham but throughout the country? A lot.

The real irony, the really funny part, is that the actions of the cops and the courts are such that instead of deterring people from crime, it merely makes them more corrupt. You only have to look around to realise this. But maybe that’s the master plan; maybe our leaders are so clever that that’s the real plan, and we simply never had the brains to see it. The more corrupt we become; the more work presents itself to the lawmakers. When work starts dying down, simple, bring in a load of immigrants from third world countries. Two problems solved at once. Repeatedly, Pip the Planter was brought in to arrest me and my dad and my two brothers, Reg, and Johnny. Each time, we were fitted or verballed up so blatantly it was beyond belief; yet who was there to fight our case or shout out against corruption? No one. Yet I would bet twenty grand that the judges knew all about these bent cops, which makes them just as corrupt. I can’t see how anyone can think otherwise. Sort that rot out at the top, and you might clear some of the rot at the bottom because I know for a fact that if you ask any villain or petty crook (anyone who has been involved in a crime of any kind) they will agree with me that the police certainly are bent. 

Why would so many say that? Sour grapes. Bullshit. Some, yes, but not all. The fact is the law - the whole of the law - should be impeccable. But it ain’t. Sadly, it’s almost always the decent copper you see getting run over, shot, or belted. Take Susan. Susan was a nice respectable girl. She was in the motor home with me when we had a couple of days in Matlock Bath. At least half a dozen cop cars surrounded my motor home; it had been picked up as stolen. Yet very quickly, anyone with half a brain or common sense would have seen the van was not stolen. There had been no change of plates, the van was lived in, and my wife’s pictures were all over the place, yet some stupid female cop saw fit to frighten the life out of Susan by asking her, “Do you know who you’re dealing with?” Her head was spinning with what kind of monster I was, yet we’re still friends. 

They tried to poison my friends and family against me. They tried to say such things to my wife. My wife, Bet, and I were married for forty-five years before she passed away. I can’t have been bad. After Bet passed away, I met Carolyn. Carolyn was a beautiful bird: classy and a very clever businesswoman. She contacted me through Facebook. She had various businesses, including jewellery shops; she wore designer gear and knew how to carry herself. We had been seeing each other for two years before she died of cancer, yet she adored me. She told me she felt safe in my arms. How could she say that if I was some kind of monster?

How many customers have they put the poison into like that over the years? How many other people have they destroyed or tried to destroy? The problem is, these fucking idiots - on gossip, innuendo, and blatant muck spreading - see themselves as the judges and juries, based simply on the number of books they have read parrot-fashion. I am certainly not bitter; that does not run through my blood. I’ve never felt like a victim. In many cases, I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time, but I consider myself lucky. Despite what the bastards have done to me, I still come up smiling. I know there are many more held back, dragged down, or wasting in prison. If I am sad, it is because my wife is not sharing my life. All my brothers except Reg were married for life. Like my mom and dad, they died married to each other. Johnny married a harridan, yet never raised his hand. Kirby never hit his wife or partner. Yet to hear the cops talk, the prosecution, we were all “violent nut jobs” - still are violent nut jobs - and raise a few questions. And the biggest crook of all, Tony Blair, the ex-prime minister, and warmonger/criminal, is strutting around on the world stage, earning millions in the process, and probably giving that masonic signal as he trots along. Yet he’s responsible for the death of thousands still ongoing with the terrorists in our country today. Very clever. He’s got the Lord behind him, and his wife.

Having the misfortune, yet again, to live next to another cop before my wife died, I had reason on more than one occasion to see how petty-minded he was. But after calling the cops one day, yet again, for self-protection against yet another plumber, I must have flagged up to the idiot next door who made it very clear in his attitude that he “knew who I was,” and therein lies my problem. Some little rat or grass complains against me for whatever reason, the cops click on a button, and not only does my name flair up, but God-knows what else with it that some unknown cop has added to it. There are many ways I could enrich my life as well as others with time, experience, and ability. I could have had a go at being a porter in a hospital, tried helping in a food queue - which I volunteered for and was refused - helping some of the vulnerable, but fuck-it. No, thank you. I suspect many others feel the same. I’m alright, Jack. 

I am not whining in my book or in my life, far from it. I feel quite lucky with my lot; I have a good life - a good quality of life. I can virtually fuck off and do what I want when I want. Many of my friends like my sense of humour. If I was stuck in a council house today on some estate, or down Nechells, god forbid, I think I might be tempted to be bitter, but my glass is always half full. My parents lived for the day - a good night in the boozer - as did many people of the time. There had been a war every twenty years throughout history. Now, coming out of WWII, they were expected to face poverty and hardship and be grateful for it. We were used as slave labour, with everyone else looking down their noses at us. Here today, in Sutton, people have aspirations – optimism, everyone! Every young kid in Sutton is expected to aim for the stars; there are no limits. In Nechells, I well remember that Hughes, the Welsh teacher, drew our future out for us. I suspect it’s still the same for many today in those areas. My only sadness - my only regret - is for all the planning. By the time my wife, Bet, got to the stage where our kids had flown the nest, she could buy nice clothes and spend as she wanted, she had her stroke. But that, you can’t plan for. Que sera sera.



FROM THE BACK STREETS AND SLUMS, AGAINST THE ODDS

We Climbed a Mountain

Leaving Stafford prison was a massive relief; my experience was such that at times I worried for my mental health. My feeling – and observation - is that prison serves no purpose at all except to keep people locked up and away from the general public whilst the majority should not even be in there. The hardened ten percent, the professionals, just took in on the chin as part of their lifestyle. If bank robbery or any other kind of robbery doesn’t work, they just decide to shift course and steer in a different direction - that is, drugs. The odd few, like me, will make a determined effort to gain a foothold in business. Ray, who did the coop, turned his life around and got into business. It’s accepted that some of the major criminals like the Krays could have made a success in business. I know that many former crooks made well when they turned to business. 

The problem is, many of my generation and my father’s generation were brainwashed, from when we first started school, to have limited expectations: building sites or the factories for the men, and shops or factories for the women before they turned twenty and before getting married. We were also brainwashed into accepting that only the elite - those who went to Eton or other top public schools - had a right to a career, to run a business, to be successful. We just had to doff our caps and get on with it. For the rest, the majority, they will just return again and again till they get worn down in the process. Many of them will become mentally damaged. I didn’t think I was, but it certainly damaged me. But that manifested itself in different ways as I went about my life. I wasn’t bitter - a bit angry, yes. Being fitted up was a bit par for the course. Lots of villains I knew - some guilty of the charge, some not –accepted it. It wasn’t much worth fighting; the judges were in on it and it became difficult to wonder who was involved in the conspiracy and who was not. How can you have so many bent detectives…not only on the take, but blatantly fitting people up? They not only owned the town, but their reputation was also known throughout the force. Besides the villains themselves (they were the mafia), other cops would boast about them. “Oooohh, if Pip gets hold of you, you’ll be in for it.”

Don’t tell me the solicitors didn’t know or the judges didn’t know…and if they didn’t, then they must be that stupid they shouldn’t be in the job of sentencing people in the first place. Sometime after - and coincidentally - Lloyd House, the main police investigating headquarters, was subject to a major purge. I don’t think one bent detective or copper was charged with any crime such as fitting up; a few were sacked, some were given early retirement or took early retirement, some resigned on health grounds, others resigned. I think in all about 70 percent of Lloyd House was emptied of bent coppers, all quickly brushed under the carpet with one big headline in the local papers before dying away into obscurity. Great; that spoke volumes about how the corruption was looked upon by the law and judiciary in general. I often wondered if one of the main reasons they started getting caught out - quite apart from the most blatant way they were doing it - was because of their arrogance spreading to the IRA. Now they were entering into the political side of things. We might call them murderers and terrorists, but to their own they were soldiers fighting a just war, as such they had a lot of politicians, lawyers etc. on their side.

Seeing Bet was a delight; she kept calm and kept her feelings under check. We were both nervous; I had set the bar high (getting out of nick was bad enough anyway). Setting our goals so high was something else: the first being to set up somehow in business. I realised Bet was putting all her own life on the line to back me; if I failed or fucked up, she would have nothing either. We both knew it; we had seen it time after time again ourselves. Many in prison - especially those in a relationship - come out with aspirations, hopes and goals, and most people on the outside don’t even realise how difficult that can be - or is. Most fail, and I was determined not to fail, but the first few months would be the cruncher.

We got off to a good start. I’d gotten a car with the help of Ruth Smith, and I’d started the taxi driving with an old family friend. Then I brought a lorry, then another lorry, and within a few months I felt confident that we could be in a position to buy our first house. We were offered our council house in Kitts Green, but I didn’t want to know. In actual fact, it was Bet’s house. She had the security of tenure. We were offered it for two-grand, but no, I knew best; she followed me blindly without question. My aspirations were a lot higher when Bet told me about Johnny Mack’s eight-year-old kid being smacked by a local copper then her giving him a kick before being threatened with assaulting a police officer. Fortunately, when his inspector turned up and threatened to arrest her for assault, she had the bottle to tell him. Go on then, and I’ll have him done for assaulting an eight-year-old minor. The inspector bottled it they both walked off bolloxed. If you’ve got a criminal record, you can be any cop’s punch bag; but with no record, it’s a different story. Bet had no criminal record; the kid was eight years of age.

One morning, we were having breakfast when there was a knock on the door. Two cops stood on the other side asking if they could search my house. I asked them why. They told me there had been an early morning armed robbery at the Marston Green post office. Turning to the kids, they pointed out I hadn’t been out of the house. I should have told them to fuck off at that point, but I let them do a quick cursory search. They knew it was nothing to do with me but went through the motions anyway, probably just to let me know. I was sick of these fucking coppers and their constant bullying attitude. Joe public sits back in the knowledge that the police are doing their job in the interests of the same Joe public. In the one respect they are, but it also gives them the opportunity to harass, bully, and intimidate anyone with a criminal record. I had served my time for the crime I was fitted up and charged with. I had gotten out of prison and now here we were seeing all this; it was a fucking joke. It was harassment. Everything I was doing was totally legal, yet I could imagine their brains spinning around like a fucking top on overdrive. Hang about. How many lorries has that Lewin got? And what about that big earthmoving machine on the top of his waggon? The landlord at the tavern pub pulled me over one night (he had given me permission to park one of my ten tonners on there) drott sitting on the top. The cops had been in asking about me: How long had my lorries been parked there? Did he know anything about me?? Actually, I was finding it quite funny really. After all, I’m a thick villain. These have got brains, maybe an O-level; no one can work or make money that fast. It wasn’t just the cops, one or two were questioning us. Ray Kirby couldn’t believe we were moving and buying a house in Sutton Coldfield. Susan even asked if we felt we were better than them. It was unbelievable. Have a look? See what we are having to put up with within weeks of getting out of prison, harassment, house turned over, almost getting nicked again for bent scaffolding? That I knew, fuck all about, that’s without the potential charge of conspiracy to defraud a metal company just by being around on the scene; it was getting bloody ridiculous. Now I wanted out - out of the road, out of the area. It was the only way we were going to be able to succeed. My resolve was given even more impetus when Bet told me all about the little sting that took place a few months earlier.

A friend’s daughter had called in to babysit for Bet. Pointing to her meter cupboard, she asked Bet if she’d gotten her meter fixed. Well Bet hadn’t a clue what she was on about and looked suitably blank. The girl was fourteen years of age and was talking like a wizened old villain. Bet brushed her off telling her she wouldn’t consider something so stupid. A few weeks later, her uncle - the gangster - was having a bit of a party. These things are quite spontaneous coming at the end of the night with everyone involved agreeing to buy a couple of crates of beer, maybe a bottle of scotch and heading off to one of their homes. This particular night, a group of about eight of them set of together with a couple of locals who were in the tavern. Once settled into the house, and after another slurp of booze, the question was asked: “How have you got your meter fixed?” Then, the one gangster goes over to his meter box, opens the door and shows this massive fucking needle stuck into the side of the meter box, almost as big as a fucking knitting needle. With that, and after some deep examination, his cousin jumps in: “Oh, mine’s a lot better than that. You won’t even see my needle; it’s that clever.” With that, a deep discussion took place on the merits of who had got the best method of fixing the meter, everyone taking it in turns to examine the meter. It was like Leonardo de Vinci showing of one of his inventions. Two days later, the whole lot of them were raided early in the morning, simultaneously at 7am, each electric company employee accompanied by two cops, making it impossible for anyone to ring the others up.

Most of them had just enough time to pull their needles out before the cops came charging in and the meters being taken out for examination. It wasn’t hard to find the holes in the meters. Being unable to prosecute them, they were all put on notice that they would be monitored for the following six months, their readings taken, and the usage backdated for the previous five years. Failure to pay would mean them being taken to court and prosecuted for the full amount. Well, as you can imagine, they were shitting themselves for the following six months. Going around their houses was a revelation; all lights were diligently turned off at every opportunity, much of the time sitting in darkness. All of them had got calor gas heaters stuck in the centre of the room, so terrified were they of having there heating on. It was fucking hilarious. I would burst out laughing and they would be huddled up, overcoats on, too embarrassed to look me in the eye. The problem really was that you have a nice little perk: instead of being discreet and keeping your gob shut, you feel like doing your neighbour a favour. Well, they are struggling a bit, but having told your neighbour to keep their gobs shut, they feel like giving their neighbour - or brother or cousin - the benefit of their newfound little perk, and before you know it, the whole fucking road is fiddling their meters, with consumption going through the roof yet reading going down to zero. To save a tenner...no, we had to get out.

I reckoned we could afford a nine-grand mortgage. That took us around a nice semi in Walmley or Great Barr, but the fact that most had garages at the back garden put me off. Then we happened to see a nice house in Sutton overlooking the park at thirteen-grand. Knowing we couldn’t afford it, we decided to have a look just to make a comparison. That was a big mistake. As soon as we walked inside the house, that was it. I looked at Bet’s face and said, “Shall we go for it?” She didn’t have to answer; we put an offer in and got the mortgage company to send a letter to Amy Roadstone via my pal Tommy Hobday. Tommy just past me the questionnaire and I filled it out myself and posted it, and we were offered the mortgage within the week. Before moving, the knives had already started coming out. Susan wanted to know if we thought we were too good for them. “Why don’t you buy around here Tommy? Marston Green?” For Christ’s sake, she didn’t get it. It was just up the road within distance of the cops with easy access for them to bring a bit of gear by. “Store this, Tom.” Oh, thanks very fucking much; I store some gear for them, then I get nicked. It’s good old sound Tommy muggins; no thank you, I’ve had enough.

Bet’s brother John pops up with his wife, Anne. Anne wants to know how we can afford to buy a house in Sutton Coldfield when her and John have been struggling for years to afford a house. “We’re still living in the back room of my dad’s hairdressing shop in Witton, after all, so you must be doing something bent.” How do you answer that? At least John had the decency to point out that she had room to talk; her dad was just as bent at fiddling his taxes. Most of the money going into his chain of shops was all cash.

We actually completed on the house on a Friday but decided to move in on Saturday. On the Friday night, we drove up and pulled onto the drive for Bet to measure up for curtains and take notes of anything we would need. This is when we not only got our first cultural shock, but a real insight into why these people in Sutton could afford the houses in the first place. It’s called the “hock-up.” Coming out of the side gate were our neighbours, the Morrison’s. She was carrying a prop, and he was carrying a great big chunk of rockery, for fuck’s sake. I couldn’t believe my fucking eyes. Knowing what was coming, Bet ducked down below the dashboard and I jumped out the car yelling, “What the bloody hell do you think you are doing?” They both went bright red, put the items down and walked out, shoulders bent over in embarrassment. I’m in fucking shock. I’ve left Kitts Green to get away from the villains, and here I am in posh Sutton Coldfield, my neighbours nicking out of my fucking garden. I was gutted, to say the least. We never spoke to the Morrison’s again.

Walking into the house was another shock. The vendors had stripped the house bare: all the lightshades, all the loose shelving out of rear storerooms, even the bamboo poles in the garden together with plants, for fuck’s sake. How cheap must these people be? I’ve got thieves next door and a vendor who was a right cheapskate. I wouldn’t mind, but he wasn’t a kid; he was well into his 50’s. Bet came walking in behind me and I looked her in the eye. And we’re the crooks? What kind of neighbours did we have around us? Tony, the scrap-dealer’s partner, had warned us not to buy in the road. “They’re two-penny-half-pennies, Tom.” He lived on the Roman Road private estate. I told him I can’t afford any more, I’m already overstretched.

Well, we got over it and moved in, and after the initial culture shock, the kids rapidly adapted and settled down to a totally different lifestyle to what they were used to. Andrew was Johnny Macs son’s mate, and I could see which way that would be going if he remained, so we were now middle class.

I had sold a couple of lorries - was not doing the haulage anymore - and had also stopped doing the taxying. My brother Kenny had mentioned that a relative of his by marriage had offered him a free franchise in a car rustproofing company that he had established on the Tyburn road. It sounded amazing and was a sure money-maker. Up till then, car manufacturers didn’t rust-proof their cars. What he offered was a rust-proofing service with a ten-year guarantee, and the sweetest part were the conditions attached to the guarantee. First you had to book the car in for its annual service check-up every year within a twenty-four-hour period. The first year lost 25 percent, and by the third year almost 80 percent had lost their guarantee. Most people sold their car after three years, and the next condition was they had to register their ownership of the car within twenty-four hours in person, taking their car in for check-up. Very few realised, or bothered to do this, which reduced the coverage to less than one percent. It was a licence to print money. We asked our older brother Billy to come in with us, but after lots of bluster, he bottled out. As I didn’t have enough money, I couldn’t take the risk, especially buying our house. In truth, none of us had a clue what we would be getting into. Shame, really. The company waiting room was chock-a-block every day with businessmen queuing up to pay for a franchise, that’s where the real big money lay.

Desperate for money and to make a living, I decided to do rubbish removals, placing adverts in local papers and living by the seat of my pants. I’d gotten my brother-in-law on board, and we went out mooching and touting for work. A butcher gave us a job of clearing his daughter’s garden prior to her divorce and selling her house. Out of the fiver I made, I gave George two quid, put one quid in the tank, taking home two quid for Bet. “I’m sorry, that’s all I’ve made,” I tell her, and with her usual chirpiness she said, “Don’t worry, I’ll manage.” And she did, bless her. Moving rubbish was hard work, but George was as strong as an ox, and I was as fit as a fiddle - so fit that I even started going back and doing some boxing.

We were picking up little jobs and contracts slowly but surely, and we started getting builders ringing us up. We were nicknamed the JCBs because of the rate we could load my lorry, an eight-ton load which two of us could do in just over an hour. One day, the boss of one company asked me if I would be interested in doing a concrete drive to the front of one of their houses they were renovating. The company not only did building work but also managed houses for landlords. If we could work our way in with them, we could crack it. The only downfall was the slowness in settling their bills. My brother Kenny was doing a bit for me but was a total pain. I love all my brothers, but to get him on board meant I had to first pick him up from Kitts Green, over ten miles away, then go to the job doing the concrete drive. Kenny asked how much I was getting for the job and when I told him, he buried his little head and carried on working. The next day, he trotted onto the job to tell me he had been talking to tommy O’Malley who had advised him that I wasn’t charging enough for the job, to say I was a bit pissed off was putting it mildly, especially as I knew what O’Malley was doing, ;tarmacking. Tommy had no right to educate me, not in the house he was living in either. Sadly, Kenny never worked for me again.

Seeing the potential, I asked my brother Billy to come and work for me. Now Billy had had a few businesses, mainly in the retail side, shops warehouses etc, but like all things, the barrel was getting emptier, and the perks were going out of the window. Unfortunately times were changing very quickly, Billy had been burning his bridges thinking things were never going to change. Sadly, again, Billy let his pride jump to the fore. 
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