

[image: Illustration]




[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]




To the memory of my Mother and Father


First published 1973


This edition published 2009


The History Press


The Mill, Brimscombe Port


Stroud, Gloucestershire, GL5 2QG


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


© Donald Rumbelow, 1973, 2009


The right of Donald Rumbelow to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the Publishers.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data.


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 0 7509 8135 4


Typesetting and origination by The History Press


Printed in Great Britain


eBook converted by Geethik Technologies




Contents


Preface


List of Characters


  1 The Tottenham Outrage


  2 Heirs of the Revolution


  3 The Expropriators


  4 The House with Green Shutters


  5 The Way to Dusty Death


  6 A Face like Adonis


  7 The Siege of Sidney Street


  8 Headless Bodies


  9 The Judas Window


10 Red Circles in Court


11 Hero of October


12 Notes for the Curious


Appendix


Select Bibliography




Preface


Some years ago, chance put in my way the police documents on which this book is substantially based. Most of them have now been deposited in the Records Office of the Corporation of the City of London, Guildhall. Some of the more general photographs, such as those of the policemen’s funeral, needing more sensitive storage, have been deposited with the Guildhall’s prints and pictures collection. The original documents were scattered about in old cardboard boxes, thickly coated with dust, but had managed to survive not only the Blitz and the wartime paper salvage collections, but also years of neglect; they were earmarked for destruction.


These papers are the investigative records of the Houndsditch murders, and several months of spare time were spent in trying to put them into some sort of order. They consist of original statements, typewritten copies and handwritten notes, some from the prisoners in Brixton, and one roughly-scrawled note which helped to identify the Sidney Street informant. There are notebooks containing shorthand translations and normal handwritten translations of letters and papers which were seized by police; the originals are missing. Possibly they were returned or have been destroyed. Though these have only been partly translated, the references make it clear that they were to and about fellow revolutionaries in Latvia. The backs had broken on these notebooks and the pages had become scattered, but the pages were numbered and arranged as near to the original order as possible. The documents included photographs that were seized from the conspirators, chiefly from Grove Street, the lodgings of Fritz Svaars, and which Sara Trassjonsky was trying to burn. Some of the photographs have now been successfully used to identify international revolutionary groups of the time. The maps that were with these papers were extremely brittle – the binder thought that they had been baked!


Later I thought I would write a short account of the Siege from these documents. I didn’t expect to find anything new as the story was so well known. However, once I had started to work on the papers, the errors and omissions in former versions of the story became only too apparent; it is for this reason that I have kept almost exclusively to the original documents and quoted, with few exceptions, only from incidents in which the writers were personally involved and when they were not speaking from hearsay.


Some of the more personal documents have survived only in the very stilted translations which were made at the time. I have preferred to paraphrase these letters, which have been used very sparingly and which do not affect the main line of the story, rather than quote from them directly.


Much new information has come to light about the early background of some of the revolutionaries and here I must express my total indebtedness to Andris Mellakauls and Philip Ruff who have generously shared their researches into the Latvian and Russian sources. Andris additionally made a fresh translation of Svaars’ last letter from Sidney Street.


I should like to thank the following: Charles Perel, a sprightly 76-year-old when I met him, for his remembrances of his father and of the young revolutionaries who lodged with them. I still recall the shock, because I thought he knew already, of explaining to him the precise part his father had played in the Siege. Also Catherine Golden for filling in an important part of the story with her memories and photographs of her parents, Karl Hoffman and Luba Milstein. Frank Clarke for tying up the Australian end of the story in his book Will-O’-the-Wisp. Professor William J. Fishman for help and encouragement as always. And special thanks, for more reasons than one, to Menna Wilders, for her recollections of her visits to May and Igor Peters in Moscow.


My former thanks go to the following: L. C. Dixon, W. J. and L. J. Piper, G. A. Freeman, Mrs Leader, Sam Hart, Keith Andreang, Donald McCormick, Dale Wilkinson, Peter Simmonds, Betty Masters, the Commissioner of the City of London Police, the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, Polly Rumbelow and James Wright.


I should also like to thank the following for the use of photographs: the Commissioner of the City of London Police; Radio Times Hulton Picture Library; Press Association; United Press International; Mrs M. Wilders; Mrs Catherine Golden.


My final thanks go to my editors Mike Bailey and Bill Massey and my literary agent, Michael Shaw, as always.




List of Characters


I have noted the main characters in the story in the hope that this will be helpful to the reader. Many of the individuals operated under various aliases. I have, for interest, given them in parenthesis.


Wanted Men, Relations and Friends


Tottenham Outrage


Hefeld, Paul (nickname ‘Elephant’)


Jacob (surname Lepidus or Lapidus?)


Salnish, Christian (also Jacob Fogel or Vogel, Jan Sprohe, Grishka Sander)


Vanoveitch, Evan (?Jan Janoff Palameiko, nickname ‘Bifsteks’. Also Janis Zakie)


Houndsditch Murders


Dubof, Yourka (real name Yourka Laiwin)


Federoff, Osip


Gardstein, George (also P. Morin, Poolka Mourrewitz or Mourremitz, or Mouremtzoff, George Garstin; carried passports in names of Schafshi Khan and Yanis Karlowitch Stentzel)


Gershon, Betsy (lodger, 100 Sidney Street, where Svaars and Joseph hid; she was Joseph’s mistress)


Hoffman, Karl (also Janis Trautman, Chochol and Masais; carried passport in name of Peter Trohimtchick, which was an alias used by Fritz Svaars; real name Alfred Dzircol, later anglicised to Driscoll)


‘Joseph’, see Sokoloff, William


Levi, Joe, see Smoller, Max


Milstein, Luba (Svaars’ mistress)


Molchanoff (or Molacoff), Pavell (friend of Peter Piatkow)


Peters, Jacob (cousin of Fritz Svaars; in England, as secretary of the Lettish Social Democratic Federation, used the workname Jacob Colven or Kolnin. In Russia his party name was Svornoff)


Piatkow, Peter (alias Peter Schtern; ‘Peter the Painter’)


Rosen, John (also John Zelin or Tzelin, nickname ‘the Barber’)


Smoller, Max (also Marx or Marks Smellor; rented 11 Exchange Buildings as Joe Levi)


Sokoloff, William (surname also spelt Sokaloff, Sokolow, Sokolov and Solokoff, commonly known as ‘Joseph’ or ‘Yoska’)


Svaars, Fritz (cousin to Jacob Peters; also known as Karl Davidoff Dumnieks, Louis Lambert and Peter Trohimtchick, which was an alias also used by Hoffman)


Trassjonsky, Sara (‘Rosa’; carried passport in name of Sara Davidowna [Tuwiena], daughter of David Tuwic Treschau)


Vassilleva, Nina (also Lena Vasilev; carried passport in name of Minna, daughter of Indrik Gristis)


Police and Witnesses


Abrahams, Mr and Mrs (tenants of 12 Exchange Buildings)


–, Solomon (their son)


Bentley, Police Sergeant Robert (murdered at Houndsditch)


Bluestein, Mrs (landlady, 102 Sidney Street)


Brown, Wolf and Fanny (36 Lindley Street, where Hoffman lived)


Bryant, Police Sergeant (wounded at Houndsditch)


Choate, Police Constable Walter (murdered at Houndsditch)


Clemens (or Clements), Mr and Mrs (lodgers of Fleishmann’s)


Dixon, Detective Constable (involved at Tottenham)


Eagles, Police Constable (involved at Tottenham)


Fleishmann (or Flieschmann), Rebecca (landlady, 100 Sidney Street)


–, Samuel (her husband)


Freedman, Dr Mengle (acquaintance of Nina Vassilleva)


Gordon, Isaac (Nina Vassilleva’s landlord)


–, Fanny (his wife)


–, Polly (their daughter)


Harris, H. S. (jeweller)


–, Harry (his son)


Hart, Sam (witness at Houndsditch)


Hayes, Chief Inspector (stationed at Bishopsgate on the night of the Houndsditch murders)


Jacobs, Harry (tenant, Exchange Buildings)


–, Bessie (his sister)


Johnstone, Dr Nelson (Sidney Street)


Joscelyne, Ralph (boy murdered at Tottenham)


Katz, Max (landlord, 59 Grove Street)


–, Mrs (his wife)


Kempler, Jacob (44 Gold Street, where Gardstein lodged as P. Morin)


Keyworth, Albert (Schnurmann’s factory wages-clerk)


Leeson, Detective Sergeant Benjamin (wounded at Sidney Street)


Levy, Isaac (witness at Houndsditch)


Martin, Detective Constable James (Houndsditch)


Mulvaney, Divisional Superintendent (Metropolitan Police)


Newman, Police Constable (Tottenham)


Ottaway, Detective Superintendent John (City)


Parker, Ada (tenant, Exchange Buildings)


Perelman, Charles (Carlusha)


Petter, Elsa (Dubof’s landlady)


Pilenas, Casimir (interpreter from Thames Police Court)


–, Peter (his brother)


Piper, Police Constable Walter (Houndsditch)


Reitman, Morris (lodger, 36 Lindley Street)


–, Mrs ‘Grobber’


Scanlon, Dr John (attended Gardstein)


Schiemann (also Sheinmann, Shiesmann, Schiesbann), David and Mrs (lodgers of Fleishmann’s)


Silisteanu, Michail (rented 10 Exchange Buildings)


Smolensky, Abraham (Svaars’ landlord at Newcastle Place)


Stark, Superintendent John (City)


Strongman, Detective Constable Arthur (identified Peters at Houndsditch)


Thompson, Detective Inspector


Tucker, Police Sergeant Charles (murdered at Houndsditch)


Tyler, Police Constable (murdered at Tottenham)


Weil, Max (trader in Houndsditch)


Wensley, Detective Inspector Frederick Porter (‘Weasel’)


Wilson, Joseph (chauffeur, Schnurmann’s rubber factory)


Woodhams, Police Constable Ernest (wounded at Houndsditch)


Informers


Perelman, Charles (also spelt Pearlman; landlord at Great Garden Street and Wellesley Street)


Tomacoff, Nicholas (also spelt Tomazeff; balalaika-player)




1


The Tottenham Outrage


In 1909 nearly two million Londoners were officially classed as poor or very poor. Most of them lived in the East End. For centuries the City of London’s stringent corporate and guild restrictions had forced new labour to live and work on the open marshland outside the City wall. Immigrants fleeing continental persecutions, notably the seventeenth century Huguenots, settled in East London. Steadily the number of immigrants increased. By the end of the nineteenth century the brickfields and the pleasant weavers’ houses had become rack-rented ghettos. Nearly fifty per cent of the workers paid from a quarter to half of their wages for poky little one-room hovels for themselves and their families.


From the 1870s the East End began to expand to the east and to the north. The railways brought growth to the villages on the periphery of London. The old village main streets with their half-timbered cottages and bow-fronted homes on either side were rapidly expanded from behind with two-storeyed houses, mostly jerry-built. Soon these became microcosms of the East End. Walthamstow was called Little Bethnal Green. The familiar pattern of brawling, street markets with naphtha flares, nightly drunkenness was once more repeated. Rapidly these new areas degenerated into slums. Fresh waves of immigrants from Central and Eastern Europe, from Poland and Tsarist Russia, moved into these areas in the 1890s and the first decade of the twentieth century. Wages, which were already low, were depressed still more. Unable to compete at these low rates, the workers in some areas rioted. In Tottenham, in 1902, they smashed factory windows with stones. They achieved nothing by their action. Seven years later large numbers of immigrants were still being employed by the rubber factory, Schnurmann’s, in Chestnut Road at the corner of Tottenham High Road. The factory façade of bleak quarried stone, now painted grey was more suited to a prison than to a factory, despite the ornamental pineapples on the roof. The only openings in the street wall were some small mitre-windows. Between the side walls of the gate was stretched a thick cable and from it was suspended, like a pendant, a monster gas-lamp faceted with panes of glass like a diamond. The gates beneath it had a forbidding fringe of metal spikes.


On Saturday, 23 January 1909 these gates were open. Two young political refugees from the Baltic state of Latvia, Paul Hefeld and Jacob, both in their twenties, one dark and the other fair, were lounging on the pavement outside, one on either side of the entrance, insolently eyeing the police station opposite as they waited, with guns in their pockets, for the factory car to return from the London & South Western Bank in Hackney with the week’s wages, about £80, as it did every Saturday morning at 10.30.


The car was a few minutes late. As it turned the corner they noted the gleaming brasswork, the monster headlamps and the carriage lamps on the hood supports. The rear of the car was boxed in with leather like a hansom cab, which it closely resembled, and the only protection the driver had from the weather was from the roof and the full-length glass panel in front. In wet weather he had to look through an oval incision in the glass. Huddled behind the glass (the front half of the car had no doors) were the driver, Joseph Wilson, in his heavy motor-coat and gauntlets, and the seventeen-year-old wages-clerk Albert Keyworth.


Keyworth paused as he stepped onto the pavement with the wages bag in his hand. Seeing the two men on either side of the entrance made him suspicious. Hefeld saw him hesitate and nodded his head in greeting. Keyworth nodded back as he recognised Hefeld as somebody who had recently worked at the factory. He knew him by sight but did not know his name. Nobody did. Hefeld had contemptuously refused to give it. The management had been indifferent as to what he was called so long as he did the work. All immigrants lied anyway. In the blank name-space on his time-sheets they put down, in allusion to his great bulk, his nickname of ‘Elephant’.


As the car pulled away Keyworth walked across the pavement to the factory yard. Before he could reach the entrance Jacob’s arm locked around his throat from behind. Keyworth shouted and plunged forward with Jacob clinging to his back. Frantically he tried to throw him off but Jacob hung on and with his free hand tore at Keyworth’s arm and at the canvas bag he held just out of reach. Wilson heard the shout, and as the two men staggered backwards into the roadway he leaped out of the car and ran towards them. He threw his arms round Jacob’s head and pulled him off the boy. Then, throwing all his weight forward, he tried to force the man’s head down between his knees. In so doing, he himself was completely off balance and a sudden sideways movement rolled him over Jacob’s head and shoulders onto his back. As he sprawled, momentarily winded, in the roadway he looked up and saw Hefeld, who until then had taken no part in the fighting, moving towards him with a gun in his hand. Jacob, meanwhile, had managed to wrench away the wages bag from the boy and was also pulling out a gun.


Hefeld fired at the chauffeur several times in rapid succession. Wilson rolled desperately over and over shouting for help. Miraculously he was not hit. His ankle-length motor-coat was riddled with holes, and a slanting shot across his stomach cut through everything he was wearing including his vest.


The police station is on the corner of Tottenham High Road and Chesnut Road. From the office window there is a clear view across the road to Schnurmann’s. The shots were heard inside the station and two policemen on Reserve, 403’N’ Tyler and 510’N’ Newman, ran into the High Road. ‘Guv’nor, you’re wanted,’ shouted a passer-by and pointed down Chesnut Road. They ran round the corner just in time to see a passer-by, a burly stoker called George Smith, bring Jacob crashing to the ground with a flying tackle. Smith had run down the street using the car as a cover and had taken the two gunmen completely by surprise. As Hefeld spun round to face this new threat the driver seized his opportunity, staggered to his feet, and ran towards the policemen less than forty yards away.


Smith and Jacob were still wrestling on the ground, with Smith on top, and there was not even time for Hefeld to take aim. He straddled the two men and fired four times at Smith’s head. Two shots went through his cap tearing his scalp, one completely missed and the other shot wounded him in the fleshy part of the collar bone. Incredibly Jacob was not hit. Catching hold of the startled Smith by the throat he rolled him over and grabbed the wages bag. Hefeld fired once more and then the two of them began running down Chesnut Road with the two policemen close on their heels.


Some passers-by joined in the chase. One woman further down the road, buying greengroceries at her gate, flung a potato at them as they ran past. More help came from the police station, which was also a section house. Some of the night-duty men were woken by the shots. Others heard Police Constable Bond, who had been shaving and seen the robbery from an upstairs window, shouting the alarm as he ran downstairs. He grabbed a truncheon, leaped through a window into the yard below, and over a wall into the street. The others quickly followed. Most of them were on foot, but some of them commandeered bicycles and pedalled furiously down the road. Most of them had not understood what had happened.


Hefeld and Jacob took the first turning to the left and ran through the small streets of terraced houses towards the marshes by the River Lea. All the time they kept firing back at the policemen on their heels. In Scales Road Tyler and Newman recklessly closed to within nine yards but were again beaten off by the gunmen’s fire and forced to shelter behind a stationary dust-cart. Moments later, the factory car turned the corner with Wilson at the wheel. Newman climbed in while the manager and Tyler ran alongside, holding on to the car as it slowed down to a walking pace. They followed the gunmen into Mitchley Road. As one of them stopped by the Mission Hall to reload Wilson shouted that the gun was empty. Newman excitedly told him to run the gunman down if he could.


Jacob and Hefeld crouched down as the car accelerated towards them. They took careful aim and fired simultaneously. A leather-cutter’s wife, who had heard the police whistles and the shots, was standing by her gate with her baby in her arms when the gunmen opened fire. She saw a small boy run to the car for cover as everyone ducked.


One shot tore through Newman’s cheek and the lobe of his ear as the bullets smashed the windscreen. Another cut across Wilson’s neck and collar and a third burst the car’s water-pipe. The small boy had almost reached the car when he lifted his hand to his mouth and fell heavily onto the edge of the pavement. Jacob and Hefeld took to their heels once more. Thrusting her baby into someone’s arms, the leather-cutter’s wife ran into the roadway and took the child from a passer-by who had picked him up. Blood was trickling from his mouth. Cradling him in her arms she ran to the car, but because of the burst water-pipe it was impossible to drive on. Newman looked bleakly at the child as he dabbed the blood on his cheek and then ran on after Tyler and Bond, who were still dogging Jacob and Hefeld as they headed for the marshes. Somebody with a bicycle took the child to hospital, but it was too late. He was already dead from a slanting shot through the body.


Somebody else was sent back to the police station for firearms. These were locked in a cupboard, but as they had never been wanted nobody knew where the key was kept and the lock had to be smashed to get at them. Thrusting the guns into their pockets, more policemen headed for the marshes on bicycles.


The two gunmen were now in Down Road heading towards the marshes. This meant that they had to cross over the railway footbridge by the Council Depot and Refuse Destructor at the end of Down Road; it was surrounded by a wall about five feet high. Concealed by this wall Tyler, Bond and Newman tried to head off their quarry by cutting across some waste ground behind the houses. Tyler, the most athletic of the three, was in the lead when the gunmen ran out from behind the wall. As they converged on the footbridge there was only twenty yards between them.


‘Come on; give in, the game’s up,’ shouted Tyler.


Hefeld turned, lifted his Bergmann automatic and pulled the trigger. Tyler’s head snapped back and he fell forward onto his face. Newman shouted for a gun as the rest of the pursuers ran up. Snatching one, he ran forward and fired three shots at Jacob and Hefeld as they scrambled over the footbridge.


Tyler was picked up and carried to a nearby cottage. The owner’s daughter had been kneeling at the back window as the gunmen raced by. ‘Look, mama, there’s some men racing!’ she called. She saw some ‘sparks’ and the policeman fall to the ground. He was carried into the scullery a few minutes later. Tyler opened his eyes and groaned but he could not speak. He rapidly lost consciousness. Nothing could be done for him. The bullet had gone through the right side of his neck and he was bleeding to death.


The Divisional Inspector asked the Superintendent of the Refuse Depot to telephone police headquarters at Stoke Newington for reinforcements while he returned to the station for his horse. Policemen from the surrounding stations were told to converge on Tottenham marshes. Some of them were armed by their station and a few of them borrowed firearms. Most of them were armed only with truncheons.


Jacob and Hefeld continued firing as they crossed the bridge and gained the marshes on the other side. The footpath weaved away in front of them to Stonebridge Lock. The stubby grass underfoot was green in contrast with the bleached acres of wind-beaten rye-grass and couch-grass about them. Scraggy green nettles and brown shafts of sorrel were not so yielding and stood in clumps waist-high, against the wind. As they bobbed along the footpath they could see the black rooftops of the barges moored on the canal. Coming steadily nearer, they gained some height and began to see the brightly painted panels and the brittle walls of the canal. Behind the canal was the long, even slope of Lockwood Reservoir.


They crossed over Stonebridge Lock. For a few minutes they rested on the gates and fired from the rails at their pursuers. Some footballers on the marsh had now joined in the chase. Crossing over they continued along the footpath on the east side of the canal. The ground sloped down to their right to Tottenham mill-stream about twenty feet below them. Before they could get to the open space around Banbury Reservoir they had to cross yet another bridge and this was now threatened by some labourers on the other side of the canal who were demolishing some rifle-butts. Flinging down their picks and shovels they started running along the opposite bank to head them off. Jacob and Hefeld ran parallel with them and, firing continuously across the canal, succeeded in wounding several of them. Once on the bridge they rested and again kept the crowd at bay by firing from the parapet. A policeman crept through the scrub on the mill-stream bank and got within firing range, but his gun was faulty. Before he could get back he was spotted from the bridge and shot in the calf and thigh.


From the bridge, the footpath swept round the south side of Banbury Reservoir. On either side of the footpath was a high fence, and the risk for the pursuers was greatly increased, as once they got between the palings there was no room for them to spread out. Instead they had to keep well back against the fence, especially on the bends, and they could hear shots repeatedly hitting the palings. One man got too close and was shot in the thigh. Through the hedges on the slope of Banbury Reservoir above them, one of the policemen saw a party of sportsmen out duck shooting. He called to them to shoot the man with the green cap (this was Hefeld, who was doing most of the firing) but at first they failed to take in the situation. Some of them then hurried to the top of the reservoir for a better view. Looking down they could see six policemen in front; every time the gunmen fired they took cover. The duck shooters fired through the hedges at Jacob and Hefeld; one of them was seen to put his hand to his face as though hit and his cap was later found to have been riddled with shot.
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The Tottenham Outrage: the route taken by Hefeld and Jacob as they tried to escape.


Jacob and Hefeld hurried on until they saw the open ground around the base of Higham Hill in front of them. Reaching some cottages they rested once more and then ran across some fields in the direction of Folly Lane. As they cut through the fields and the adjoining allotments they ran into a small gypsy-encampment with two round-top caravans. ‘You have some too,’ shouted Hefeld and fired at one of the gypsies who ran out. They had now almost reached Billet Road, but as they ran towards it they suddenly saw more of their pursuers appearing in front of them over the hedgerow on bicycles, horses, in motor-cars and on foot.


Forced to retreat once more, the two men hurried on as fast as they could across the fields to Salisbury Hall Farm. They were too exhausted to run. Hefeld was still doing most of the firing. He would halt every so often and use his left arm as a rest for his automatic while Jacob reloaded the other gun. Then they would walk a little way and jog-trot a similar distance. In the farmyard they took temporary shelter behind a haystack. From either side of it they kept firing at their pursuers, who at this point had dropped down to about twenty and who were forced to throw themselves into the furrows as the bullets swept across the field at waist-high level.


Behind the gunmen was the Chingford Road. Running down it for some two or three miles was a single-track tramline. At various stages there were loops for trams to pass each other. The trams passed Salisbury Hall Farm which was about a mile from Chingford, and on Saturday mornings they were little used. Jacob and Hefeld saw a tram approaching. Suddenly they broke cover and dashed for the road.


As he passed Salisbury Hall Farm the driver of tramcar number 9 saw a crowd of excited people running across the farm in his direction. He could hear cries of ‘Murder’ and somebody shouting to him to stop. As he slowed down a man (from his story it is not clear who, but the indications are that it was Jacob) jumped over a hedge or ditch and rushed onto the platform. In his hand he held a revolver and he was calling to a man who was running along the road about fifty yards behind the tram. ‘Stop,’ shouted Jacob, pointing his gun at the driver and conductor. The driver braked and, as Hefeld ran nearer, some of the crowd, which now included the duck shooters, opened fire on the stationary tram with shotguns as well as revolvers. The tram’s three passengers – an elderly man, a woman and a child – flung themselves face downwards in the aisle as the windows were shattered and flying glass littered the interior. The driver, too, was caught in the cross-fire. Convinced that death was inevitable if he stayed where he was, he managed to scramble up some steps at the front of the tram without being seen by Jacob and hide behind the seats on the top deck. The conductor had to stay where he was on the platform with Jacob until Hefeld scrambled on board. Only then did Jacob realise that the tram had no driver. Thrusting his pistol into the conductor’s face he told him to drive the tram. The conductor, unhappily, and quite truthfully, told him that he had never driven anything in his life. Jacob placed the pistol against the conductor’s head and as Hefeld opened fire on the men behind the hedges, he told him once more to drive the tram. Knowing that he would almost certainly be shot if he refused again, the conductor walked to the front of the tram and fumbled at the controls as bullets flew about them. As the tram pulled slowly away Jacob held his gun-barrel against the conductor’s cheek and Hefeld kept up a steady fire from the platform at the back. Most of their pursuers were now being left behind but some of them were already looking for ways of continuing the chase.


The conductor’s main worry was whether the driver upstairs would do anything silly to jeopardise his life. He could, if he wanted to, stop the tram by pressing down the trolly bar and cutting the circuit. Meanwhile, the conductor racked his brains to think of some way of bringing the nightmare journey to an end. Jacob stood by his side the whole time, occasionally turning and firing at some imaginary pursuer. His ammunition seemed inexhaustible. No sooner was his magazine empty than he dipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a fresh supply. Hefeld came up to the front to join them for a few minutes just as the tram reached a loop and was forced to slow down to let another tram pass in the opposite direction. The woman passenger and the child were able to scramble off unseen, but the elderly man had to stay on. He was becoming increasingly agitated.


The other tram had not gone very far when it was stopped by some of the pursuers running towards it who immediately put it into reverse to come after them. Meanwhile, the captured tram was fast being caught up by a horse-drawn advertising-cart which had been commandeered by an armed policeman. It came up behind the tram at a sharp trot, but before it could get near enough for the policeman to open fire Hefeld killed the pony with one carefully aimed shot, spilling the occupants into the road and throwing the can of paste which was in the cart on top of them.


As the tram approached a bend in the road the conductor suddenly had an idea. ‘You’d better get off here,’ he said, ‘as there is a police station just round the bend.’ Jacob did not know whether to believe him or not and his uncertainty was increased still more by the conductor’s apparent indifference. The situation was unexpectedly resolved by the elderly passenger. As the tram came to the bend, Kite’s Corner, the strain proved too much for him and he stumbled forward as if he meant to snatch the gun. Jacob was too quick for him. He turned and shot the old man in the throat. As he collapsed in the aisle Jacob and Hefeld leaped off the tram and ran for a milk cart standing by the kerb. The milkman came running towards them and was instantly shot in the chest. They jumped on the milk cart and, lashing the horse with a whip, drove off down Kenilworth Avenue in the direction of Forest Road and Epping Forest.


Somehow they managed to wreck the milk cart. It was said that they overturned it by taking a corner too fast. Abandoning it they stopped a greengrocer’s van and ordered the teenage driver out at gun-point. Jacob grabbed the reins and Hefeld climbed onto the tailboard with both pistols. Hefeld sat with his wrists on his drawn-up knees and the guns hanging limply down. Almost immediately they were chased by some policemen on bicycles, one of them carrying a cutlass, who were part of the larger force steadily closing in on them. Whenever they came too near Hefeld opened fire. In Forest Road he shot at a policeman on foot. The policeman immediately chased after them blowing his whistle and within minutes had commandeered a chauffeur-driven car. Two more policemen and two passers-by jumped in from behind. (Later the police had to pay a bill for bending both wings.) The car kept steadily behind the cart. It was never more than a hundred yards away and sometimes crept up to thirty yards whenever one of the passengers wanted to fire the shotgun.


In spite of the savage lashing he was giving the horse – the owner later complained that the pony was so overstrained that he could not work it for four days – Jacob could not work up any more speed. He had not realised that the chain-brake was on and that one of the wheels was running dead. The horse was soon spent, and as the steepness of the road increased it rapidly became clear that they would have to abandon it. They did so in Winchester Road and once more retreated on foot with their pursuers close behind.


A narrow, shallow stream known as the Ching Brook ran under a very tall railway-arch. One bank, on the Winchester Road side of the arch, was open but on the other side were six-foot palings forming part of the boundary of the yard of some newly erected houses. The two men ran along the fence not realising that the footpath converged on the fence and got steadily narrower until it disappeared altogether. When they realised their mistake it was too late to turn back and they tried instead to climb over the fence. They were both exhausted by the long chase. Jacob managed to scramble over but Hefeld stumbled and fell back just as the first of the pursuers ran up. Seeing that he was about to be captured Hefeld shouted to Jacob to save himself and then fired his gun into his brain. The bullet went in half an inch above the right eye and exploded out through the forehead on the other side. He was badly wounded but still alive. Before he could fire again the gun was wrenched from his fingers. Struggling violently he was overpowered and taken to the Prince of Wales Hospital covered in blood. His shirt was ripped up to bandage his wound. On the way he would not speak beyond remarking that he felt cold.


Jacob, meanwhile, had managed to scramble up the steep incline and cross over the railway line. He cut through Beech Hall Estate, where some houses were being built, ran across Oak Hill, through the hedge, and headed across some fields towards Oak Cottage where he was temporarily lost sight of.


Oak Cottage was a small, old-fashioned house belonging to a coal porter, Charles Rolstone, and consisted of four rooms and a lean-to. Mrs Rolstone was home with the children. Shortly after noon, she heard police whistles and went to her front gate and stood there with her little boy. A policeman hurried by looking for Jacob and curtly told her, ‘Woman, go in and shut your door; there is a murderer about.’ She went back to the cottage and pushed the door of the lean-to which was to the left of the cottage and formed a sort of scullery. To her astonishment she found it locked. She pushed it again and then to her horror saw a blood-stained face and ‘wild staring eyes’ staring back at her through a hole six inches square at the side of the door. She began to scream. Her two other children, aged 2½ and 6, were locked inside with this monster.


After Jacob had cut across the field he had scrambled over the back fence into Oak Cottage garden and run into the kitchen. He immediately bolted the front door and locked the door of the lean-to. The children were terrified by his blood-stained appearance as he stood in the kitchen drinking from the mug that had been put on the table for them. He savagely told them to be quiet and then went into the sitting-room.


The cottage was hurriedly surrounded. Police Constable Eagles, when he reached Oak Cottage, heard a crowd of people shouting out, ‘He has gone into that house.’ He borrowed a double-barrelled breech-loading gun from a bystander and went into the scullery. Moments before another policeman had smashed the glass with a brick and gone in and brought out the children. Hearing a noise upstairs, Eagles went into the yard and got a ladder from the garden of the next house. Meanwhile, two detectives, Dixon and Cater, had crept through a ground-floor window into the cottage. One of the first things they noticed was the number of sooty handprints on the walls and furniture. As the chimney was one of the large old-fashioned type they thought it might be Jacob’s hiding-place and fired a shot up the chimney to flush him out. All they did was to dislodge more soot. Then they moved over to the staircase door and Dixon slowly crept upstairs to the landing. Cautiously he opened the front-bedroom door and then sprang back, slamming the door behind him, as he saw Jacob open fire. Dixon shouted to him to surrender and throw out his gun, but Jacob mumbled that he would do no such thing.


Outside the cottage, Eagles dragged the ladder into the yard and put it up against the back wall. He climbed up to the bedroom window and opened it. At the suggestion of an onlooker, a collie dog that was tied up in the yard was passed in to Dixon and sent up the stairs in the hope that it might flush Jacob out or at least divert his attention. Eagles, looking in through the window, saw the dog come out onto the landing and then beyond him Jacob appear in the bedroom doorway pointing a gun at him. Eagles pulled the trigger of his double-barrelled gun but nothing happened. He quickly slid down the ladder before Jacob could fire and tumbled into the house. Jacob had not fired because he had only two bullets left.


Dixon crept up to the landing again with a double-barrelled shotgun which someone had passed in through the window. One of the barrels did not fire, but with the other he peppered the front-bedroom door with shot. He and Cater then began firing through the thin door with their revolvers. Creeping nearer they looked through the bullet holes they had made and saw Jacob hysterically flinging himself about the room. Eagles joined them on the landing. According to Dixon, Eagles did not value his own life as much as he, Dixon, did his, and was anxious to have a shot. ‘Let me have a pop at him,’ he begged.


At first Dixon would not hand over his revolver as he wanted to defend himself. But Eagles begged again and after some persuasion Dixon allowed him to take it. Eagles, without hesitation, flung his whole weight against the door and burst it partially open. Thrusting his arm around the door until it was well inside the room, he fired two shots. Jacob was leaping about wildly shouting ‘Come on now.’ His face was spattered with blood and his head and shoulders black with soot; he looked like a blood-stained crow. He peered out of the window and instantly every pane of glass was shattered with shot. He flung himself back on the bed and tried to pull a sheet over his head. ‘Come on now,’ he screamed as Eagles shouldered the door open and charged into the room. The two men fired simultaneously. Jacob fell back shot in the head.


The child’s bedroom was spattered with blood. The ceiling by the window was ploughed up with shot. The pictures on the opposite wall had been smashed and the floor was littered with fragments of smashed ornaments. Eagles snatched Jacob’s pistol out of his hand and Dixon grabbed him by the throat. They dragged him backwards along the floor and downstairs into the yard. The crowd gathered round him as he lay there on his back. Some flicker of life still existed, but for a few minutes only. As he hovered between life and death everyone who saw it remembered the horrible grin on his face. He never stopped grinning. That awful look, with the staring eyes, was still on his face when he died a few minutes later. So intense was the feeling against him that had it not been for the police, the crowd, so Dixon believed, would have poured paraffin on him and burned him where he lay.


The chase had lasted more than two hours, and had covered a distance of six miles. Hefeld and Jacob had fired over 400 rounds of ammunition. Two people had been killed and twenty-one others, seven of them policemen, had been wounded or injured in some way. Several of them were in a critical condition.


Up until 4 p.m. Mrs Tyler still expected her husband home to dinner. A friend who had heard that her husband had been shot hurried round to console her, and was startled to find that nobody so far had told her what had happened. He told her that he had heard that there had been a bit of bother and that her husband had been shot in the leg. He had seen a constable being taken to hospital. Mrs Tyler hurriedly put on her coat and set off for the hospital. Before she got there the friend took her into his own home and broke the news that her husband was dead. He was thirty-one. They had been married twelve months.


For some hours nobody knew who the boy was. In the evening somebody heard that a boy named Ralph Joscelyne was missing. A policeman went to the boy’s home, taking with him a piece of clothing from the body, and asked the parents if they recognised it. Husband and wife rushed to the hospital. A photograph of the father was taken as he stood outside the coroner’s court a few days later. He is standing on the edge of the pavement, rigid with grief. His wife never got over the shock. She kept the shoes that her boy was wearing on the day he died. When she herself died, nearly fifty years later, they were buried with her.


On 26 January the inquest opened on Tyler, Ralph Joscelyne and Jacob. Throughout the proceedings the latter was referred to simply by this name. The Times reported that Special Branch officers present believed that his surname, Lepidus, was false. The post mortem on Jacob showed a bullet wound on the right temple, about an inch in front of the right ear, on a level with the upper part measuring one inch by about half an inch. There was no sign of singeing or powder-burns. Some bruises on the face had been caused by gunshot, but only one piece of shot had penetrated the skin and that was above the left eye. There was a wound on the right knee, which had not penetrated the joint. Both hands were covered with black powder, particularly the right.


The principal witness was Eagles who, until the inquest, mistakenly believed that he had killed Jacob. But the jury were handed three bullets to inspect – one from Jacob’s automatic, one from Eagles’ service-revolver, and the bullet which had been extracted from Jacob’s head by the doctor. The difference in bullet size made it perfectly clear that Eagles had missed and that Jacob had fired his own gun into his head. The jury’s verdict was felo de se.


The shootings intensified local feelings against immigrants, particularly Russians. An English shopkeeper in a mainly immigrant area told one newspaper reporter that the foreigners living around his shop were no use to anybody. His complaint has a familiar ring. ‘They change their homes every two months. If the guardians relaxed their vigilance for a single week they would go back to their old trick of sleeping twenty-five in a room. Here and there you find a decent, clean man or woman, but nearly all of them are downright riffraff. I have been here a good many years and I have watched this and other roads go down since they infested them.’


Meanwhile, an armed guard was being kept inside and outside the hospital in case Hefeld tried to escape. He was guarded on either side of his bed by an armed policeman. He frequently tried to get up. According to the hospital governor, he would glare around the ward with an expression of terrible ferocity as if maddened by his impotence.


The bullet had entered his head just above the right eye, and for half an inch around the skin was charred. The bullet had passed out of the other side of the forehead lacerating the exit-wound. Although it had passed over the roof of the eye and had caused a fracture, the eye itself had not been injured. There were also some smallshot in the front of the right leg and two pieces of shot in the forehead under the skin.


His wounds closed up and for nearly two weeks he made excellent recovery. But on 9 February it became necessary to operate to remove some pieces of bone at the entrance to the wound which were causing compression of the brain and which had set up meningitis. He died three days later at 9.15 in the evening. Death was due to meningitis caused by laceration and shock. The coroner’s jury brought in a verdict of felo de se.


While in hospital he had maintained a stubborn silence as to his own identity and history. The only words he is known to have spoken were those at his capture and those he uttered in hospital just before he died.


‘My mother is in Riga,’ he whispered.
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Heirs of the Revolution


From Tottenham Station, which is where Tyler’s funeral procession entered the High Road, it is approximately two and a half miles to the cemetery gates. Stretching from end to end, on both sides of the road, stood an unbroken crowd of silent men and women. Hundreds more watched from windows, balconies and rooftops as the procession, taking twenty-five minutes, passed by. A column of three thousand policemen paced slowly behind the black-plumed hearse which had postilions in black velvet riding on the backs of the leading horses. Leading the procession were high-ranking police and government representatives, and behind them the funeral carriages conveying the family and friends. So many wreaths had been sent that extra carriages had had to be hired. Tyler’s coffin itself was covered with the Union flag. Close by was a wreath of white flowers from his wife, which the florist had shaped into a lyre with one string broken to symbolise her husband’s death. Behind all this pomp Mrs Tyler was already having to face up to the harsh economic reality of her situation: as a policeman’s widow the most that she would get would be a meagre pension of £15 a year. Once this was realised a public appeal was made on her behalf which raised the sum of 1,055, but only the interest was paid to her. On her death the capital sum was paid into the Metropolitan and City of London police orphanage fund.


Later that same day, after the crowds had dispersed, the gates were locked at Walthamstow cemetery and in the presence of just the undertaker’s men, the cemetery superintendent, two policemen and a Baptist minister, who said a few words, a plain elm coffin was lowered into the ground. The silver coffin-plate was inscribed ‘Jacob, died January 23rd, age about 30’. Three weeks later Paul Hefeld’s coffin was lowered into the same unmarked grave. As far as the newspapers were concerned, the interment was worth only a cursory paragraph or two, even though there was intense speculation as to their true identities and backgrounds.
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