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    She was one of the world’s great poisoners, a classic who, because her stage was remote, has not had fair recognition in the annals of crime. 


    Sarah Gertrude Millin




    Could this be the tin town of mud and filth I knew in 1897, the pestilential settlement I was warned against, the waterless region in which there was nothing but dust, fleas, objectionable characters and an early grave? 


    Louis Cohen
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    Introduction


    From 1914 to 1932, a woman of extremely modest means, who might have been described as innocuous and even uninteresting, lived in Johannesburg. She was a wife and a mother, and had more than a passing knowledge of medicine.


    It was one of the most turbulent and opulent times in a city that had become famous the world over for the impossible riches that lay in the gold-bearing reef under the 60-mile stretch of mining towns. Two bloody rebellions, one of which almost toppled the government, and innumerable strikes led to widespread destruction and hundreds of deaths. At the same time, a number of high-profile murders and subsequent trials kept the public both horrified and spellbound by the crime in their midst.


    Into this scene of gold dust and bombs, strikes and limousines, shacks and gargantuan mansions wandered a schoolteacher, a rodeo man, an escaped prisoner, a peddler, a young female student, a motorbike enthusiast, a prudish novelist, a witch doctor, a farmer’s widow, a gun-runner, an extremely talented lawyer and a son who wanted too much from his mother. In a way that made the mushrooming city feel more like a small town, the players sometimes crossed paths, an unintended concert of killers and victims. Each murder had its own motive and weapon – gun, knife, rope, witchcraft, dynamite, poison.


    The murders, besides their connection to Johannesburg, were mostly resolved fairly quickly – all except hers. In the shadow of the ever-growing mine dumps, she went about her business, quietly and unnoticed, the most unlikely of all the killers. Even though people close to her kept dying, for 20 years no one suspected a thing. When someone finally spoke up, it led to the most sensational trial the country would ever see.

  


  
    PART 1


    THE SET-UP


    1913–1915
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    CHAPTER 1


    Their aliases


    The Union Limited made a rhythmic sound over the tracks, as sparks shot off to the sides of the blackened wheels. The sunset, red and indigo sliced by striations of white cirrus clouds, gave way to a pitch-black sky studded with more stars than the man with the bad arm could remember.


    As he sat in the cheapest section of the train steaming from Johannesburg to Cape Town in early March 1913, it was perhaps inevitable that John Maxim would meet and quickly fall under the sway of William Foster. The men had two very important things in common – a weakness for aliases and crime.


    Maxim, a moustachioed, black-haired American in his late thirties, had a good story to tell. At the turn of the century, he had arrived in South Africa and quickly became a trick rider and shooter with the Wild West Show & Circus. It was owned by a fellow American, Texas Jack, who had taken the name of his adopted father, a famous cowboy and actor with one of the very first Wild West shows in America. The son started his own version of his father’s act, and eventually landed up in South Africa, taking it to towns and cities, promising ‘Marvelous Feats of Horsemanship, Shooting, Lasso Throwing!’


    Young men like Maxim, drifters most of them, joined the Wild West Show & Circus for a while and then left – one of them, a teenager who would one day become a famous Hollywood star, was named Will Rogers – but Maxim stayed on. One arm was badly crushed during a performance, as were both his pinkie fingers, which remained crooked. When Texas Jack died, in 1905, Maxim didn’t have much money and his talents weren’t in high demand. He took to selling liquor to Africans, which was illegal, and ended up in jail several times. To evade the law, he sometimes used the names Maxwell or Milton.


    Sitting opposite him on the Union Limited, as the train crossed the Great Karoo, sat William Foster, who also called himself Bailey, Ward Jackson and ‘Captain White’. Ten years younger, just shy of five foot ten, full of face with a high forehead, light hair, grey eyes and a long nose, Foster already had a powerful presence and a temper that was known to explode quickly.


    Born of ‘a perfectly normal and responsible middle-class family in Griqualand East’, Foster’s father was Irish and his mother came from Grahamstown. After the Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902), when he was 16, his family – three boys and three girls – moved to Bertrams, east of the Johannesburg city centre. Foster went to a good school, Marist Brothers’ College, but ‘he hated discipline and baulked at authority’, which was where the trouble started.


    He tried his hand at surveying on a gold mine, and then at photography, before his first brush with the law, in 1908. First, it was a drunken brawl, then being caught without a ticket on a train, small things that would have carried little penalty, but he fought back and ran away. In German South West Africa, he ‘borrowed’ some donkeys, and despite not meaning ‘very serious harm [for a] not very heinous crime’, he fell victim to a harsh stock-theft law: ‘This started him on a career of crime and he carried his vendetta against society and its laws to a point which approached madness.’


    More ominously, some detectives at Marshall Square, the headquarters of the police’s criminal division in Johannesburg, believed that Foster had killed one of his sisters, although they couldn’t prove it. Her death had been declared a suicide, and as events unfolded over the next year, the detectives were more convinced than ever that they had been right.


    After the Union Limited reached Cape Town, Foster and Maxim took rooms at Ebenezer House on Hope Street, not far from the Company’s Garden. By the time they came up with a plan to rob the American Swiss Watch Company, on the lower end of Longmarket Street, Foster had already established himself as their leader. They stole a car for their getaway and called in the help of Foster’s younger brother Jimmy, who came down from Johannesburg with Fred Adamson, the son of a butcher who knew the Fosters from Bertrams.


    At 7 pm on Wednesday 19 March, Maxim waited in the car on Longmarket Street while the three others, masked and sporting fake moustaches and beards – disguises that would soon become their trademark – entered the store. The owners, two men named Hirschsohn and Grusd, were busy closing up, removing the window displays. The robbers put pistols to their heads, then bound and gagged them, putting hoods over their heads and cords around their necks. From the displays and safe they got jewels, watches, necklaces, foreign coins and cigarette cases worth £5 000. (If true, this figure is staggering. A sum of £100 in 1913 would now have the purchasing power of £13 000, meaning the gang had in its possession a haul of £650 000!)


    ‘One of us will watch the place for a quarter of an hour,’ Foster told the bound men. ‘He’ll shoot if you try to raise the alarm.’


    The robbers went their separate ways, with Foster taking the loot, which he planned to hide away and then distribute when the heat died down. On 20 March, he took a taxi from Hope Street, placing four items in the back of the car, including a leather trunk and a very heavy ‘cabin trunk’. The taxi drove to the Cape Town railway station, where Foster intended to leave the bags in the baggage storage, right under the nose of the authorities.


    But Foster made two mistakes. The cabin trunk was so heavy that it could barely be carried, which a baggage handler at the station later remembered. When Foster didn’t have the right amount to pay for the storage, he made a fuss about getting the exact change back. When the police did a check of the station two days later, the handler recalled Foster and the heavy trunk, and the police found the loot. They told the handler to alert them as soon as Foster returned. Within a few days, Foster was caught in Cape Town, and his brother and Adamson in Johannesburg. The only one they didn’t catch was the American rodeo man, Maxim.


    The three men – Foster, his brother and Adamson – were arraigned for trial a few days later. Sitting in court was a young woman who paid particular interest to the main accused, who was calling himself Ward Jackson. Pretty with dark hair, Peggy Lyons, formerly Peggy Korenico, was a showgirl at the Empire Palace of Varieties on Commissioner Street in Johannesburg. She was also Foster’s girlfriend.


    The men were taken to the Roeland Street jail in Cape Town to await their trial in May, two months later. Several days before their appearance, special dispensation was given, for the very first time in the Cape Province, for a prisoner to get married. Foster wed Peggy, who was also pregnant with their first child.


    On 22 May, the three men were brought to the Supreme Court on Keerom Street. When Foster entered the courtroom, he was dressed in oversized clothing that he had borrowed from other prisoners, and his hat was pulled low over his eyes. He smiled at Peggy, who was in the public gallery. During evidence, the confusion of names was finally cleared up, when the heavily coated man admitted that he wasn’t Jackson but William Foster, while the man they thought was William Foster was his brother Jimmy.


    All the shenanigans didn’t impress the judge, John Kotze, who was nearing the end of a long career and had a reputation for being smart and fair. He quickly summed up the insouciant, disrespectful Foster, and so did the jury. Within 25 minutes, they returned a verdict of guilty for all three men, and Kotze threw the book at them. Each man was sentenced to 12 years of hard labour at the country’s main jail, Pretoria Central.


    Peggy fainted, while Foster stood in the dock, frozen. The punishment was outrageous, he cried out, especially for his brother Jimmy, who was younger than him and had his whole life ahead of him. As he was led out of court by a side entrance to be driven away in the large police motor van – ‘a sinister dark conveyance’ called a Black Maria – Foster swore that he would get his revenge.


    A reporter covering the case described Foster as ‘dark and saturnine looking, and his face wore an air of suppressed fury’, little knowing how true his words were, an omen for the bloody murder spree that was coming.


    The massive building behind the stone walls looked not entirely disagreeable at first glance: solid, red brick, two storeys, lying solitary between the koppies on the outskirts of Pretoria. On closer inspection, though, one noticed the armed men in uniform standing in its shadows, the barred windows, the castle-like turrets on each side of the main gate. Behind the walls, the corridors were long, the stairs cold metal, the cells small and dark. Pretoria Central was also known as just ‘Central’, and sometimes as ‘the Citadel’.


    Criminals of every stripe were kept inside its walls – political renegades, thieves, rapists, fraudsters, con artists, murderers – although it was perhaps most famous for being the main place of execution in the country. Since its opening eight years earlier, in 1905, only men had swung from the gallows, and another seven years would pass before the first woman would take that last walk.


    Prisoners fell into three categories. First offenders, which included even murderers, were meant to be kept apart and only allowed to mix with others for weekend exercise, but they all had to come together during work hours anyway. Second offenders could include men who hadn’t been in a prison before – say, if they had paid a fine instead – and for them it was technically their first time too. The last group, the so-called Blue Coats, were ‘incorrigible’ repeat offenders who had been given indeterminate sentences, which could be up to 15 years.


    Each prisoner was given a small ticket that they had to keep on them at all times. If a prisoner had a ‘clear ticket’ – that is, no marks for bad behaviour against their name – they could get a remission of at least a quarter of their sentence. But should they be convicted again, their unserved time was added to the new sentence.


    By the beginning of 1914, William Foster, Jimmy Foster and Fred Adamson had served six months of their 12-year sentences. Their routine was ‘deadly monotony [and] very depressing … searches, parades, roll calls, exercise, etc’. All Foster could think about was how to escape, and slowly he concocted a plan. He watched the guards and the routes the prisoners followed when going on work detail to break stones at the quarry, and he made contact with any prisoner who might give him information or even help him to get out.


    In a nearby cell was another repeat offender plotting to get out of Pretoria Central before his time was up, but his method for doing so was very different to Foster’s. Andrew Gibson was hoping to charm his way out – and if anyone could do that, he could.


    Gibson was legendary, his exploits talked about as far away as the United States and Australia. Depending on which story you believed – and Gibson told many of them – he had been born in New South Wales, Australia, or in Canterbury or Manchester, England, in 1867. Orphaned from an early age, he ‘very early in life took to crime’. One of his first crimes – ‘always distinguished by amazing audacity’ – was to sell two chemist’s shops in Manchester that he was meant to be looking after, and then to open another one nearby.


    From then on, Gibson had conned his way around the world, apparently little deterred by the lengthy periods that he spent in jail, from Yass in Australia to San Quentin, near San Francisco. The crimes he most favoured were fraud and forgery, although in San Quentin he had picked up another pastime – medicine – by helping out the prison doctor on his rounds. Before long he was masquerading as a doctor in Burraga, near Sydney, and in Halifax, Canada, where he also impersonated a priest, taking over his parish for a month while the clergyman was on holiday.


    It was hard to imagine the small man as a world-famous criminal. Gibson was five foot seven inches tall and slight, with blue eyes, dark hair turning grey, hollow cheeks and high cheekbones. He had a perpendicular scar on his forehead and a tattoo of clasped hands and the number 11 on his upper left arm. But he had fooled many people with a list of aliases so colourful, they could have been plucked straight from the pages of adventure novels.


    There was Henry Westwood Cooper, Charles Ernest Chadwick, Dr Milton Abrahams, Norman Ebenezer McKay, Harry Cecil Rutherford Darling, and his own favourite, ‘Surgeon, Sir Swinton-Hume, VC, DSO, 5th Dragoon Guards’. As Sir Swinton-Hume, he told people, he had been knighted by the Queen of England. Along with the aliases and phony professions, Gibson had accrued a string of girlfriends and wives, and with them he had even ‘mixed in good society in London’.


    Johannesburg, the City of Gold, was a particular favourite of Gibson’s, a place to which he kept returning. Then, as the law started catching up with him, he disappeared. The last time he’d done that was in 1912; on the run once again, he caught a ship from Durban or Lourenço Marques – the two main ports for steamships heading east – to Australia, where he was caught and sent back to stand trial. In 1913, he received an 18-month sentence for falsity, forgery and theft, and was sent to Pretoria Central.


    Next to William Foster, who was really only just starting to learn about aliases and had used just a moustache during the American Swiss robbery – a disguise so amateurish that the jeweller Hirschsohn had no trouble picking him out in a police line-up – Gibson was a master. 


    As repeat offenders, it would have been impossible for the two men not to have met, in the dining hall, the exercise area or the infirmary – where Gibson, once again, was helping the doctor. In the ‘brother hood of convicts’, as Gibson called his fellow inmates, his notoriety must have been a topic of conversation. Plus, he was eminently likeable, sometimes being mistaken for a harried accountant rather than a criminal. What with all his stories, he ‘must have been good company’, especially in the monotony of prison life.


    But Foster, suspicious and angry at the world, probably stayed away from the wily old-timer, which was wise. For Gibson was not beyond betraying the ‘brother hood’ if it could help him. His idea of getting out of prison was to have his sentence reduced or wiped out completely, either with a ‘clear ticket’ or by convincing the authorities that he reformed. Information about Foster’s plan to escape would have helped him do just that.


    But Foster shared his secret only with those who could actually help him break his chains and scale the walls.


    It was a beautiful Friday morning in late summer 1914 when that happened. The weather was clear and crisp, the umbrella-shaped acacia trees outside Pretoria Central still green, even though the last wildflowers were gone from the veld covering the nearby koppies.


    After the prisoners ate breakfast, one of the work gangs was led out to a quarry behind the main fortress-like building. Among them was William Foster, his escape plan already set in motion. What happened over the next hour or two would be crucial.


    Not long after they reached the quarry, a fight broke out between two prisoners, and quickly more men joined in. By the time the guards had restrained them, Foster was gone. A search of the prison grounds turned up only his overalls, discarded near one of the perimeter walls.


    The police immediately put a tail on Peggy Lyons, his wife, who had recently given birth to a baby girl. Surveillance was kept on the ports of Cape Town and Lourenço Marques, in Portuguese East Africa, for there was a strong suspicion that Foster might try to flee the country. Tip-offs kept coming in, even one that the fugitive had been seen dressed up as a woman at the Empire Palace of Varieties, where Peggy sometimes worked. If it was William Foster, the police got there too late.


    He had vanished.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    A cold month for death


    June was always the cruellest month in the City of Gold, and June 1914 was going to be no different.


    If the cold wasn’t bad enough, piercing one’s bones like microscopic daggers, the wind swept powdery dust off the mine dumps, such as Robinson Deep and City Deep. The dust swirled down the dirt roads, and seeped into every nook and dark corner. From Vrededorp to Marshalltown to Jeppe, every shop had a sign ready to put in the front window: ‘Closed on account of the dust.’


    At the home of Daisy and Alfred Cowle on Tully Street, number 22, in the shadows of Robinson Deep, June was also important for another reason. It was the month when the Cowle children had been born. The twins had come four years earlier, in 1910, another son a year later, and then a fourth in 1913.


    It was also in the winter months that the children died. The twins lasted less than a year before they took ill, their two small bodies almost rising off the bed in repeated spasms in their final hours, as if controlled by a devil of torture, before expiring.


    The doctor, not entirely sure of the cause, concluded that it was probably ‘convulsions’, a vague, catch-all diagnosis that took in any number of possibilities. The boys might have had lead poisoning, a result perhaps of chewing the paint from their cots or toys. Or perhaps their symptoms were the result of a zymotic disease, such as whooping cough, typhoid fever, measles, smallpox – there were plenty of maladies to go around. The diagnosis of convulsions in itself wasn’t uncommon, especially among infants, but two deaths from the same symptoms at the same time in the same house? That was very bad luck indeed.


    A few months later, Daisy fell pregnant again, and the news gave the Cowles something to look forward to. They chose the name Lester Eric, for they were sure that it would once again be a boy. And they were right. In June 1913, at the age of 26, Daisy gave birth to her fourth child.


    Now, one year later, in June 1914 – at the same time that William Foster was about to break out of Pretoria Central – the Cowles were celebrating the birthday of not only Lester Eric but also their other son, who was turning three.


    The older boy had been blessed from the moment he was christened. In a sign that they expected great things from him, he was given a name that set him apart. But it was also a name that cursed him, especially in a city where poorly paid miners were constantly at odds with the men they worked for. They even referred to one of the main mining company headquarters in the city centre, Corner House, as ‘the sentinel to the gates of hell’.


    In spite of this, the Cowles named their eldest son after the most famous mining magnate of all, one of the richest men in the world, Cecil John Rhodes. The boy would be Rhodes Cecil Cowle.


    The neighbours on Tully Street could have set their clocks by Alfred Cowle’s movements. Employed as a plumber in the water department of the Johannesburg municipality, he left home at almost the exact same early hour every weekday morning, and sometimes even on weekends.


    A solid man of medium height with a moustache and slightly protruding ears, Alfie was reliable and never known to call in sick. Daisy ran the house and looked after her two boys without any help. The Cowles could afford a maid, but Daisy didn’t like having a stranger in the house.


    When she had any errands to run, she probably left her boys in the care of a friend or a neighbour, such as Mary Jane Meaker, who also lived on Tully Street. There was also her cousin Mia Melville whom she could ask.


    The suburbs in the south of the city lay in the shape of a crescent, taking in Turffontein, Kenilworth, Rosettenville and La Rochelle, with the eastern tip ending at Regents Park, a loose collection of modest houses and shops that was a far cry from its opulent namesake in central London. Between them, Turffontein Road and Main Street ran north to the city, cutting through some of the largest mine dumps, before coming together for the final stretch into Marshalltown. To the east of Regents Park was Wemmer Pan, which had started life as a repository for the wet tailings and sludge from the mines, but now, in a city that had no rivers or waterfront, doubled as a lake where locals came to relax on weekends.


    All of the houses on Tully Street, which ran parallel to Tramway Street, were of a kind: modest, single-storey, verandah on the front, some with a bay window, sometimes an alley down the side of the house, but always near enough for neighbours to overhear each other. In such close proximity, it was hard to imagine that any dark secrets could be kept.


    The main shopping area was more than a mile away, and even though there was a tram that ran down Hay Street to Turf Club Road, the walk wasn’t unpleasant. One can imagine Daisy walking down Turf Club, shaded by a long row of eucalyptus trees, skirting the southern edge of the city’s popular racetrack. The air was charged with the sound of people cheering from the stands, and Daisy would have seen women in their pastel day outfits, with sashes, lace parasols and day hats, which they had probably bought on Pritchard Street, where all the fanciest dress shops were located. She envied them.


    The gun went off at the racetrack for the next heat – it could have been the Broker’s Handicap or the Licensed Victualler’s Plate – and as the roar of the crowd grew louder, Daisy carried on walking. She headed for La Rochelle, where Meyer Klevansky had his butchery on Pan Road, right near Miller’s grocery. At the corner of 7th Street was a store run by a Chinese family. The tailor belonged to Lemmer, the butchery to Sacks and the small hotel to a Herr Wies.


    Near the corner of Prairie and Geranium streets, where La Rochelle became Kenilworth, stood two cinemas, also known as bioscopes, the Adelphi and the Grand. Daisy knew them well. She loved the movies. In the darkness, she could escape the city outside, blot out the thoughts of bad luck that seemed to dog her. She could forget for an hour or two the children who had died before they turned one, and, before them, the young man she had loved.


    Or maybe she didn’t think about them. Perhaps, like countless other women, she imagined herself up there on the screen instead of Mary Pickford and Mabel Normand and Clara Kimball Young. But when the lights went up, there was no beautiful movie star sitting on her own, just a woman who was plain, blowsy and, some people would say, ugly.


    Before heading home, Daisy made her way up to the corner of Turf and Main streets, to buy some medicine. There was always someone in the Cowle house who was sick and needed a powder or a tonic. Lester Eric, now one year old, was down with something, and Rhodes Cecil was just getting over the smallpox. Her husband, Alfie, had kidney problems, which was especially troubling. A recent story in the Rand Daily Mail had said that kidney trouble could lead to Bright’s disease, which could be fatal.


    As she reached the intersection, Daisy turned in at a store that she knew well: Spilkin’s Pharmacy.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    Motor bandits


    The sound of an explosion in itself was not unusual, especially when there was a reef of gold running for almost 60 miles underneath the city just waiting to be dynamited open. But the blast that took place in the middle of 1914 was different; it was quick, uncushioned by a layer of earth, and it happened in the dead of night.


    In Roodepoort, 15 miles west of the city centre, robbers blew open a safe at the post office and got away with British postal orders and a set of keys belonging to a branch of the National Bank. Even though no one got a good look at the robbers, they saw that at least one of them fled on a motorcycle.


    A few weeks later, in Vrededorp, a poor neighbourhood just west of central Johannesburg, exactly the same event was repeated – late night, post office, safe dynamited and the robbers had at least one motorbike. They got away with money and several hundred pounds in revenue stamps.


    A third robbery, targeting a small branch of the National Bank, this time east of the city, in Boksburg, didn’t go as smoothly. As one of the robbers stood guard outside, his two accomplices went around the back of the building, broke into an adjacent business and then blew a hole through the wall of the bank. A bank employee who arrived at the scene unexpectedly shouted for help, which drew the attention of a barman at a nearby hotel, Alexander Charlson. When he tried to intercept the robbers, they shot him; as he lay on the ground wounded, one of the robbers, who was so young he looked more like a schoolboy, put a final and fatal bullet into Charlson. Another onlooker who tried to intervene was shot in the leg before the men hopped on their motorbikes and sped off.


    This time people were able to describe the three men, finally giving the police proof that their earlier suspicions were correct: it was William Foster and his gang. This time the gang included the American John Maxim and Carl Mezar, a short 21-year-old whose neck and face were covered in freckles and small moles. Because of his size and adolescent looks, Mezar was known as ‘Boy’.


    The police linked the men to the two earlier heists, and also suspected them of a spate of other robberies of groceries, motorcycles and a car, and a reward of £500 was offered for any information leading to their capture. Flyers went up across the city that not only pictured the men but described them and provided their aliases. Members of the public were warned that they were armed and dangerous, and the robbers quickly became known as the Motor Bandits or the Foster Gang.


    But then, on 28 July 1914, something happened thousands of miles away that gave Foster and his men an incredible break. Great Britain declared war on Germany, and the Union of South Africa descended into an acrimonious debate about whether or not to join the war on the side of the British. Even though a dozen years had passed since the Anglo-Boer War, many Afrikaners still hated the English and preferred to side with Kaiser Wilhelm. Rumours of a rebellion quickly spread, and the police and army suddenly had a new threat to worry about.


    The Foster Gang used the time to disappear.


    *


    In the final weeks of winter, a menacingly cold wind raced down the slopes of City Deep and across the icy waters of Wemmer Pan, slicing into the small block-shaped homes in whimsically named Regents Park.


    A house standing at a distance from any other, and which had been empty for some time, was newly occupied, with a motorbike and an Overland sedan covered in a tarpaulin parked outside. Anyone watching, like some of the neighbours across the open ground in between, would have noticed the new residents, who made sure to keep to themselves: three men, a woman and a baby.


    [image: ]


    There was a bounty.


    Behind the darkened windows, the Foster Gang were plotting their next robbery, which would have to be their last in Johannesburg, given that they were wanted for the murder of the hotel barman, Alexander Charlson. Their faces were now plastered across the city and there was a bounty on their heads. After this final robbery, they planned to flee across the border, into Portuguese East Africa, and they were even drying out some stolen meat on a washing line in case they had to hide out for a long period of time.


    The men discussed possible targets. Post offices and banks were now being carefully watched by the police, so it was decided to hit a liquor store. John Maxim knew from his illicit liquor-selling days that the biggest sales were done on weekends, and that any money made would be kept on the premises until the banks opened on Monday. So the gang needed to rob a liquor store on a Sunday.


    Next, the location. They settled on a large outlet on Kimberley Road just east of the city centre, in Doornfontein, where the weekend takings would be good. The only risk was a big one: the store was barely a mile from the well-manned Jeppe police station. A few nights before the robbery, the gang drove past the store and smashed a streetlamp on a nearby corner, so they could carry out the robbery in relative darkness.


    Late on the night of Sunday 13 September, the three men took off from their hideout in Regents Park on a single motorbike, with the scrawny Boy Mezar riding pillion. For four miles they stayed on back roads as much as possible, avoiding Market and Commissioner streets, and especially the area around the Jeppe police station.


    After that they turned off Bertrams Road into Kimberley Road. Foster approached the store on foot holding a small crowbar, or jemmy, while the other two stood near the broken streetlamp keeping watch. At 1.30 am, an African guard sleeping in the liquor store heard the ‘whirr of an electric bell’, triggered by someone trying to get in. Seeing a white man standing outside, he rapped on the windowpane to try to scare him off. Then he saw the two other men standing nearby.


    At that moment a police constable named James Landberg came around the corner, and the guard rapped on the pane more vigorously to get his attention. Foster rushed at the policeman and knocked him out with his jemmy. Before the three robbers took off, Foster struck another blow to the constable lying on the ground. The quick-thinking store guard immediately raised the alarm, and ‘the intelligence was flashed from station to station that desperadoes were abroad’.


    The Foster Gang, desperate to find a liquor store to rob, knew about the Imperial Bottle Store, which was about a mile away, on the corner of Eleanor Street and Op de Bergen, and almost the same distance away from the police station. This time it was Foster and Boy Mezar who went in, while John Maxim kept watch at a tram stop outside. It was probably the small Mezar who got through the skylight above the door and let Foster in, and then they blew the door clear off the safe.


    At 4.15 am, Sergeant Neil MacLeod, who was doing a patrol of the tramline, saw Maxim sitting at the tram stop. MacLeod, a Scotsman who had worked for the Glasgow police for many years, was immediately suspicious. He went around the corner, where he met another constable, named Swanepoel, and told him to approach the stranger.


    ‘Law-abiding citizens do not, as a rule, sit on deserted seats in the small hours.’


    Both constables were unarmed and, according to police policy, had only batons to defend themselves. As Swanepoel got closer to him, Maxim immediately started whistling wildly.


    ‘Why do you whistle?’ the constable asked.


    ‘What the **** has it got to do with you?’ replied the American.


    MacLeod came up and told Swanepoel to arrest him.


    ‘We’ll take no chances. Put the handcuffs on.’


    A quick search of Maxim’s pockets revealed a loaded revolver and housebreaking tools. They began walking Maxim down Op de Bergen towards the Jeppe police station, but as they were passing the Imperial, Maxim shouted, ‘Help! Help!’


    Out of the side entrance of the liquor store dashed Foster, who pointed his gun at the policemen. The constables were unarmed apart from their batons, so MacLeod told Swanepoel to use the revolver he had taken off Maxim. A volley of shots was exchanged until Swanepoel’s gun was empty. That was when he saw that MacLeod had been hit – by at least six bullets, it was later discovered – and fell to the ground, dead. When Foster pulled out a second gun, Swanepoel, who had also been hit and had no more ammunition, turned and ran for cover.


    The commotion had caused people in nearby houses to open their windows and watch what was happening. They saw a third man suddenly exit from the liquor store, and all three ran for a motorcycle that had been hidden in a shaded area. The men scrambled onto the bike and rode off towards Commissioner Street.


    Within 20 minutes of MacLeod being shot, Major Kenneth Vachell, the head of the criminal branch of the police at Marshall Square, the CID, was on the scene. By that time, a grisly discovery had been made outside the side entrance of the liquor store – the lifeless body of another policeman, Sergeant Robert Mansfield. Going by the trail of blood, which stretched from near the exploded safe to the place on Eleanor Street where Mansfield had died, it appeared he had come across the robbery in progress. Wounded by a bullet, probably fired by Mezar, he ran out into the street, where he was shot again, at close range, and died.


    There was no doubt in Vachell’s mind that he was dealing with the Foster Gang. It was small comfort that the robbers had got away empty-handed, for ‘the Saturday takings, usually a fairly big sum, had been taken away by the manager at closing time’. All Foster found in the safe were ledgers and papers.


    *


    The murder by the Foster Gang of three people, two of them policemen, ‘roused the indignation of the public’.


    Vachell assembled his men for what would soon be called the greatest manhunt the country had ever seen, where ‘every available arm of the law has been brought into play’. Firearms were handed out to detectives and other policemen who usually went unarmed.


    Roadblocks were set up across a large swathe of the city. Within hours, tip-offs started coming in from all over: three men on one motorbike had been seen in the east, the west, near City Deep, out north beyond Rosebank, in Craighall, while others claimed the gang was taking refuge in a private residence whose owners they were holding hostage. There were so many tip-offs, in fact, it was hard to follow them all up.


    Something about the call from a woman in Regents Park, however, got Vachell’s attention. She said she believed the Foster Gang might be in a house on the corner of Bob Street and South Road, near where she lived – in ‘the most distant house in the district’.


    Vachell summoned one of his most reliable officers, Detective Charles Mynott, and told him to go with two other policemen, Detective Layde and Constable Murphy, to interview the woman. If Foster was indeed there, Mynott was instructed not to approach him under any circumstances but to call for backup first.


    At 5.30 am, after speaking to the woman in Regents Park, the three policemen approached the house on Bob Street. They got close enough to see Foster and Mezar in the yard working on a car, an American Overland model they had stolen, that was partly hidden by a tarpaulin. Peggy was walking to the car with the baby and got in.


    Despite Vachell’s instruction to call for backup, Mynott believed that they had the element of surprise on their side. Layde tried to dissuade him, but Mynott was adamant. He posted one of the men at the fence and the other near the driveway to stop Foster from trying to make a getaway. As Mynott got closer, Foster was bent over near the front of the car, turning the crank handle to start the engine.


    ‘Hands up!’ Mynott called out. ‘I want to speak to you.’


    ‘Who are you?’ Foster asked.


    ‘I am Detective Mynott.’


    ‘You are Mynott, are you?’ he said, as he reached for a revolver on the car’s chassis. ‘Well, take it.’


    Murphy, who saw what was happening, shouted, ‘For God’s sake, shoot!’ But it was too late.


    Foster fired, and Mynott immediately fell to the ground. Maxim, who had been under the car, came out and started to turn the crank handle. In the chaos that followed, the two other policemen, Boy Mezar and Foster began shooting at each other. Layde, his Browning quickly emptied, was confronted by Maxim.


    ‘Sling your shooter away, you bastard, or I will shoot you.’


    Layde did as he was ordered and then rushed to Mynott’s body, but found him already dead. For some reason, no more shots were fired at Layde; he later said he thought it was because he was wearing a coat that covered his uniform and might have been mistaken for a civilian.


    ‘The men then entered the car and drove away,’ the Rand Daily Mail later reported, ‘firing as they did so at the small crowd which had assembled upon hearing the noise. Fortunately no one was hit.’


    The policemen and the bystanders saw the considerable firepower that the gang had with them – at least two rifles, a short-nosed carbine and several pistols. Layde was also sure that at least one of the police bullets had hit a gang member because as the car sped off, one of them was being held up by the other two.


    Throughout the violent encounter, he noted afterwards, Foster ‘was coolness itself, and his tone was quiet and level’. Even as he killed Mynott, he had laughed.


    The main arteries out of the city were quickly flooded with constables and detectives, this time heavily armed with Mauser pistols and rifles, and the roadblocks were increased and reinforced.


    The men manning them, however, were on edge. The gang had already killed three people, two of them policemen, and were heavily armed. They clearly would do anything to avoid being caught, for they faced the death penalty. Every vehicle that approached a roadblock was seen as a potential threat, ‘and orders were issued that all cars were to be challenged, and fired at on failing to stop’.


    Once again, tip-offs were received from all over the city, of a motorcycle with three men on it, and a possible getaway vehicle travelling at high speed. At about 6 pm on Tuesday 15 September, a doctor named Gerald Grace, a former mayor of Springs, was driving in his Sunbeam motor car with his wife to attend to an urgent medical call in the city. Passing through Stanhope Dip near the Simmer & Jack Mine, and obviously unaware of the intention of the roadblock, he sped on. The police fired shots into the darkness toward the escaping vehicle. The doctor was hit in the neck and died instantly, and his wife was hit in the arm.


    Grace’s death was the fourth caused by the Foster Gang. The number was about to increase significantly, and in a very short time.


    On another road, directly west of where Dr Grace was killed, another car was speeding, although for very different reasons.


    The government sedan was carrying two of the most important people in the country. One of them, a handsome man immediately identifiable by his luxuriant, neatly trimmed moustache, was Brigadier General Christiaan Beyers, who until 24 hours earlier had been the chief of the Union Defence Force; the other was Koos de la Rey, the most revered Boer general, fondly known by his men as ‘Oom Koos’. They were on a very secret mission, which had as its goal nothing less than the overthrow of the Union government.


    The previous week, at a special sitting of parliament, South Africa had voted to support Britain in the war against Germany. One of the first things that had to be done was to send a special army contingent to take control of German South West Africa. General Beyers, who would have had to lead the invasion, was against supporting Great Britain, as were several other former Boer generals, including the older De la Rey, who was now 67. Beyers and De la Rey were on their way to meet fellow rebels in the town of Potchefstroom, where a Citizens’ Defence Force ‘sixteen hundred strong’ was waiting on horseback, ready to storm the capital.


    De la Rey’s involvement was crucial, and it had been made possible because a seer, a ‘simple and illiterate farmer’ in Lichtenburg, had identified 15 September as a very important day. He had seen the number 15 on a dark cloud, and ‘General de la Rey returning home without his hat; immediately afterwards came a carriage covered with flowers’.


    The car left Pretoria at 8 pm and, after 40 miles, was on the outskirts of Johannesburg. A police sergeant and a constable who were holding a position near Orange Grove saw the car approaching and motioned for it to stop, probably not recognising who was inside. The generals, either unaware that the roadblock was for the Foster Gang and not for them, or because of a strong wind that was blowing, so ‘none of the occupants heard the challenge or understood its seriousness’, told the driver to keep going. From there, they ‘sped along what is known as the Kloof Road by way of Killarney to the Vrededorp Subway and out towards the Western Witwatersrand’.


    One of the policemen, meanwhile, ran to the nearest police station, and an alert was sent out by radio giving the number plate of the speeding car. Several miles away, near Langlaagte – the very place where gold had first been discovered on the Witwatersrand in 1886 – they were challenged at another roadblock but drove on. Using his rifle, one of the policemen fired three shots, one of which ricocheted off the road and then hit De la Rey in the spine: ‘To General Beyers’ intense horror the aged veteran collapsed and expired almost immediately.’


    The driver stopped, and for a while Beyers and the policemen were ‘at cross-purposes’, for the general knew nothing of the Foster Gang and the police knew nothing of the plot to overthrow the government. Eventually, the car, with Beyers holding the general’s body inside, was driven to the police station at Fordsburg.


    The rebellion, at least for the moment, was still unborn.


    On Wednesday 16 September 1914, the day after the shootout in Regents Park, police found the Foster Gang’s Overland car abandoned, partly covered by a green tarpaulin, near Primrose Cemetery, several miles beyond Bertrams. A bullet had pierced the chassis and damaged the engine, and the blood on the front seat confirmed that at least one person had been wounded.


    Assuming that Foster and the others were now on foot, it was clear that their progress would be slowed down even more by a wounded person and a woman with a baby. Police dogs were brought in and given the scent of the car – as an additional measure, one of the seats was taken out and carried with the trackers. The dogs then followed a path not east, in the original direction, but back towards the city.


    The trackers reached Kensington, a neighbourhood known for its boarding-houses and tea gardens that people went to on weekends. With large expanses of veld separating the buildings, the fugitives wouldn’t be able to go far during daylight without drawing attention. At one point a tracker indicated two routes, suggesting that part of the group, probably Peggy and the child, had gone a different way to the others.


    Meanwhile, a second police detachment of African constables led by Sergeant Thomas Granger had started searching further up the ridge behind Kensington. When one of them shone a light into a cave and saw a man’s booted foot, a shot rang out from inside, narrowly missing the constable’s head. A second constable threw an assegai into the darkness. More shots were fired at them, but no one was hit. The police rolled rocks over the cave entrance to block it until reinforcements arrived. The Foster Gang had been found.


    Major Sholto Douglas, the deputy chief of police, soon arrived on the scene, where he was assisted by Detective George Martin. Scores of armed policemen and sharpshooters, with bandoliers slung across their shoulders, took cover behind rocks or lay flat in the long grass. Not long afterwards, cameramen from a newly created newsreel service called ‘African Mirror’ arrived – followed by their counterparts from British Gaumont and Pathé News – and set up their cameras.


    When the news spread that the Foster Gang was trapped in a cave, members of the public who had made sure to stay locked up at home the last few days – especially with the stream of headlines like ‘Horror Upon Horror’, ‘Murderers Get Away’ and ‘Night of Tragedies’ – suddenly came out and went to see the final act play out. The city had never seen anything like this. The tram terminus in Kensington was barely 200 yards away from the cave, and a crowd had soon gathered, so many people that a cordon had to be put up to keep them back. Mounted policemen patrolled the barriers.


    At the cave, Major Douglas considered using firehoses to flood the gang out, but locals who knew the terrain said the cave went back 45 yards or more and water would be useless. Then they tried smoking them out by getting a marksman to shoot open two bottles of ammonia that were strung over the cave entrance. The fumes, instead of going into the hiding place, were carried by the wind towards the onlookers, sending them into a panic.


    When darkness fell, the police illuminated the area with acetylene lamps hung from long poles to prevent anyone from trying to escape. As the police hunkered down for a long vigil, a cold wind blew down the ridge, chasing away many of the remaining onlookers.


    [image: ]


    Dozens of snipers gathered near the cave to back up the police after they found the Foster Gang’s hiding place


    The next morning, Thursday 17 September, the sharpshooters were still in place, standing now, feeling more relaxed that no one would shoot back, and the cameramen waited as close to the cave as the police would allow.


    Detective Martin suggested to Major Douglas that they try to negotiate with Foster. Several policemen went down to move the rocks out of the way, covered all the while by snipers. There was no response from inside the cave, but shortly afterwards they heard a single shot.


    At midday, Foster finally broke his silence, and asked to see his family – his father, who had been there all the while, ‘a sunken faced, slim old man … obviously highly agitated at the desperate position of his son’, his mother and two of his sisters. Most of all he wanted to see his wife, Peggy.


    ‘If you let me see her, we’ll all come up with our hands up.’


    His voice was hoarse and weak. He gave them an address in Germiston, where he said they would find her.


    ‘Now play the game,’ he said. ‘No treachery. We’ll hand over our firearms. We’ve got four down here. But don’t move the stones from the hole till I hear my wife’s voice. I’ll be waiting at the entrance here for her. We’ll surrender to her and to no one else. You’ve got us here all right and we’ll surrender.’


    Not everyone thought it was a good idea to bring Peggy to Foster, but a policeman was dispatched in Douglas’s car to fetch her. As they waited, Martin organised for cigarettes, matches and a flask of tea to be lowered to the cave.


    ‘I’m damned sorry we had to shoot your fellows,’ Foster called out, meaning Mansfield, MacLeod and Mynott. ‘It was only money we were after to get out of the country.’


    When Peggy arrived with the baby, the news cameramen were all lined up waiting for her. They filmed her getting out of the car and then climbing down to reach the cave. By that stage, his mother and sisters had arrived. After half an hour, Foster threw out a gun. He asked if he could also see his parents and sisters, for there were certain private matters he wished to discuss with them before he surrendered. The police grew more suspicious – would he try to escape dressed up as one of his family members? – but they believed they could deal with any outcome. One by one, Foster’s family entered the hideout.


    [image: ]


    The site of the cave where the Foster Gang were hiding became almost like a circus, as policemen held off hordes of spectators.


    Inside, the first thing they saw was the lifeless body of Boy Mezar near the entrance to the cave, killed by one bullet – the single shot that had gone off earlier – either by his own hand or by one of the others as he tried to flee. Foster himself had been hit by three bullets and was very weak from loss of blood.


    John Maxim, who had stood by Foster since they first met, tried to persuade him to dress up as a woman and escape as one of his sisters, but Foster said the police would see through the disguise.


    As Foster played with his daughter, it became clear to the family that he had no intention of giving himself up. He told them that all the violence had been caused by the actions of one man, the old judge in Cape Town who had sentenced him and his brother to 12 years in jail for the American Swiss robbery.


    ‘It’s Judge Kotze who is to blame for this. It was his [Jimmy’s] first conviction, and to think old Kotze could be so cruel towards the boy. It made me determined to exact vengeance. The price is paid. I die here.’


    Peggy refused to leave Foster, saying she would rather die with him, and handed the baby to one of his sisters. Foster’s mother exited the cave first, weeping, then his sisters, one of them carrying the baby. By the time his father came out, the police must have known what would happen next. Barely a few moments later, four shots went off inside the cave.


    Three detectives were sent down, but they approached carefully, in case it was a trap. After climbing over Mezar’s body, which was cold and stiff, they found the other three. The top of Peggy’s head had been blown off by Foster, who had then put a single bullet hole in his own forehead, slumping onto her shoulder. Three feet away from them lay Maxim, who, judging by the cotton wool at his side, had shaved before pulling the trigger on himself. On his body, they found a key to the National Bank from the gang’s first Johannesburg robbery, the only thing linking them to it. The bank drafts that had been stolen were still missing.
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