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PROLOGUE


Viewing the past is like peering through one of those coin-operated telescopes at the seaside. Suddenly, a picture comes into focus which in turn becomes animated, and the way things were come to life, the lens slowly revealing how Britain changed in the first two postwar decades: 1945–65. The view captures black and white images and then kaleidoscopic glimmers of hues; shades of colour filter in, becoming increasingly bright until the rainbow of a cultural revolution forms.


The Second World War was won, but at great cost. The relief and jubilation of Victory in Europe (VE) Day on 8 May 1945 gave way to the reality of a country scarred by bombsites and starved of resources, meaning that rationing continued for years. Life was hard and austere, and the pervading colour in mood was ashen grey as the country struggled into recovery, with London arguably feeling the worst of that struggle, having been the biggest war target. The skies were thick, dark and acrid with pollution, causing ‘peasouper’ fogs, the Great Smog of London of December 1952 being the worst, leading to the Clean Air Act of 1956, which gradually improved the environment in which people lived and breathed.


The British economy became stronger and then thrived, meaning that Prime Minister Harold Macmillan’s boast of 1957, ‘We have never had it so good’, carried some truth for many. Opportunity was everywhere, and the brightest entrepreneurial minds were ready and waiting to take advantage. There was a real feeling of hope and aspiration, which led to a concentration of great creativity, in the arts, the wider culture and in business. But not all of these enterprising mavericks in this liberating time had a strict moral compass, and not all of their endeavours were legitimate, near-legitimate or even legal. Just as the black market of goods had proliferated in Britain during the ‘all-hands-on-deck’ hazardous years of war, ‘spivs’ and villains were having their own kind of blast in close proximity to where real bombs had exploded. The deprivations of that war had hardened people in their need to survive, and the horrors they had seen desensitised the narrow margin between life and death for many of them.


The free market was open to all. The London property scene of the postwar years was awash with opportunities to make money at a time when property could be bought very cheaply, then sold on or rented out for maximum profit. And for several reasons, West London was the ripest spot: fast fortunes could truly be made for those resilient enough to make a go of it.


Criminal and semi-criminal operators have lived cheek by crooked jowl and often worked alongside outwardly reputable – but in fact shady – operators since civilisation and commerce began. The criminal underworld has long mixed and had connections with ‘the upperworld’, a sociological term coined in the early 1970s to describe criminals and sharp business players who place themselves in legitimate positions in society to carry out their offences. In the world of property, where the slum landlord Peter Rachman operated from the early 1950s until the early 1960s, those specialised positions included estate agents, the providers of questionable loans and mortgages, a network of investors, and straw men as landlord agents. And in that period, the long-entrenched and tightly woven British social and class divisions began to loosen, with new subcultural hierarchies being born to facilitate business operations.


Synergy between the underworld and the upperworld in the property realm was achieved by the setting up of companies fronted by outwardly law-abiding citizens. These were used to dupe the blunt-toothed authorities, while legal corners were sharply cut, or actual crimes and misdemeanours were committed by both major and minor underworld players. Add to this a system in which there was a lack of political will to protect the most vulnerable in society – in the case of the rental property realm, the poorest tenants – the arena for their abuse in the pursuit of riches for others was built. Those with hard political power were at best nonchalant or apathetic, and at worst negligent in this regard, and by the time some safeguarding was finally achieved in 1965, much damage had already been done.


Peter Rachman wouldn’t live to see the full blossom of the 1960s counter-cultural sea change, nor the official cleaning-up of the property world begin. He had no control of the former, although he was ironically instrumental in the latter because of his sudden posthumous notoriety, despite being far from the biggest operator out there. But it was in the decade leading up to his death in which Rachman was professionally formed and, with others like him, given the opportunity to thrive, skilfully straddling both the London underworld and upperworld.








	NEGATIVE EXPOSURE

	1









‘Peter Rackman, a West End property dealer, has died. He was in his forties. He owned property in Bayswater.’





Unlike most of the almost eight million people then living in London, Peter Rachman merited a report in the capital’s main newspaper four days after his death, even if the report was tiny and his name misspelt. But on page eleven of the Evening Standard of 3 December 1962, under the headline ‘London Property Man Dead’, just the plain fact of his death, along with his occupation, approximate age and area of operations was given.


Yet just over eight months later, articles about Rachman would appear in almost every national and many regional British newspapers, some of them running for multiple pages, as well as in the international press, including the New York Times and the then illustrious Time magazine, which carried a profile of him. The dead man was additionally the focus of a major parliamentary debate in the House of Commons.


By the end of July 1963, Rachman’s name was almost always spelt correctly. And after his name and the ‘ism’ it spawned entered the Oxford English Dictionary, where it remains to this day, meaning ‘the exploitation and intimidation of tenants by unscrupulous landlords’ and the origin given as ‘named after Peter Rachman (1919–62), a London landlord whose practices became notorious in the early 1960s’, there was no excuse for anyone to ever misspell it again. Incidentally, Rachman wasn’t the first landlord whose name entered the dictionary through bad practices – the verb ‘to boycott’ originated from Charles Boycott, an English land agent of the 1870s in County Mayo, Ireland, who evicted multiple tenants, leading to the local community mounting an ostracism campaign against him in 1880, which was reported widely in the British press. Eight decades later, Rachman was never isolated by his ‘community’ in his lifetime, but he was demonised nationally and posthumously.


It was the Sunday Times that first exposed Rachman and his shady activities as a ‘slum landlord’ to a wider audience, and Ron Hall, of that paper’s new investigative unit the Insight team, who got the scoop, following a tipoff from his colleague Clive Irving. His fellow journalist Magnus Linklater wrote in Hall’s obituary in the Scotsman on 6 February 2014 that Hall ‘virtually invented the art of investigative journalism in Britain’, along with his Insight colleagues Irving and Jeremy Wallington. The team’s coverage of the explosive top-level political and espionage Profumo affair, which took off that late spring and early summer of 1963, during which Rachman’s name surfaced as a lover of both Christine Keeler and, to a greater extent, Mandy Rice-Davies, and his association with the society osteopath Dr Stephen Ward, would lead Hall, through a contact, Benny Gray, to dig into and uncover the Rachman story.


Hall’s journalistic maxim was, ‘You can’t write a story if you don’t understand it’, and in three consecutive 1963 issues of the Sunday Times about Rachman, Hall displayed that he did indeed understand the story. The final article supplied the noun ‘Rachmanism’, which entered the dictionary, and which the Labour Party leader and future prime minister Harold Wilson quoted in Parliament, meaning that Hall and his Insight team colleagues had indirectly given the late languages-and-dictionary-loving Rachman a place in lexical history.


Rachman’s name had in fact reached the national press four years before, in mid-1959, his name misspelt phonetically as it was to be immediately after his death. Those two articles, in the Guardian and the Telegraph, were triggered by Rachman tenants applying to rent tribunals to get reductions in their unfair and exorbitant rents. This in turn was brought about by the local political administrator Donald Chesworth’s early probing into Rachman’s housing operations around Notting Hill, Bayswater and the wider area of North Paddington in West London. But this was minor coverage, his name and actions not front-page news as they would be in time.


Meanwhile, the Labour MP Ben Parkin would build on Chesworth’s work on the ground, pushing for Rachman’s activities to be officially probed, and grabbing the attention of his party leader Harold Wilson to take the case of Rachman posthumously to the House of Commons – Wilson’s opportunistic political antennae zoned in on the Sunday Times Insight exposé and the uproar which swiftly rippled and whirled around it. Parkin would say in Parliament the day after the final Insight article appeared: ‘Never was a pistol shot fired by a jealous lover with better results.’


Parkin was referring to the incident when one of Christine Keeler’s lovers, Johnny Edgecombe, fired his gun several times into the door of Stephen Ward’s mews house in Marylebone, where Keeler was then living. It occurred on 14 December 1962, just over a fortnight after Peter Rachman died. At his trial in March 1963, Edgecombe received seven years and served five for possession of a firearm and endangering life.


The Profumo scandal emerged through the indirect connection between John Profumo, the Secretary of State for War (Minister for War) in Harold Macmillan’s government, and Yevgeny ‘Eugene’ Ivanov, who was sent to London as a naval attaché at the Soviet Embassy, but who was in fact a spy working for Russia’s GRU (Main Intelligence Directorate). This link came through Profumo’s affair with Christine Keeler, who first met Profumo at a pool party at the aristocrat Lord Astor’s stately home Cliveden in Buckinghamshire – she was there as a guest of her friend Stephen Ward. But Keeler was also having a fling with Ivanov, and this, at the height of the Cold War, potentially compromised Profumo and, due to his cabinet post, national security.


Keeler told a one-time nightclub social acquaintance, the bloody-minded John Lewis, a former Labour MP for Bolton, about her affairs with Profumo and Ivanov, the trouble with Edgecombe and Ward’s connection to it all. According to Anthony Summers and Stephen Dorril in their book Honeytrap, Lewis disliked Ward as he thought he had made his girlfriend gay by introducing her to a lesbian woman. Lewis subsequently passed this sensational information to the irrepressible and ambitious George Wigg, Labour MP for Dudley in the West Midlands and future Paymaster General when Labour took power in 1964. Wigg began asking awkward questions and would eventually get Harold Wilson to weaponise the Profumo affair in Parliament, just as Ben Parkin MP would soon do over Rachman’s activities.


When MI5 began to take an interest and his cover was blown, Ivanov was hastily recalled to Moscow by his GRU bosses in late January 1963. After having denied his affair with Keeler in an official statement that March, Profumo’s position eventually became untenable, and he had to resign in disgrace on 5 June 1963.


Dr Stephen Ward, who lived with Christine Keeler, and with Mandy Rice-Davies for a shorter spell, went on trial in late June that year for living off immoral earnings. The trial turned into a press frenzy, fuelled further by Keeler trying to sell her ‘story’ to the tabloids, which eventually appeared in the News of the World. Peter Rachman’s name surfaced during the proceedings at Marylebone Magistrates Court as an associate of Ward, but mostly as the short-time lover of Keeler and the longer-term lover of Rice-Davies, who were among the ‘girls’ whom Ward was accused of pimping out. Ward committed suicide with a barbiturate overdose on the eve of his near-certain conviction, although some have claimed that he was murdered. It has since transpired that social-climber Ward, louche by the standards of the time, was almost certainly not guilty of the charge against him and was more of a facilitator than a pimp. But this was predictably not covered in the lengthy official report about the scandal produced by the judge and Master of the Rolls Lord Denning, published in September 1963. It was a bestseller in book form and appeared as a special supplement in the Sunday Telegraph, a newspaper then just two years old and in fierce competition with the Sunday Times, which had launched the first colour supplement in a British paper the year before.
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The Sunday Times Insight team had only come into existence at the beginning of 1963. Lauded today as the elite investigative journalism unit, especially when the newspaper was under the editorships of Denis Hamilton between 1963 and 1967, and then under Harold Evans until 1981, and supported by the proprietor Roy Thomson’s financial backing, it introduced a revolutionary approach to forensically probing reporting, broke many seismic stories and uncovered numerous scandals.


Clive Irving, just shy of 30 years old in early 1963, had already done his apprenticeship in journalism, working as a reporter in Liverpool and Bristol, before he moved to Fleet Street and the Daily Sketch tabloid. Moving onto the Daily Express, he became the features editor at a young age, his calibre spotted quickly. In that role, he got a real view of 1950s journalism, working alongside the legendary Alfred Hitchcock look- and soundalike Percy Hoskins, one of the top crime hacks of the era and a leading figure in what became known from the late 1940s as Fleet Street’s Murder Gang group of reporters. Irving himself was involved in the reporting on several infamous murder cases, including those of the serial killer John Christie in London’s Notting Hill in 1953 (within a few years Rachman’s heartland) and of the probable serial killer – although he was acquitted – Dr John Bodkin Adams, in Eastbourne, East Sussex, in 1956–57.


But Irving didn’t like the way that tabloid journalism was practised, finding it outdated and unfit for purpose, and felt that it could be done much better. So he took a substantial risk and moved from his coveted position on the Daily Express to the Observer, a broadsheet, the editor of which, David Astor, was open-minded and progressive thinking. When Irving put it to him that the Observer could look much better, Astor was receptive and allowed Irving to undertake a major modernising revamp of the paper, which was a great success. After this spell at the Observer, Irving did his first stint on the Sunday Times, where he was the deputy editor of the new colour magazine, under Denis Hamilton as editor-in-chief, before leaving to edit Topic magazine under the proprietorship of the future politician Michael Heseltine (who will feature again in this book) and Clive Labovitch, managing to double its circulation before it collapsed through lack of advertising revenue after ten weeks. Irving would then move on to the Sunday Times in January 1963 under the forward-thinking Denis Hamilton to set up Insight, taking two estimable colleagues from Topic, Ron Hall and Jeremy Wallington, with him. (Incidentally, Michael Parkinson, who would later enjoy great success as a chat show host, was deputy editor of the magazine and Irving also wanted him to come to the Sunday Times, but Parkinson chose to pursue a different path.)


Clive Irving is still working as a high-level journalist today. He is the Editor Emeritus of Condé Nast Traveler and writes for Vanity Fair, the Daily Beast, The New European and other publications, as well as being the author of several books. In an interview for this book in late 2024, from his home in Sag Harbor, New York, he spoke about founding Insight and how the Rachman exposé came about:




When I arrived at the Sunday Times in 1963 to launch the Insight team, Denis Hamilton, the editor-in-chief, had accepted my thesis, which was that a Sunday paper couldn’t really deliver any news which was real news on a Saturday, as by then the news cycle was over, and the job of the Sunday newspaper was to look beyond the past week’s headlines and explain what wasn’t being explained, and needed to be explained. It was a kind of elevated, noble, intellectual exercise in trying to lift up the whole standard of synoptic journalism that chooses a big story and presents a synoptic analysis of it. Doing it in a seven-day news cycle was the really testing thing. Could we get there in seven days or less than that, as we only started on Tuesdays and had to print on Saturday? Could we, in the span of a few days, grab stories, break them down and explain them with a sort of social context and all the other things that should have been part of journalism then, but wasn’t? The other important thing is that while we weren’t cognisant of this at the time – you never are when you are making big changes – no serious newspaper, no so-called ‘classy’ newspaper had ever undertaken investigative journalism. The investigating that existed was done by the tabloids ... I said to Denis Hamilton that one of the things we had going for us was the authority of the Sunday Times itself [the newspaper was founded in 1821]. Because when I call Downing Street asking for an interview, I get a response because it’s the Sunday Times. If I was calling from the Sunday Mirror, I wouldn’t get any response. And we worked outside the lobby system [using special access to the Members’ Lobby in Parliament, usually for unattributed gossip and quotes] anyway. That’s important for the Rachman story, how we worked outside the lobby system.


When Roy Thomson took over the paper in 1961 Denis became editor-in-chief, a role he retained for more than two decades. In 1964 he created a new position for me, managing editor in charge of news, which meant that I essentially ran the newsroom and Insight. When I left the paper in 1966 to become executive editor of IPC magazines, Harry Evans replaced me as managing editor, and then became editor of the paper in 1967, but Hamilton remained the editorial head throughout Harry’s editorship. Hamilton finally resigned in 1981, in fact pushed out by [Rupert] Murdoch as he took over the two papers, the Sunday Times and The Times. From my perspective Denis was that crucial figure, ‘The Enabler’. He launched the colour magazine, against much scepticism, and rode it out until it proved him right by becoming a vital revenue source and a force in journalism. He did the same for me; he accepted my Insight philosophy, made space available in the paper for the first long-form investigative journalism, again against much opposition, and backed me all the way.





Irving went on to explain how long-form journalism was ‘a cultural shock’ for many of the editors then, who had been ‘brought up in the days of newsprint rationing and thin papers’ in the war and immediate postwar years. But the formation of the Insight team coincided with the sudden end of that and the first 40-page Sunday Times. He added that Denis Hamilton also ‘had Harry’s [Harold Evans’s] back in the mighty struggles he had on stories like Philby and thalidomide’.1 Irving recalled how Hamilton was very discreet, had ‘a quiet hand with powerful people’ and unique access to Harold Macmillan, the prime minister in Insight’s early days, and never sought the limelight. Denis Hamilton remains Clive Irving’s hero.


Irving also talked about his late colleagues Ron Hall and Jeremy Wallington, who like him were in their late twenties at the time, and why he chose them to join him on the Insight team:




Ron was an amazing reporter because he was what I call a self-editing reporter. It was agony for him to write – he always said, he kept protesting all the time, ‘I’m not a writer,’ which is a bit like saying Mozart wrote great tunes but didn’t like writing music, because, of course, Ron’s prose was precise, elegant and perceptive. Ron was a mathematician by learning and by inclination, and originally got into journalism as a statistical analyst and worked in that method on every story, looking at the context, crucially seeing connections that other people didn’t see. Usually with the Insight stories, I did the writing at the end of the week [Hall and Wallington] gave me their stuff and I put the piece together as a narrative. But that was easy compared with what Ron was doing, which was intellectually figuring out ‘What does this mean?’ in terms of the tolerance of it. I remember him saying to me, ‘Why is this society so tolerant of things like this, why could it go unnoticed until we noticed it?’ That’s a very key question. Jerry [Jeremy] would have been a superb second-hand car salesman, he could charm anybody, the birds from the trees. He was like a doorstep reporter, but a very classy doorstep reporter. So, I knew that if we needed to get people who were hard to get to, I could use him for that purpose. Ron, Jerry and I were complementary in an interesting way.





It was this team who would uncover the Rachman scandal, the first original investigation by Insight, which came as a byproduct of the research for Scandal ’63, the Insight team’s book on the Profumo affair. As Clive Irving recalled:




We were reconstructing the picaresque world of Christine Keeler and Mandy Rice-Davies [having reported on it as it unfolded earlier that year], a world that embraced both Mayfair and West London. The two girls were very different. Christine was a naive showgirl and vulnerable, Mandy was much harder and smarter and more experienced with men, and, of course, Rachman was one of those men. Rachman did not, though, come into focus for a while.


As I was writing the book in Cornwall, sending manuscript to London day by day, receiving reporting and research from Ron and Jeremy also daily, going to a red phone box in the evening to talk to one or other or both, I was also reading Hansard [the official report of British parliamentary debates]. I came across a question attempt by Ben Parkin, the Labour MP for Paddington North, about Rachman and property rackets in West London. Parkin was having a problem getting noticed, for some reason he was regarded as a nuisance. Parkin was a hero of the [Rachman] story. I asked Ron to talk to him, and it was because of that conversation that he got on to the story. As it happened, Ron had been at Cambridge [University] with Benny Gray, a flashy figure involved in the antiques trade who also knew about property dealers and knew about Rachman. I think Gray was the single most important lead that Ron had, and he was the key to understanding how all the rackets worked.2





The 1963 Sunday Times Insight investigation into Rachman ran on 7 July, ‘The Life and Times of Peter Rachman’, on 14 July, ‘The Last Hours of Peter Rachman’, and on 21 July, ‘The Technique of Rachmanism’. And that’s where the public became aware of his activities for the first time, with the tabloids then hot on the sensational trail of the story.


But there had been an earlier Fleet Street opportunity to expose Rachman, as Clive Irving detailed in Scandal ’63, written in that year: ‘While Rachman was still alive the Daily Mirror assigned a reporter to investigate him, but when the article was produced it was rejected without even being shown to a lawyer: the libel risk was felt to be so great. Yet here was a social crime, being practised for years with apparent impunity from either the law, the tax authorities, or the newspapers.’


The first mentions of Rachman in the Daily Mirror were indeed on 29 June 1963, and not about his property activities. As in other newspapers before the Insight scoop, the brief references were due to his name surfacing in connection to Christine Keeler and Mandy Rice-Davies at Stephen Ward’s trial.


Rachman had been saved from newspaper exposure while he was alive due to the stringent British libel laws, but as this story unravels, it will become clear that by the start of 1959, in a Special Branch report evaluating his application for British naturalisation, as he was Polish, Rachman was assessed as not possessing ‘any moral integrity whatsoever’. And from mid-1959, over three years before his death, Rachman was being probed aggressively: by the London County councillor Donald Chesworth, by a local newspaper which had to issue an apology after publishing a negative story about him, by the police at a local level in Notting Hill, and then by Scotland Yard’s vice squad, the Inland Revenue and the Board of Trade. But no action was brought against him, and that was largely due to the complex ‘smoke and mirrors’ nature of his operations.
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If life’s dominoes hadn’t fallen in the strange sequence they did, Peter Rachman’s name would have been long forgotten. The Profumo affair spawned the Rachman scandal. If Rachman hadn’t been mentioned through his peripheral and, in the case of the first two, sexual association with Christine Keeler, Mandy Rice-Davies and Stephen Ward at the latter’s trial, there would have been no ‘Rachmanism’. The satirical magazine Private Eye quickly recognised this, and with the Rachman scandal fiercely burning, on 26 July 1963 published an issue with a smiling Mandy Rice-Davies on the cover and a speech bubble floating from her mouth reading, ‘Do you mind? If it wasn’t for me – you couldn’t have cared less about Rachman.’


Without Rachman’s tenuous connection to the Profumo scandal, Clive Irving wouldn’t have raised an eyebrow at Ben Parkin’s plea for action on Rachman and the private-renting property scandal in Hansard; Irving wouldn’t have asked his colleague Ron Hall to investigate it; and if the Sunday Times hadn’t published Hall’s findings, the BBC’s current affairs programme Panorama wouldn’t have broadcast an edition entitled ‘Peter Rachman and his Property Empire’. There wouldn’t have been any public kerfuffle about Rachman, and the other newspapers probably wouldn’t have followed the posthumous Rachman story, sensationalising every step they took along the way. Finally, Harold Wilson wouldn’t have named Rachman in Parliament, the late landlord’s name wouldn’t have entered the dictionary and become a malignant ‘ism’, and Peter Rachman’s footnote in the Profumo affair would have faded into obscurity. And you wouldn’t be reading this book.





1 Insight exposed Kim Philby as ‘the third man’ in the Cambridge Spy ring, interviewing and photographing him in Moscow in 1967. And Insight also revealed the terrible damage done by thalidomide, a drug prescribed as a sedative for pregnant women which caused severe deformities in children, and brought the UK manufacturer to account in 1972, eventually winning compensation for the victims.


2 Benny Gray is still a hugely successful businessman, running multiple antiques and property businesses. He was approached through his assistant twice for an interview about his contribution to the Insight Rachman story, but there was no response.
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New Court Hotel


Only £6.6s. weekly Doubles


Only £10.10s. weekly Four Bedded Rooms


including Breakfast


* Telephone * Fires * Radios * H. & C. in all rooms


* Cocktail Bar * T.V. Lounge * Restaurant


* Friendly Atmosphere


One minute Buses, Bayswater Underground & Main Shops


Inquire at 45 Inverness Terrace, W.2 or


Ring BAY 1453





So ran an advert in the Marylebone and Paddington Mercury on 1 February 1957, a typical one for the time for a ‘boarding hotel’ in West London – in Bayswater, situated between Notting Hill and Queensway. The area was a packed hive of run-down, mainly mid- and late-Victorian houses offering room rentals, many overcrowded, with such hotels offering daily and weekly rates. It was a transient environment, people often coming and going quickly, and that included the owners of the properties as well as the tenants and guests who lived in them. In mid-1957, just months after this advert appeared, the New Court Hotel, which had over 40 rooms, half of them occupied by long-term residents and the other half open to new guests, was changing hands. And that business transaction proved to be a memorable one, as one of the vending co-owners would later recount:




One experience lives in my mind: The day I met Peter Rachman, the man who perhaps did more to create the sinister reputation of the property business in the late 1950s and early 1960s than any other single person. One of his managers had come to view the hotel. It so happened that, having shown him the premises, I was standing outside talking to him when a Rolls-Royce parked alongside us. The manager turned to the man behind the wheel, saying, ‘A little child was killed this morning, Mr. Rachman. She fell off the balcony of one of our properties.’ Rachman’s reply was brief: ‘Are we insured?’ ‘Yes.’ And off he drove.





The quote above is from Life in the Jungle, Michael Heseltine’s 2000 autobiography. Heseltine went on to be a Conservative Member of Parliament, high-profile cabinet minister, Deputy Prime Minister, publishing tycoon with his company Haymarket, and household name, entering the House of Lords in 2010. His business partner was Ian Josephs, whom he had met and roomed with (in a double studio) at Pembridge College, Oxford University. Heseltine was already very political, becoming president of the Oxford Union, and Josephs represented Oxford at chess and table tennis. After graduating, they both became £7-a-week trainee accountants at the leading firm of Peat, Marwick & Mitchell in the City of London. The two of them had inherited some money (Heseltine £1,000 from his grandfather, and Josephs a similar sum) and as Josephs’s father was in property, he suggested that they invest their money in that area, recommending Notting Hill and Bayswater, where dilapidating houses could be bought cheaply, often on short leases.


Heseltine and Josephs formed a company, Michian, an amalgamation of their first names, and in early 1955 purchased the Thurston Court Hotel, at 39 Clanricarde Gardens W2, on a thirteen-year lease. It was a shabby twenty-room boarding house, but well-situated between Notting Hill and Queensway Underground stations. They put down their combined £2,000 cash and took out a £1,750 mortgage. Josephs’s father overhauled the property, and they occupied two rooms each, the remaining sixteen being offered for rent at two or three guineas (£2.10–3.15) a week, although it often proved difficult to fill them. After less than a year, however, the opportunity came to sell the property, which they did, for £5,750, giving them a profit of £4,000, meaning they doubled their joint investment. As Heseltine recalled in an interview in The Times on 23 May 2025, he bought his first Jaguar car, paying £1,250 for it second-hand. It was now 1956.


That year Heseltine and Josephs bought the much larger New Court Hotel, ploughing their £4,000 into it and taking out a £23,000 mortgage. When they sold to Rachman through his ‘manager’ the following year, they made a £5,000 profit. Michael Heseltine, who famously had a styled, longish mane of blond hair, had already told his anecdote about the brief meeting with Rachman and selling the hotel to him through Rachman’s associate to the journalist Peter Gillman, for the in-depth investigative profile ‘Blond Ambition: How Michael Heseltine Made His Millions’, which appeared in Harpers & Queen magazine in November 1990. Gillman had, incidentally, once worked for Heseltine (and Clive Labovitch) on his magazine Town in 1965 and had gone on to be deputy editor of the Sunday Times Insight team in the Harold Evans era. Gillman could find no impropriety in any of Heseltine’s business dealings, including in the selling of the New Court Hotel. Nor could Michael Crick, who forensically investigated the transaction for his Michael Heseltine: A Biography in 1997. It was a normal, straightforward business deal, at least on the side of the sellers, who were still in their early twenties at the time, trying to move on with their lives.


In late 2024, Lord Heseltine, then aged 91, agreed to be interviewed for this book about the West London property scene in the mid- to late-1950s and his brush with Rachman:




There just were huge opportunities. We came out of a wartime climate in which the Labour government had maintained many restraints on the economy, and one of them was rent controls. So, getting a house or property free of rent control was in itself a very easy way to make money. You had people who exploited that, and that was known as the sort of Rachmanism. But there just were a lot of opportunities, and there was a demand for property, in particular residential property in that part of London. I think it was a pretty wild, uncomfortable marketplace.


The New Court Hotel – we bought it as a hotel – it was in a bad way, and we did it up and we ran it as a hotel, and we sold it as a hotel. We didn’t know it at the time, but we did sell it to Rachman, and we only knew it because when the contract had been signed – we were dealing with managers – he turned up one day, and I’ll never forget the experience ... His reputation was known then. As otherwise when he drew up outside the hotel, I wouldn’t have known who he was, but I mean everybody knew about Rachman. I think he had a reputation of being a ruthless landlord ... One look at him when I met him that time confirmed in my view that his reputation was justified.





Lord Heseltine couldn’t recall who Rachman’s ‘managers’ were who dealt with the hotel sale, but his business partner and co-owner Ian Josephs recalls that it was Lieutenant Colonel George Sinclair, and as Michael Crick pointed out in his biography of Heseltine, another was likely Raymond Nash. Both men were key associates of Rachman and will feature prominently in this story.


Ian Josephs was also interviewed for this book from his home in the South of France about the racism and xenophobia prevalent in Notting Hill and Bayswater in the mid- to late-1950s, and the New Court Hotel’s sale to Rachman. After he and Heseltine disbanded as business partners in 1957, Josephs went on to do well in other property projects, especially in Ramsgate, Kent where he co-owned the sprawling Regency Hotel on the Royal Crescent and became a member of Kent County Council, before going on to found Language International, an international chain of language schools. Now in his nineties , he advocates and offers guidance and counselling for women who have had their children taken away unfairly by social services, and whose children are the subject of forced adoption, an issue for which he’s long lobbied for action:




In the next terrace where the New Court Hotel was, there was a row of small hotels and boarding houses, and every single one of them had a notice saying ‘No Blacks’ up in the window, and sometimes ‘No Blacks or Irish’. And Michael and I were the only people, in the New Court Hotel, who refused to do that, and we put up a sign saying ‘All Welcome’. We let to quite a few people from Jamaica and the West Indies in there and they always behaved OK. One of them had a girlfriend who had a miscarriage, and the bed was messed up – Michael was furious – but there was nothing untoward. It was quite different then, though – if you wanted to be orthodox you would discriminate. We had to sell really to get out of trouble – we were behind on the mortgage. You have to do what you have to do. A lot of tenants there were a bit bewildered when Rachman took over. But we had to sell it and so we sold it. We can’t be responsible for all the tenants who pay their rent. We were just young kids, and that was the only property we’d got ... When we first negotiated, we thought we were selling the thing to Raymond Nash and Lieutenant Colonel Sinclair. We didn’t know that Rachman was involved at all.





By these accounts, and others which we will hear from Rachman’s ex-tenants and people living in those parts of West London in the late 1950s, it seems that Rachman was well-known in the area and his reputation already preceded him. In 1957, he had only been a landlord in the area for about three years, and this was the year in which his ‘slum empire’ really went into overdrive. It’s important to understand the socio-economic and political environment which enabled Rachman and others like him to thrive in that time and place.


Rachman had the New Court Hotel revamped, the number of rooms available to guests maximised by buying up adjacent houses so that it covered 41–47 Inverness Terrace. A drinking and gambling club opened there and became popular, including with London gangster Billy Hill, who had enormous clout in the London underworld in the 1940s until the mid-1950s, when he ‘officially’ retired after successfully facing off with his rival Jack ‘Spot’ Comer for control of much of the city’s criminal activity, especially the protection and extortion rackets in Soho and central London.


Hill and Comer had been close associates in the 1940s to maximise gangland profit but drifted apart after the unsuccessful heist at London Airport (now Heathrow) in 1948, in which both were involved. Scotland Yard’s Flying Squad foiled the raid, and Hill went to prison for a spell. Hill was a precursor in power to the up-and-coming Kray twins (who feature later in this story) and a mentor for them from the late 1950s. Hill was said by some to have run the illicit gambling at the New Court Hotel – this wouldn’t be legal until the Betting and Gaming Act of 1960, which came into force at the start of 1961 – but this cannot be proven.


Hill, who also came to know Rachman’s soon-to-be girlfriend Mandy Rice-Davies, had used serious violence in his criminal career, slashing with a shiv (knife or razor) and having access to firearms, but he stopped short of killing anyone. He also masterminded the Eastcastle Street robbery just off Oxford Street in 1952 – so infamous that a reference was made to it in the 1955 Ealing comedy film The Ladykillers – in which £287,000 was stolen (the equivalent of over £10.5 million in 2025). Hill published his memoirs in 1955, brazenly entitled Boss of Britain’s Underworld, ghostwritten by his friend the Sunday People crime reporter Duncan Webb, and was certainly a frequent visitor to the New Court Hotel and gambled there after Rachman took control of it from Heseltine and Josephs in 1957. And Hill, who died aged 72 in 1984, lived in a flat in Moscow Road in Bayswater in the mid-late 1950s, conveniently just 0.3 miles or a six-minute walk to the New Court Hotel.


By the late 1950s, Hill was semi-retired and dividing his time between London and Morocco and Spain, but he kept his hand in when back in his native city, particularly in gambling circles. And there can be no doubt that Rachman knew Hill and was very much aware that the gangster was patronising his hotel. A figure of Hill’s reputation and criminal notoriety could hardly have gone unnoticed by Rachman, and the only question is over the precise nature and closeness of their association. In Billy Hill: Godfather of London, the author Wensley Clarkson revealed that Hill had played high-stakes card games with Rachman and others at the Star Tavern in London’s Belgravia, and that ‘regulars at the pub later recalled that Hill would openly cheat on Rachman, who didn’t want to lose face by accusing Hill of such underhand tactics’. In the early 1960s, Hill would go on to run a gambling con called ‘the Big Edge’ at the card tables at John Aspinall’s exclusive Clermont Club in Mayfair, where one of the regular heavy gamblers was the future fugitive and murder suspect Lord Lucan. Cards were marked, and card sharks employed to read them. Speculatively – there is no proof – could the same or a similar con have been used at the New Court Hotel?


An advert for the hotel’s ‘grand opening night’ which appeared in the Kensington and Chelsea News on 29 November 1957 gives a real flavour of what Rachman was offering, but of course there’s no mention of the gambling (the ticket price of 21 shillings – £1.05 – can be compared against the average weekly wage that year in Britain, which was £12):




Grand Opening Night


MAMMOTH BUFFET AND DANCE


AT


THE 47 ROOM


NEW COURT HOTEL & RESTAURANT


45, INVERNESS TERRACE, QUEENSWAY,


BAYSWATER, W.2.


Saturday November 30th, 1957, 8–2am


• FREE GIFTS TO ALL


• ANY DRINK OR SMOKE YOU


LIKE – ON THE HOUSE


NOVELTY EVENING * SPOT PRIZES


DON’T MISS THIS GRAND OPENING EVENT –


A CHANCE TO EAT, DRINK, AND BE MERRY


Admission, Ticket Only, 21 – per head.


Phone BAY 1453 Ext. 50 for Bookings


*





There was a serious housing shortage in Britain in the decade after the end of the Second World War in 1945. The inner cities had been heavily bombed, and bombsites were still being cleared in the early 1950s, children playing in the ruins. Most of the housing still standing was Victorian or Edwardian, neglected and in disrepair. For this reason, old housing stock was given short-term repairs, although these improvements were often not maintained, and many inner-city areas had terrible slums. The main areas making up North Paddington in West London – Notting Hill (W11), Bayswater (W2), and then further south to Earls Court (SW5) – which would become the main stomping ground of Rachman and his property associates in the mid-1950s, were no exception.


Donald Chesworth, the local Labour London County councillor, the first to lead the push against Rachman and his activities in Notting Hill and Bayswater, had his own view on why London suffered especially greatly from the postwar housing shortfall. It was that the economy had become based on exports, and not on domestic consumption. In the unpublished manuscript of his proposed book ‘Anatomy of Notting Hill’, which was among his papers, Chesworth wrote that expanding foreign markets had meant less demand for the ‘heavy’ products such as coal, produced in the North of England, but more demand for plastics and electrical and electronic equipment, the production of which had significantly surged in Greater London. This caused many people to migrate from the north to the southeast of the country to work, particularly to London. This meant that there was an increasingly severe lack of housing available in London and the South East of England, and the lack of planning by the government had been a major hindrance to dealing with the problem.


There was in fact a huge political push for housebuilding, and new prefabricated houses (prefabs) were being built nationally to add to the stock and help alleviate the housing crisis, which would lead to slum clearances in some areas. In the meantime, as people needed somewhere to live, private landlords would charge high rents, in a classic supply-and-demand situation. In 1950, under Clement Attlee’s Labour government, the housebuilding target was 200,000 new houses a year, but Conservative leader Winston Churchill gave his prospective housing minister a more ambitious housebuilding target. At the Conservative Party conference that year, as they fought in opposition to get back into power, Harold Macmillan promised to build 300,000 new houses annually. In 1951, Churchill appointed Macmillan as Housing Minister in his new government. He had to deliver – and he did. By 1953, 300,000 new houses were being built, and in 1954 the figure achieved was 354,000. In October 1954, Macmillan became Minister of Defence and would himself go on to be Prime Minister from 1957 to 1964, during the key Rachman years.


This was the boom time for British housebuilding. As the estate agency Savills relays in its ‘A Brief History of the UK Housing Market 1952–2022’ on its website, in the years 1952–58 some 2.15 million houses were built, 1.4 million of them by local authorities. The average housebuilding rate was 350,000 new homes a year in the years from 1958, and in some years it was significantly higher, including through the mid- to late-1960s in Harold Wilson’s first Labour government, with the highest number of new houses being built in 1968, when a figure of 425,830 was achieved, with over 50 per cent of those homes provided by private housebuilders.


Succeeding Macmillan from late 1954, the Conservative housing ministers overseeing this upturn were Duncan Sandys (Churchill’s son-in-law), until Henry Brooke took the post in January 1957, followed by Charles Hill between October 1961 and July 1962, who was then succeeded by Keith Joseph until Labour took office in October 1964; Labour housing ministers were Richard Crossman until August 1966, followed by Anthony Greenwood until May 1970.


But the British surge in housebuilding wouldn’t be maintained through the 1970s, in comparison to other Western European countries. As Samuel Watling and Anthony Breach pointed out in their report ‘The Housebuilding Crisis: The UK’s 4 million missing homes’ for the thinktank Centre for Cities (2023), in 1955, Britain had 5.5 per cent more homes per person than the average West European country. But this surge in housebuilding was not to be maintained after 1955 – the UK built many less homes compared to other European countries in the period 1955 to 1979, and ‘this deficit was the result of a uniquely low rate of private sector housebuilding which was not overcome by a relatively typical rate of public housing construction’. In fact, in those years, the UK came third from bottom (ninth out of twelve countries, with the Netherlands and West Germany leading, and only Austria and Belgium below the UK) in Western European housebuilding statistics compiled by the United Nations for those years.


And back in the mid- to late-1950s, despite the unprecedented number of houses being built, landlords such as Rachman could buy up older, usually rundown properties, especially in the cities, very cheaply, and charge increasingly high rents. Although there was some defence against the exploitation of tenants regarding rents, as the 2017 House of Commons briefing paper ‘A Short History of Rent Control’ makes clear: ‘The cessation of building during the Second World War resulted in a significant shortage of housing. The Rent Act 1939 reintroduced full rent control [caps on what a landlord could charge a tenant] ... the measure was intended to last for only six months after the end of the war. However, the legislation remained in place until 1968.’


But the Rent Act 1957, brought into effect by Macmillan’s Conservative government under the Housing Minister Henry Brooke, gave Rachman and his ilk much more leeway and power in the rents they could charge, by introducing limited rent decontrol – weakening those rent controls which had been in operation since 1939. As Alan G.V. Simmonds wrote in his 2002 essay ‘Raising Rachman: The Origins of the Rent Act,1957’, in legislating the act, ‘The government argued that by abolishing rent controls landlords would be encouraged to maintain, improve, and invest in private rented property and thereby increase its availability.’


The new act meant that rent controls were removed for all new tenancies, so landlords could charge what they wanted. Tenants who were already in situ (known as sitting tenants) still had rent controls, but unscrupulous landlords – including Rachman and his associates, among many others all over the country – could use underhand tactics such as bullying and intimidation to get those sitting rent-controlled tenants to leave, or overtly try to evict them for minor infringements in some cases, if they wouldn’t accept huge hikes in rent. In this way, these landlords could get control of the whole property, often dividing it into more rentable rooms or units and overcrowding it, and charge whatever they could get away with in a desperate renters’ market. This high price to pay for a roof over one’s head was especially felt by immigrants facing racism and a lack of housing options, but it also affected those operating around the margins of the law: those wishing to run illegal gambling and drinking clubs; and pimps and prostitutes, who would pay a higher price to have a premises to receive their clients (the latter would become more profitable for landlords after the passing of the Street Offences Act 1960, which made it much more difficult for prostitutes to operate on the street). We will see as this story unfolds that some men who worked for Rachman acted as pimps, and that Rachman himself was open to and aware of the renting of his rooms to prostitutes.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SLUMLORD

PETER RACHMAN AND
THE POSTWAR
LONDON UNDERWORLD

NEIL ROOT

i





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
NEIL ROOT

PETER RACHMAN AND
THE POST-WAR
LONDON UNDERWORLD

&





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/half.jpg
SLUMLORD





