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Author’s Note


In Eddie Chapman’s recollections – not to mention various MI5 and official government reports – many of the names of principal characters who appear in this book are spelled differently and inconsistently. There are notable discrepancies between Eddie’s account and those of both his pre-war cronies and, particularly, his German colleagues from the war years. Moreover, many German intelligence officers used false names, though Eddie usually found out what their real ones were. Some he only knew phonetically. His wartime controller, von Gröning, for example, is referred to as Von Grunen; in some MI5 reports he is also known as ‘Graumann’, his ‘spy name’ (the name which Eddie also used to hide the fact he was British). To avoid confusion, I have changed all names in the narrative to be internally consistent. For the same reason, the Secret Intelligence Service – the British secret service – is referred to by its ‘other name’ of MI6.
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PROLOGUE
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An Airman with a Suicide Pill


A GHOSTLY DARKNESS extended far across the fenlands of Cambridgeshire in the early hours of a surprisingly clement December morning. It was the week before Christmas 1942 and high above the cathedral city of Ely the familiar, though increasingly rare sound of German aircraft grew ever louder. Within moments, air raid sirens sounded. A handful of Junkers bombers had flown in over the Wash and were now heading towards Cambridge and the many factories surrounding its outskirts. A farmer and his wife were among the handful of people woken just before 2 a.m. They soon heard the stream of German aircraft heading off into the night, accompanied by the more distant sound of the ack-ack guns protecting Cambridge. Apes Hill Farm, two miles north of Littleport, would not be bombed, at least not tonight.


Mrs Martha Convine, the farmer’s wife, remained awake when she heard – or thought she heard – the characteristic buzzing of a single aircraft which seemed to be flying in great circles over the farm. By the time the all clear sounded a few minutes later, it had gone. She turned over and tried to get back to sleep. Within the hour, there was frantic knocking at the front door. Martha Convine was marginally quicker out of bed than her husband. In the darkness she could make out the silhouette of a tall man standing in the doorway.


‘Who is it?’ she shouted through the glass.


‘A British airman,’ came the reply. ‘I’ve had an accident.’


The voice was pleasant and reassuringly English. Mrs Convine opened the door and let the visitor in as her husband lit a lamp in the hallway. She was greeted by a rake-thin apparition, an affable character with a pencil-thin moustache and an infectious grin. To her horror, he was soaked in blood. This airman, whoever he was, also appeared to be extremely wet, looking more than a little sheepish in his sports coat and flannels. He said he had come down to earth by parachute.


‘I need to speak to the police at once,’ he implored.


Mrs Convine showed him into the lounge where, out of earshot, he used the telephone. It was only then, as she went to make a pot of tea, that the farmer’s wife sensed something wasn’t quite right. For a start, the man was very, very wet, as though he had been roaming around the ploughed fields for the best part of the evening. He was also clutching a large, unmarked canvas bag as though it was some sort of comforter. When she returned with the tea tray she noticed he had removed a package and left it on the chair. The visitor told her the police were on their way. She handed him a towel to help clean himself up.


Even though it was now just after three o’clock in the morning, the Convines chatted to the visitor and drank their tea. When the stranger referred to an experimental plane he had been piloting, Mrs Convine was puzzled.


‘Where is this plane?’ she asked.


‘Across the fields.’


There was an ominous silence.


‘I thought I heard a Jerry.’


‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘That would be a cover plane for ours.’


Mrs Convine was now certain that – although very polite and obviously English – there was something not quite right about the stranger. He bore no signs of a Royal Air Force uniform nor, for that matter, flight overalls or any military insignia. He had made no attempt to contact any of the nearby air bases. A few minutes later, a couple of sergeants from nearby Littleport police station arrived on bicycles. George Convine was also a special constable and he knew them reasonably well. He showed them into the lounge where the visitor was chattering away nineteen to the dozen. Before they could ask him any questions, the man smiled and leaned forward.


‘I expect the first thing you want is this.’


From inside his jacket, he handed over an automatic pistol.


‘I want to get in touch with the British Secret Service,’ he added.


He opened the oblong-shaped package and one of the sergeants went over to inspect it. It contained a radio transmitter, some obviously foreign chocolate and a few shirts.


‘Do you have any money?’ the sergeant asked.


The man leaned over again and from between his shoulders removed another small package that had been taped to his back. ‘Only to be opened by your secret services,’ he added mysteriously. ‘It will have an interesting story to tell.’ (Indeed, it did, containing a number of large denomination notes, nearly £1,000 – a tidy sum in 1942.)


The other policeman asked if he could frisk the visitor, who agreed and stood up. Nothing untoward happened until the sergeant came across a small brown pill hidden inside his trouser turn-up. ‘A suicide pill,’ the visitor explained helpfully.


*  *  *


So began the extraordinary odyssey of a suspected enemy agent whom the British authorities quickly took into custody. Given the codename Zigzag, his real name was Arnold Edward Chapman. Without a doubt he was the most remarkable spy of the Second World War. Even by the standards of the fantasists, putative playboys and incompetents who tried to spy against the Allies during that war, Eddie Chapman was unique. An ex-guardsman, a fiercely proud Geordie and, at various times, a petty criminal, a film extra, a wrestler, a self-confessed habitué of the Soho nightlife – indeed, later a nightclub owner – he had already achieved notoriety before the war as a safebreaker. Serving time in a Jersey jail when the Germans invaded, Eddie had offered to work for the enemy as a saboteur and spy. His offer had been received with alacrity.


As a result, Eddie Chapman became the only British national ever to be awarded an Iron Cross for his spying for the Third Reich. He was also the only German spy ever to parachute into Britain twice.


For the moment, on the morning of Thursday, 16 December 1942, the British security authorities had only a dim appreciation of who he was and what he was up to. Thanks to the reading of the German Enigma codes, a British-born parachutist who had some connection with Jersey had been expected for the best part of the month. His arrival would set alarm bells ringing throughout the corridors of power. Just whose side was Eddie Chapman on? Despite a later, unprompted declaration of unswerving loyalty to King and Crown, the British secret services were never certain whether to believe him or not. The stakes were very high. If he didn’t pass muster, Eddie could be executed for having willingly collaborated with the enemy. And, as he was well aware, if he didn’t make radio contact with his German controllers soon, he would risk losing his way back.


Nothing was ever quite what it seemed in this story, for Eddie Chapman was the most unlikely – and contradictory – of heroes. The man himself was not above playing off one side against the other, and, at times, deliberately pulling the leg of his more credulous chroniclers. In the years since the war, a one-dimensional portrait of Eddie Chapman has emerged: a womaniser, addicted to cheap thrills and criminal heists, fast cars and loud suits. In reality, Eddie had too much style, charm and intelligence to be a common criminal. No single label could ever describe him adequately, though many tried. Traitor? Rogue? Hero? The truth was that Eddie Chapman was one of the most astute people who ever came into contact with the intelligence world. He was always one step ahead of his captors; in war, as in peacetime, his own instinct for survival came top of the list.


*  *  *


When Eddie Chapman fell from the skies over Cambridgeshire in 1942, his life to date had been no less turbulent than his parachute descent to the ground. The codename Zigzag had been appropriated as MI5 thought it best described the vicissitudes of fate which had propelled him here. His fortunes and misfortunes go some way to explaining his actions and unusual view of the world. Eddie’s first twenty-eight years represented a textbook case of a life that had gone wrong after much initial promise. As to why he went off the rails, his widow, Betty, says her husband attracted trouble like a magnet. ‘Whenever anything went wrong, it was always Eddie they picked on,’ Betty Chapman says. ‘As though he was responsible for everything.’


Eddie was a generous, kind-hearted child who was proud of his roots and who, for the remainder of his life, was something of a hero for his fellow Wearsiders. When he was fifteen, he had rescued a drowning man off Roker and was awarded a certificate from the Humane Society. (At the start of the new millennium, his local paper – Sunderland Today – canvassed its readers for their greatest local heroes. Eddie was up there with Bryan Ferry, the Venerable Bede, BBC reporter Kate Adie and the inventor Sir Joseph Swan.)


It was the death of Eddie’s mother in the mid-1930s that had propelled him towards criminality, the only way he could survive after being forced to leave the Coldstream Guards. He quickly became a part of the glamorous and shady underworld of Soho in the 1930s. Eddie knew – or claimed to his MI5 interrogators that he did – Marlene Dietrich, Ivor Novello, Noël Coward and many celebrities of stage and screen. In later years, when people wanted to film his exploits, he mixed with Alfred Hitchcock, Cary Grant, Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor.


‘Eddie wasn’t that bothered about “names”,’ says Betty Chapman. ‘He was as comfortable with the baron as the bellboy.’ (His German handler was indeed a genuine baron.)


But it was as a safebreaker that Eddie Chapman had attained notoriety. Some of his exploits had made the front pages of the Police Gazette and, at one time or other, most of the newspapers. The British security establishment couldn’t reconcile these exploits with the breezy fellow now in their custody. He was one of the most naturally charming people they had ever encountered.


There was something about Eddie that was irresistible. His charisma and sense of humour attracted people from all walks of life. ‘One thing you’ll find is that very few people had a wrong word to say about him,’ says his widow. ‘Most of his friends knew that he was a crook,’ one MI5 handler was to report, ‘but nevertheless they liked him for his manner and his personality.’ Tall, thin, broad-shouldered and watchfully assessing the world with a faintly humorous disdain, Eddie was not just the archetypal lovable rogue. Highly intelligent and a shrewd judge of character, he was a self-contained loner with a complete disregard for the petty restrictions of polite society.


‘He has no scruples and will stop at nothing,’ one MI5 report sniffily concluded. ‘He plays for high stakes and would have the world know it.’


Because of the class prejudices of the time, the men from intelligence painted him in the worst possible light: ‘reckless’, ‘a terrific chancer’, ‘a bit of a rogue’, ‘a cheerful ne’er-do-well’, ‘surprisingly sentimental’ – these were some of the descriptions recorded by security officers after his incarceration in a holding centre for suspected saboteurs and spies. But there was always a grudging respect afforded him for, as one MI5 man remarked with crisp understatement, ‘he loved an exciting life’.


Many in British Intelligence then – and in the years after the war – tried to portray him as little more than a common thief. ‘Eddie was actually very highly educated and had a genius brain,’ says one of his post-war friends, Lillian Verner Bonds. ‘The intelligence people used him. They needed him, but they seemed to resent that need. If they could put him down, they would.’


This book will show the shameful way in which British Intelligence treated Eddie – both then, and in the years after the war. ‘They wanted to continue to use him when it suited them,’ Betty Chapman says. Immediately after the fighting, MI5 asked Eddie to lift some important papers from the Polish Embassy in London by blowing its safe. According to his friends, Eddie did so. Turning a blind eye to what was being done in their name, the authorities let him and his associates block off the traffic in Belgrave Square outside the embassy.


‘The moment Eddie did anything they didn’t like, they thought something up about him,’ Betty Chapman says of his intelligence handlers. ‘They were really wicked to him. They never at any time recognised him as doing anything worthwhile.’


They spread the false rumour that he had slept with young girls to give them venereal diseases, and portrayed him as an unprincipled blackmailer. Even today, living in retirement, Betty, a spirited and alert woman of ninety, looks skyward when confronted with some of the more lurid claims in recently declassified official reports. ‘When people say “and this happened and then this”,’ she laments, ‘I say … “Don’t tell me, I was there.” ’


Eddie was never acknowledged for his bravery, nor did he even receive a pension from the country for which he fought. Awarded an Iron Cross by the Germans, he never received any medals from the country of his birth. The human cost was great, for his health suffered for many years after the war.


With so colourful a character, perhaps it was inevitable that myths accumulated around him. Although Eddie was not above elaborating or allowing others to elaborate on his behalf, the truth was that he was far from being a ‘master safebreaker’. It is clear he was simply drawn to adventure. Unlike his father and brother who were engineers of some note, Eddie was mechanically inept. ‘He couldn’t open the door if he got locked out,’ Betty Chapman recalls.


Yet Eddie Chapman was undoubtedly one of the bravest men who fought in the war. He spent nearly three years behind enemy lines where just one mistake could have led to his arrest and execution. For unlike other double agents pitted against the Germans, Eddie worked from inside Occupied Europe. There was no chance he could be rescued or disappear into a safe house in neutral territory. Betty Chapman takes the long view of her husband’s significance. ‘Thousands and thousands of people gave their lives for this country. Eddie happened to be in the right place, at the right time, in a position to help, and had the guts to do what he had to.’ This book aims to demolish the myths and tell the complete story of Eddie’s wartime adventures, many details of which have never been told before or for which evidence has been fabricated.


‘A lot of stuff was cooked up about Eddie,’ Betty reflects. ‘The more they upset him, the more he got bolshie with them and he’d say “Get lost”.’


Using recently released archive material, Eddie’s own letters and reminiscences, as well as first-time interviews with surviving family members and friends, this biography shows how the currents of history swept Eddie along and how – unwillingly at times, unwittingly at others – he had little choice but to take his place in the great game of wartime espionage.


‘The story of many a spy is commonplace and drab. It would not pass muster in fiction,’ wrote one MI5 officer when trying, almost disbelievingly, to chronicle some of Eddie’s wartime escapades. ‘The story of Chapman, the spy of the German secret service [is] different. In fiction it would be rejected as improbable.’ And though some of Eddie’s claims – of escaping from an MI5 safe house while under guard, meeting Churchill at Chequers, sneaking undetected into the Paris headquarters of German Intelligence – may seem exaggerated, they are certainly in character. ‘With Eddie,’ his brother says, ‘anything was possible.’


As Betty Chapman concludes, reflecting on the events which propelled her husband into the secret war, ‘It’s hard to believe they’re true but they really are.’




CHAPTER ONE


[image: image]


Genesis of a Gelly Man






‘I have always liked working alone and during this time I had been doing villainy, I was never happier than when out at night prowling around like some big cat, over the walls of the side of buildings, always quietly, silently, bent on achieving some nefarious scheme. I knew that one mistake and I would plunge from off my own particular tightrope and the resulting mess would not be pleasant.’


– Eddie Chapman recalls his pre-war years








THE WORLD INTO which Arnold Edward Chapman was born was typical of his generation and class. It was one of unremitting hardship, grime and diminishing prospects. Eddie was born on 16 November 1914 in Burnup Field, County Durham, and brought up in Sunderland, the eldest of three children. Eddie’s family ‘belonged to the sea’, for his father, Ralph, was often away from home for five years at a time on tramp steamers. ‘And every time he came home,’ Eddie’s brother, Winston, says with a smile, ‘there seemed to be a child in the offing.’ For generations, the Chapmans had been masters and pilots but most recently had been marine engineers. His father was a chief engineer – ‘his universe revolved around an engine’, Eddie later wrote – as, in time, his younger brother was to be.


Eddie, though, inherited very little mechanical ability. His widow, Betty, says, ‘It makes me laugh when I read he was a safebreaking genius. He couldn’t pick a lock to save his life!’


Had Eddie not searched for adventures elsewhere, the maritime world might have provided him with gainful employment over the next few years. ‘He served his time as an engineer,’ Win Chapman says, ‘but only for two years, then he decided he couldn’t take it any more.’ Eddie’s younger brother, on the other hand, was happy to complete his training and eventually ended up becoming a director of the company which had originally employed him.


Eddie fondly remembered looking after his siblings (a sister, Olga, was born in 1924). He was a kind, caring boy and the rest of the family adored him, particularly his brother, seven years his junior. To the family he was always called ‘Arnie’ in those days to distinguish him from his father, whose full name was Ralph Edward. Even then, young Eddie was meticulous about his appearance, which probably explains why the dirt and grime from the Wearside slag heaps loomed large in his later memory. Eddie claimed he was dirty for most of his childhood and regularly dipped in the Derwent to clean himself.


His father wanted him to become an engineer but given his lack of mechanical aptitude that was hardly likely. Eddie had very little interest in school. He was a natural sportsman, though, and captained both the football and cricket teams. And he also learned how to wrestle, for his father taught the Newcastle police ju-jitsu. ‘He was a tough character,’ says Winston of their father, ‘very tough.’ By comparison, his mother, Elizabeth, was a gentle soul, an indomitable spirit to whom her eldest son was close. Although Eddie was baptised in the Church of England, according to the family his mother’s lineage was Jewish. There was a sizeable, thriving Jewish community in the North-East which had been attracted to the great trading ports in the eighteenth century. ‘And remember, his mother’s name was Lever,’ his widow says. ‘Because the line comes from the mother in the Jewish faith, he could be classed as Jewish.’


*  *  *


Shipbuilding defined the Sunderland of Eddie Chapman’s youth. Wherever you looked the towering cranes could be seen, while the relentless noise from the shipyards assaulted the senses. Great names like Swan Hunter and Vosper Thorneycroft employed thousands of local men. Sunderland had become the biggest shipbuilding centre in the country.


But by Eddie’s early teens there was a growing worldwide recession, while a flood of men returning home from the Great War had swelled the labour market. Nineteen shipyards had closed by 1930. A year later, 80 per cent of nearby Jarrow’s workforce was unemployed.


Economic hardship soon started to bite. Mass unemployment all around Sunderland meant that Eddie’s father was forced to find work as a fitter and take a drastic pay cut. As money became tighter, his parents had to cash in insurance policies and sell off family treasures like his father’s gold watch. Of particular sadness to the teenage Eddie Chapman was the day when the piano, the focal point for family singsongs, was sold.


In 1927, the Chapmans had taken on a pub called the Clipper Ship in Roker Avenue. Aged only thirteen, Eddie was regularly serving dockworkers and fishermen pints of beer. As was common in those days, no women were allowed to enter – not that they would probably want to, for the pub was small and dirty. In the company of local seamen, Eddie learned to curse like a dockhand. Money, though, remained tight. Some days he would take his sister and brother to the seaside at Roker. He had to push the pram four miles there and back as there wasn’t enough money to take the tram.


The depression turned Eddie’s world upside down. He left school on his fourteenth birthday and plunged into the task of making an honest living. As he would later sardonically remark, earning a decent honest living was never going to be easy.


*  *  *


To begin with, Eddie found work in the Sunderland shipyards as his father had done before him and his brother was later to do. Within a few months, though, he was made redundant. His next employment was as a motor mechanic where he often had to work until midnight. Feeling exploited, he went to a shipyard’s office where an uncle worked, who helped him get a job as a wages clerk. He loathed it and left the shipyard to work for the Sunder Forge and Electric Engineering Co., where to his chagrin his wages remained static at six shillings a week.


At the time, unemployment was hitting Sunderland, in Eddie’s phrase, ‘like a sledgehammer’. If he was able to work one week in three in 1930, he thought himself lucky. In those days before the welfare state, the dole – unemployment benefit – lasted just six weeks. Each claimant would be means-tested and, if they were lucky, money might grudgingly be handed over. Perhaps these injustices incubated Eddie’s growing contempt for the norms of society. He would later comment bitterly that the slums he saw in his native Sunderland were ‘far worse than I had seen anywhere else in Europe, where the people were ill-fed and poorly clothed, and my own most lively memories of childhood had been of the cold misery of the dole’.


Luckily, he was eligible to claim some benefit, but for this he had to attend a special ‘skills’ school which he found a complete waste of time. Ironically, one of the skills taught was filing iron bars. ‘When things were bad, Eddie was at the dole school,’ says his brother Winston. ‘He had one week at the dole school, one week at work, but soon got fed up with it.’ Perhaps this frustration explains why Eddie ended up putting a fellow apprentice in hospital. He had learned how to box from a well-known bruiser who used to frequent the Clipper Ship. At the dole school one day, he got into a fight; his mother made him pay the compensation for the unfortunate fellow’s injuries.


In 1930, Eddie’s simply stopped attending the dole school altogether. Each day he pretended he was going to the school but instead cycled to the nearby coastal sands. There he would while away his days collecting beer and lemonade bottles, which he would then sell back to the shopkeepers. While hardly lucrative, it was better than being exploited. He decided he had little need to work and was happy to bask in the summer sunshine. ‘How pleasant it was to lie there, loafing, free,’ Eddie would fondly recall, ‘looking at the sky, feeling the soft wind, kicking the warm sand with delight.’


It was inevitable that he would be found out. One morning, a report turned up in the post concerning the progress of his apprenticeship. Eddie’s frequent absences had been noted. Terror struck him as to what his parents might do next. Aged sixteen, Eddie Chapman decided to run away from home.


One night he grabbed a loaf of bread and a sixpence and cycled into the darkness. That winter of 1930 the weather was terrible, but he was attracted to the bright lights of London. Eddie pedalled as fast as he could down the Great North Road as far as Doncaster, roughly a hundred miles away. He soon fell in with a miner who was also looking for work. In the Yorkshire coalfields the miner soon found employment, but Eddie didn’t. Somewhat crestfallen, he returned home early one morning. It was about 3 a.m. and, to his amazement, rather than wielding a rolling pin, his mother was sobbing with relief that he had returned – if only for the moment.


‘It was no good trying to settle down,’ Eddie said. ‘Wandering had bitten me, and I was determined to go to London.’


*  *  *


Some months later came an event which passed into family – and local – legend. One sunny Sunday morning in early October 1931, Eddie and his brother were lounging on the beach at Roker when they heard a strange choking noise. ‘We were sunbathing,’ Winston recalls, ‘we had towels on and we heard this cry for help.’ About fifty yards away, out at sea, there was a man obviously in trouble. Instinctively, Eddie ran off and swam towards the drowning man. On his return, he realised an appreciative crowd had gathered – and that he was completely naked. Winston went out to him with his towel and they both managed to slip away. The drowning man, George Herring, was given artificial respiration for forty minutes and somehow survived.


‘Eddie refused to say he’d saved a life,’ Betty Chapman recalls, ‘because he said he’d get a good hiding from his mother for not being at Sunday school.’ But he was eventually hailed as a hero. Though somebody else initially claimed the credit for the rescue, Eddie himself was invited to the local town hall the following February where the Mayor of Sunderland presented him with a certificate from the Royal Humane Society. When his mother found out that both her sons had bunked off from church, she was, however, none too pleased.


Consciously trying to better himself, Eddie Chapman joined the Coldstream Guards just after his seventeenth birthday at the end of 1931. Eddie was always proud of his time in the Coldstreams, for it was one of the more illustrious regiments of the British Army. Perhaps it is no surprise that Eddie was drawn to this particular regiment. Between the wars, there had been a deliberate policy to expand the Coldstream’s scope of recruitment. But the main criterion, according to his brother, was that you had to be six feet tall to join. ‘I was six feet tall, lean and pretty hard,’ Eddie himself later wrote, ‘so getting by with a false age was easy.’ By the simple expedient of forging his father’s signature, he claimed he was eighteen, and was able to get in a year earlier than he should have done.


When Eddie joined the Second Battalion of the Coldstream Guards, his life became truly regimented and perhaps it was inevitable that so restless a spirit would soon kick against the system. On his first morning at Caterham Barracks as a cadet, Eddie ‘slept in’ after a bugle call at 6 a.m. The sergeant who came to his billet was spitting mad. ‘He let out one astonished yell,’ Eddie recalled. For the rest of that day Eddie found himself having to scrub the whole barrack room and stairs – alone. He didn’t make the same mistake twice. On another occasion, he turned left instead of right during a drill parade. ‘You constipated bleeding crab,’ the sergeant shouted, ‘do that again and I’ll ram this bloody rifle up your arse.’ The sergeant seized the weapon and banged it on Eddie’s toes for good measure.


Slowly but surely, Private Chapman learned to become a guardsman. His time in the army was mainly spent at Caterham or Pirbright, with the occasional posting to either Wellington Barracks in London or Victoria Barracks in Windsor. Eddie seems to have whiled away his time playing sport. When playing handball a little too energetically one day in 1933, he smashed his kneecap, causing so much pain that he was forced to stay in bed for the best part of a month. While he recuperated, Eddie was sent to Millbank, the main military hospital in London, where his patella was found to be broken. He was given three weeks’ leave, and on his return to Caterham was spotted by a sergeant who shouted at him to walk faster. Same old army, Eddie thought.


After his return from Millbank, Eddie was entered into the Guards’ boxing tournament. A red-haired Irishman came at him in the first round and knocked him out cold for two hours. ‘I have never been in a ring since,’ Eddie said.


Within a year, he had passed through the rigours of basic military training and was entitled to wear the red tunic and bearskin of a Guardsman. His insouciant slouching had reduced sergeants on the parade grounds at Caterham to apoplectic rage. Yet spit and polish had some effect: even in later years, Eddie would remain as ramrod straight as the best career soldiers. Indeed, the rigorous training gave him self-confidence and discipline, both of which would stand him in good stead in later life. But first Guardsman Chapman was drafted to the Tower of London where he took part in the ceremony of the King’s Keys. ‘He guarded the Crown Jewels,’ says his widow Betty, ‘which I think is quite funny.’


*  *  *


Where did Eddie’s addiction to danger come from? His surviving family agree that he had a great need for thrills and excitement. According to his widow, one of Eddie’s favourite phrases was ‘Never resist temptation’ – usually accompanied by a knowing wink. One comment by the Security Service probably goes to the nub of the reasons. ‘He is undoubtedly a man with a deep-seated liking for adventure,’ MI5 would later conclude, ‘and it is our view that this is more likely to be the cause, rather than the effect, of his criminal career.’


It seems unlikely that the economic climate alone fuelled Eddie’s increasing waywardness. There were considerable hardships, but the Chapman children were not neglected. Even their father, despite his prolonged absences at sea, played his part. In the depths of the depression, Ralph Chapman was reduced to working as a temporary fitter where he earned just two pounds eighteen shillings a week. On that, his mother was expected to feed and clothe the whole family. But while his father was not above ‘tanning the bairns’ – in common with parents across the land at the time – Eddie’s parents were also loving and supportive.


According to his widow, it was Eddie’s own depression rather than the greater economic depression which explains his often manic behaviour. Braving dangerous situations was a way of exorcising his personal demons. ‘Depression was not understood in those days,’ Betty Chapman says. ‘You were made to get on with it.’


Over the next few years, Eddie would often be overcome with waves of helplessness. Even after the war, he kept a lot to himself about the dangers he had faced and never sought counselling. In those days, people simply ignored the symptoms of depression. It is clear, too, that the death of his mother, in the tuberculosis ward of a local hospital for the poor, affected him deeply. His widow believes that this was the traumatic event that pushed him over the edge.


While at Caterham in the early summer of 1933, Eddie received a telegram informing him that his mother was ill with tuberculosis. By the time he reached Sunderland, it was clear that she didn’t have long left. He rushed to the Wearmouth Consumption Hospital as quickly as he could. The memories of what he found there stayed with him until his own death: the carbolic smell, his mother’s pride at seeing her eldest in his bright red tunic, her hopes for the future and then taking her dying breath in front of his eyes.


To Betty Chapman, his mother’s death turned her future husband against the norms of supposedly acceptable behaviour. His mother had had to care for his siblings and had now died in a hospital along with other impoverished people. ‘If that’s what society does to my mother,’ Eddie later said to his wife, ‘then screw society.’


The carefree life of petty villainy, with all its temporary highs and excitements, was just the sort of temptation Eddie couldn’t resist. In those first years without Betty’s – or anybody else’s – restraining influence, anything was possible. ‘When you’re seventeen or eighteen, there’s not a lot you can do when you go down to London,’ Winston reflects. ‘And he joined up with the wrong people. That’s where he learned to blow up a safe and all that business.’


That summer of 1933, following his mother’s death, Eddie was owed some leave. ‘London was fascinating to me,’ he later recalled, ‘with its theatres, its air of business, the pageants and royal processions at which several times I did guard duty in the street.’ So Guardsman Chapman recuperated by taking his annual leave in the capital.


One pleasant August afternoon, Eddie met a pretty girl in a café near Marble Arch. She seemed amused by his northern accent and they went back to her place for a drink. For its time, her flat was extremely luxurious. Eddie was amazed that she owned a radiogram, a divan and a cocktail cabinet. It was here, aged eighteen, that he ‘ate the lotus for the first time’, gallantly relating no further details save one: ‘I convinced myself that I was madly in love.’


Though stationed in barracks at the Tower of London, Eddie spent the rest of the week with the girl and enjoyed himself so much that he ended up staying with her a few days beyond his official leave. Slowly it dawned on him that the girl earned her living from prostitution and was supported by several men. Horrified, he insisted he had to leave; but the girl cried and threatened suicide. In the end, she telephoned Marlborough Street police station to report him as a deserter. Private Chapman was arrested. He was sentenced to three months’ solitary confinement in the glasshouse. This first imprisonment was a harbinger of those to come. His hair was sheared to the scalp and he spent his time cleaning rusty pans and buckets.


His brother provides an even more startling account of Eddie’s exploits. ‘Eddie disgraced the King’s colours by putting a girl in the family way,’ Winston claims. ‘And he became the only man to break out of the glasshouse. In the early hours of the morning, there was a tap on the window. I always remember opening the window. When he got in, he fell over.’ It seemed that Eddie had taken a coach up north and simply wanted to see his family.


Whatever the precise nature of his misdemeanours, Private Chapman was dismissed from the Coldstream Guards at the end of 1933. ‘Discharged: Services not required’ is the harsh comment on his service record. From now on, Eddie would go his own way, which was often not society’s.


Eddie Chapman described his entry into the criminal underworld in the mid-1930s. ‘During this period I met and mixed with all types of tricky people, racecourse crooks, touts, thieves, prostitutes and the flotsam of the nightlife of a great city.’ The simple truth was that Eddie Chapman drifted. He certainly wasn’t violent, or a hardened criminal, but, as with many episodes in his life, he couldn’t help getting into trouble. ‘In those days, you didn’t have to go very far to find someone who was doing something untoward for a living,’ Betty Chapman says. ‘And that was how he got in with the wrong crowd.’


When he was released from the army brig, he had just three pounds in the pocket of his old suit. His jail haircut hardly helped his prospects and so, by his later admission, he was forced to do ‘many things to keep from starving’. A police report mildly comments: ‘From this time Chapman earned his living occasionally as an “extra” in film work, but principally by blackmail and robbery.’


The official files, of course, don’t tell the whole story. What is missing is any sense of Eddie’s preoccupation with enjoying himself and immersing himself with gusto in London nightlife. Eddie was drawn towards Soho when it was at its most beguiling. Nightclubs held a compelling lure for him for the rest of his life. In thirties Soho, it was inevitable that Eddie would come into contact with the crooks, petty thieves and ‘whizzers’ (pickpockets) who were part of the thriving underbelly of the capital. Soho was a self-contained world populated by extraordinary characters – villains like the Sabini Brothers, Billy Hill and his mob.* Soho was their ‘manor’, over which the police tried to exercise some control, but usually failed.


By the time Eddie left the Coldstream Guards, London was being terrorised by the ‘chivs’ – razor gangs – who controlled the clubs, gaming dens (or ‘spielers’) and street bookies; they were also running restaurants, protection rackets and illegal bookmaking scams. By their standards, Eddie was hardly a master criminal. He mixed with small-time villains and ne’er-do-wells, hanging around the clubs where villainy was planned, alibis were prepared and incriminating information exchanged. Within a year of leaving the army brig, Eddie returned to a civilian jail after being arrested for his activities. His first recorded offence was on 8 January 1935 when he was ‘found in an enclosed garden for an unlawful purpose’. He was fined £10 at Westminster Public Court. A month later, he had graduated to obtaining a hotel room and stealing money under false pretences. For this, he received six months’ hard labour from Bow Street Magistrates.


He was then found in another enclosed garden ‘for an unlawful purpose’ in breach of his earlier release conditions. Another three months’ hard labour was added, to run concurrently. The following year he was incarcerated for fraud, deception (forging cheques and obtaining hotel rooms by false pretences) and ‘behaving in a manner likely to offend against public decency in Hyde Park’. (Presumably, he had been found in flagrante delicto with a woman.)


Despite these setbacks, Eddie remained undaunted. Within a couple of years, he was living life to the full with a flat in the West End, a flashy motor and more money than he knew what to do with. ‘They were good times,’ he would later reminisce. ‘We had a suitcase full of silver and every time I went out I’d say “take a handful”.’ Accompanied by whichever showgirl he happened to be walking out with, Eddie would attend all the hottest dives, such as the Nest and Smoky Joe’s. He was an accomplished dancer who won awards and would sometimes say he was a professional dancer. It was slightly more respectable than film extra or, indeed, petty criminal, both of which he could also claim.


One day in early 1936, Eddie turned up at the family home in Sunderland with a glamorous woman in tow. The Chapmans didn’t know who she was, whether she was a girlfriend or his wife. Her name was Vera Friedberg and what everyone remembered was that she spoke in a distinct and alluring foreign accent. In fact, she had been Eddie’s wife for just three weeks when she married him to gain British citizenship. ‘Eddie was always willing to oblige,’ laughs Betty Chapman.


Frank Owen, later Eddie’s ghost writer, became aware of Vera at the time of the Spanish Civil War, on which he had reported. One day, Vera had telephoned Owen in tears, wanting to know what had happened to her lover who had been killed in the fighting. Owen lent her ten pounds for the air fare so she could travel to Spain to bury the body. In fact, he never saw her again, ‘but I heard a week later that she had been squired by her living [lover]’. The name of this replacement in her affections was Eddie Chapman.


In a later interrogation by MI5, when he was asked about how the marriage had developed, Eddie was succinct: ‘quite badly’. Yet he started to learn German from her, which would come in useful a few years later. When asked how he learned German so quickly, Eddie would often quip, ‘Pillow talk.’ Because Vera was the daughter of a German Jew who had married a Russian woman, that same MI5 report notes, ‘He had not told the Germans of this Jewish connection.’


Divorce proceedings were begun well before war broke out. With his subsequent imprisonment and the declaration of hostilities, Eddie heard nothing further from her; the decree nisi was declared in his absence. According to a recent obituary in the Jewish Chronicle, Vera later married a Czech refugee called Jack Lowy – who later became a professor and world expert in the science of muscle structure – but they were divorced in 1951.


After this quick visit in 1936, Win Chapman wasn’t to see his elder brother for the best part of a decade. At the time, none of the family were even aware of his criminal activities and his detention at His Majesty’s pleasure.


The genteel town of Lewes, set among the undulating downs of East Sussex, has at various times been famous for its jail, its race track and the fact that Thomas Paine lived and worked there. In the late 1930s, however, Lewes was to become synonymous with violent crime and villainy thanks to an event which would have many repercussions in the world of law enforcement. Eddie was actually in the nearby jail when the notorious razor gang ‘carve-up’ that inspired Graham Greene’s Brighton Rock took place at Lewes race track. On 28 April 1936, Eddie had been sentenced to nine months’ hard labour. In his memoirs, he claims it was because of an act of ‘road piracy’ – a smash and grab raid that had gone horribly wrong; however, the official record notes it was for ‘obtaining credit, goods and lodgings by fraud’. Whatever the reason, Eddie was now on his third ‘stretch’, which started off in Wormwood Scrubs before he was moved to Lewes a few weeks later.


The background to the battle of Lewes race track that summer was a change in the ecosystem of Soho. In the late twenties, the Sabini gang had emerged from Little Italy on the Clerkenwell Road, after which they had slashed their way to prominence. They were Sicilian, though hardly on a par with the Cosa Nostra. By the mid-thirties, the Sabinis and many other razor gangs were engaged in an escalating series of battles, fought at racecourses all over southern England.


Matters came to a head at Lewes in late June 1936 with the fiercest gang fight in three decades. The Home Secretary, Sir William Hicks, declared that the gangs must be smashed – and they were. After the Lewes carve-up, a Protection Squad was formed and, in time, so too was an Anti-Vice Squad, which would try to regulate the goings-on in and around Soho. One growth area after the demise of the race track gangs was motorised crime, usually in the form of smash and grab raids using hire cars.


The dramatic increase in car theft and the use of getaway vehicles had prompted the creation of the motorised élite force which became Eddie’s eventual nemesis. The Flying Squad had come into existence in 1919 and revolutionised crime-fighting in the capital. ‘A new form of street theatre had been provided by smash and grab raids, Flying Squad chases, wage snatches and robberies in which the public was able to participate by chasing or seizing criminals,’ writes Donald Thomas of the years before the Second World War.


By 1938, the Flying Squad had their hands full. ‘[One] crime which we never got much prior news of was safeblowing,’ recalled one of the leading detectives (‘tophats’) of the day, Inspector Ted Greeno of Scotland Yard. ‘[I] think I went to every job in the London area – after the safe was blown.’ Around that time Fleet Street became excited by a criminal, thought to be American, who had performed a more sophisticated and brazen series of safe breaks. That he had used chewing gum to help stick the explosive into locks suggested he had started his career in the United States. This ‘American’ safebreaker was none other than Eddie Chapman.


Safebreakers – or ‘petermen’ as they were known to the trade – were often quiet craftsmen, hardened by their long stretches in prison. ‘Screwing a peter’, as breaking into a safe became known, required ever more ingenious skills. Eddie’s singular lack of ability at anything mechanical leads Betty Chapman to think her husband could only ever be guilty by association. ‘I don’t think he took any active part because he would have blown himself up,’ she says, suggesting that he exaggerated his own role. But Eddie later claimed that thirty-eight out of forty-five jobs he admitted to were carried out by himself alone. ‘We certainly supplied Fleet Street with some exciting headlines,’ he said.


Whenever he was asked about it in later years, Eddie claimed his safebreaking career had started with a chance encounter in a London nightclub with a real American gangster.


‘Don’t you do heists?’ the gangster asked over drinks. Eddie had no idea what he meant.


Chicago’s finest was succinct. ‘You knock on the door and stick a fucking gun in their face.’


Then the gangster suggested another innovation: using gelignite to burst open safes. And in this way, Eddie maintained, he became a ‘gelignite artiste’, fuelling the legend that he was one of the greatest safebreakers in criminal history.


The facts appear to be a little more prosaic. When he was eventually released from Lewes jail at the start of 1937, Eddie sought out a friend with whom he had become acquainted inside. Jimmy Hunt was ‘a cool, self-possessed, determined character’ who had been doing three years for a post-office job and safebreaking. In time, Eddie christened him ‘the prince of all safebreakers’ and this association, more than any great ability on Eddie’s part, would see his entry into the élite of the burgeoning crime wave.


‘Why is the British safebreaker so good?’ one magazine would later ask. ‘One reason is that cracking a crib requires characteristics in which the British excel – skill, tenacity, stamina and patience.’ Certainly, all four attributes were needed when Eddie went out on his first job with Jimmy Hunt at a large furrier’s called Isobels in Harrogate. By his later admission, Eddie was shivering with fear and not much use. He and Jimmy parked, sawed through the bars of a grille at the back of the shop under cover of darkness, jemmied open a window and eventually came upon a wardrobe full of goodies.


‘We took some beautiful mink coats off the hanger,’ he later wrote, ‘according to the labels their prices ranged from £350 to £450.’ They then forced open the office door and inside they found a safe. Rather than blow it open, Jimmy showed Eddie how to ‘pop’ open the rivets at the back, one by one. After pushing the back off, they broke into the ‘tin’ in which they found all the money, neatly stored in bundles. It came to two hundred pounds, a considerable sum in those days.


‘We finished the job and got away,’ Eddie wrote. ‘As we drove back to London, snow fell and it became bitterly cold.’ Rather than attract attention by turning up in the small hours of the morning, they parked in a quiet country lane where they waited for daybreak. To keep warm, they removed the minks from the boot and fell fast asleep in their newly gained spoils.


*  *  *


Innovation on the part of the peterman was necessary by the late thirties. Locks had become more ingenious. In the pre-war years, it would be rare for a common burglar to know how to open a safe without help from a specialist. Gelignite became the preferred explosive, for – unlike, say, highly combustible nitroglycerine – it would actually leave behind a safe and a safebreaker after the explosion. So Eddie and Jimmy Hunt started to experiment with ‘gelly’.


The pair decamped to Wales where they stole four hundred detonators and packets of gelignite from unattended mines. Far from prying eyes, they experimented to their hearts’ content in remote woodlands. The pair tested the gelly on trees and then bought second-hand safes which they could explode to learn the best techniques. Slowly, as 1938 progressed, they developed the expertise needed to become skilled safebreakers.


To absorb the force of the explosion, each safe would have to be draped in a curtain or carpet. Most mishaps were caused by using too much gelignite, but getting the right amount to open a safe was neither a simple nor an easily repeatable calculation. It required a certain intuitive feel. Too little gelignite and the keyhole of the lock would be damaged and difficult to open; too much and both breaker and safe would be blown to smithereens.


Before the detonator was inserted into the gelignite, both would have to be reduced in size to fit into the keyhole. This required an extremely delicate operation. The safebreaker would usually crimp it with his teeth and then, once he had placed it inside the keyhole, the explosive would have to be sealed with plasticine. Sometimes the seal would be too tight, which was why Eddie and Jimmy decided to use chewing gum. They later claimed to have introduced another exotic refinement: condoms filled with gelignite and water which were knotted and gently poked into the lock so that there was no dangerous overspill of explosive.


By the time they returned to London everything was ready.


In the thirties, most safe-cracking was done by gangs. They usually included a driver, a lookout, the peterman, an assistant and any additional muscle thought necessary. Some gangs simply employed a ‘gelly man’ to come in, blow the safe and then leave with his share of the proceeds. The planning and execution, as well as the removal of the loot, was the responsibility of the gang. That way, they reasoned, if the peterman was caught, he could tell the police nothing.


Eddie, however, was his own man and worked only with men he knew or had chosen, like Jimmy Hunt. The gelignite would be regularly stolen from darkened, unguarded quarries. After Harrogate, their first job in London was at Edgware Road underground station where they removed a day’s takings.


Their work continued apace. ‘Every week we were knocking something out,’ Eddie recalled. ‘Every time we did a job it was on the BBC – “there’s been another attack by the Gelignite Gang”.’ Over a two-year period, he estimated that they probably ‘broke’ more than fifty safes in places with readily available cash. All around Britain, cinemas, dance halls and department stores found their safes blown open.


Odeon cinemas were popular targets. After buying his ticket, Eddie would hide in the gents’ toilets until the cinema closed. He would then break into the manager’s office and set to work on the safe. Soon he and Jimmy became even more brazen, on one occasion smashing a hole during office hours, pretending they were water men come to repair the mains. Express Dairies were another fertile target, while Co-ops, Eddie later remarked, became his own personal money boxes. Life was ‘a bit fast and furious then’ as he stole and spent a small fortune.


‘We used to motor down to Brighton in a drop-head Ford Sedan,’ Eddie recalled. They cost £120 brand new and when they were smashed up, they went out and bought a new one. ‘The one thing we had was money. If we ran out, we’d blow another safe. Sweet as that.’


Betty Farmer was one of eleven children from a quiet Shropshire village called Nene Sollers. Aged seventeen, she fell in love with the son of the local squire, but as with many teenage romances, complications arose. Most weekends, she spent time with an aunt who lived nearby. A friend of the family used to come up from London. ‘And she had her eye on the son of the local squire and the married vicar had his eyes on me,’ she says with a smile. ‘So I thought “I have to extricate myself from this situation.” ’


And so, exactly as they had for her future husband, the bright lights of the capital beckoned. A couple of other aunts in Rhyl financed her to come to London where she began working in the fashion industry, rooming in Barons Court and opening a store in the North End Road where she sold – and sometimes modelled – clothes. Even then, Betty Farmer was a remarkably poised and self-possessed young woman, who turned heads.


‘I met someone who had this place called the Kensington Social Club,’ she recalls. ‘They said “Would you like to be secretary and do the membership in your spare time?” so I said I would do it in the evening.’ And that was her entrée into an establishment on Kensington Church Street, located just opposite the police station.


One night, a tall, handsome man with wavy hair and a thin moustache walked into the club. An equally tall and striking blonde presence – ‘She had all the right equipment,’ Eddie later said – Betty soon transfixed the man’s gaze. ‘I am going to marry her,’ he said, in the loudest of stage whispers. Betty, pretending not to hear, turned to her companion and said, under her breath, ‘A pig’s ear.’ And so began the great romance of Eddie and Betty Chapman.


Once they started walking out together, he took her to all his favourite West End haunts. That meant she ended up in plenty of subterranean dives. ‘They were very sleazy places,’ Betty reflects, ‘but they were places of their time.’ There was the Hell Club – with its hidden lighting that could change colour in an instant – and Smoky Joe’s, the Nest, El Gaucho and the Shim Sham, all of whose owners knew Eddie well. She had no idea why he knew them so intimately, nor, for that matter, what he was up to. But slowly a courtship developed.


Eddie, two years older, was infinitely more experienced, a factor that added another dimension to the attraction. And a glamorous one, too, because at the time he was sharing a property with a recent Cambridge history graduate named Terence Young who was making his way in the film business. After wangling various jobs on film sets during the summer vacations, Terence had started his rise through the ranks of the fledgling British film industry. When Eddie first revealed to Terence that he was a crook and blew up safes for a living, the dapper graduate didn’t think it was particularly reprehensible. ‘Indeed,’ he later told appalled security men from MI5, ‘I probably thought it rather exciting.’


Both were assiduous in their appearance. Terence’s style seemed to have seeped in from the dandys of Regency England. He always wore tailored suits and hand-made shirts, and later claimed that, if he could, he would change his clothes three times a day. If nothing else, their association provided Eddie with a convenient smokescreen. The peripatic nature of the film business provided a useful alibi.


For a while, Eddie and Terence shared a cottage in Letchmore Heath in Hertfordshire. So when Eddie claimed to Betty that he was in the film business, it made a lot of sense. He was often away for long periods, and she took his explanations at face value. ‘I didn’t know what he was up to,’ she says. ‘He hid so much because he knew that I would not approve of what he did.’


Betty gladly joined in the excitements of his life. ‘Eddie had the best sense of humour I’d ever come across,’ she says. Laughter was what not only brought them together but kept them together.


On one occasion, he rang a man up and said: ‘There’s fire coming from your telephone … so I want you to pull your phone. Tug it!’ The man kept pulling on the wire, Eddie shouting, ‘Harder’ until the connection was yanked out of the wall. Another call was to a factory owner where Eddie posed as an official at the local tax office. ‘You owe us £30,000,’ he said. The owner protested but Eddie insisted that he come straight away and bring the money with him. ‘But it’s got to be in coins,’ he ordered. The factory owner went scurrying round to the nearest branch of his bank to raise that sum in coins of the realm. Another time Eddie sent round an undertaker to the house of a lord whom he had met in one of his night-time haunts. The undertaker matter-of-factly informed a horrified butler that he’d come that day to measure the master for a coffin.


*  *  *


Eddie and Betty’s relationship was not without its trials and tribulations – especially after the war when they married – but, conversely, its strength was based on honesty. Despite his criminal tendencies, Eddie was always searingly truthful with Betty. When his MI5 files were released a few years ago, much of the subsequent press coverage focused on the subject of his ‘amorous activities’. In the more lurid accounts of his life, it has been suggested that Eddie was addicted to women as much as danger.


On the subject of women, Betty is characteristically frank. ‘He had six mistresses in his life. And I used to say, when he was getting towards his end, “You know, you had all those mistresses. How I wish there was one who could help me with you!” And he would just laugh.’ Indeed he used to introduce her to people thus: ‘This is my wife, Betty. She’s lived through six mistresses, haven’t you darling?’ Betty would grin, saying yes through clenched teeth.


‘What I found absolutely disgusting,’ Betty says of his declassified MI5 personal files, ‘is that they said he slept with girls and gave them some disease.’ The security services were highly censorious about Eddie’s pre-war activities. ‘He attracted women on the fringe of London society,’ its chief interrogator later noted, ‘indulged in violent affairs with them and then proceeded to blackmail them by producing compromising pictures taken by an accomplice. He confessed to an experiment in sodomy.’


Betty Farmer is mentioned by name as an ‘associate’, a young girl of eighteen whom ‘he infected with VD’. She is understandably aghast at such an accusation, denying it completely. ‘Now if he was really doing that,’ Betty explains with an ironic smile, ‘wouldn’t I have known about it?’


*  *  *


Far from being a criminal mastermind, Eddie’s activities often veered into the realms of the Keystone Kops. On one occasion he raided a bank, only to find that another gang had already beaten him to it. An empty safe was all that awaited him. On another occasion he stole a safe from a research establishment in Tunbridge Wells, assuming it would contain all the employees’ wages. In fact his haul came to just three pounds ten shillings.


On yet another occasion, at the Swiss Cottage Odeon, he had to break open a door with a steel bar as he had forgotten to bring a jemmy. When he set the explosive, Eddie miscalculated the timing and was blown backwards through an office wall. After regaining consciousness, he stuffed all the money into a large bag and walked to the nearest tube station at dawn. He was a little disconcerted by the stares of the cleaners on their way to work. His obvious injuries and a bulging bag marked ‘Property of Odeon Cinemas’ were rather incriminating.


When he raided a fur store in the West End, Eddie and an accomplice entered an adjacent flat disguised as workmen from the local water board. They had to demolish two adjoining walls, both of them cheekily suggesting to the owner (a Jewish financier) that he ‘cook’ the amount of damage he claimed against the water board. The financier would then share the difference with them. Eventually, the owner got three months in jail for complicity in this crime. The actual perpetrators were never apprehended.


Some time in 1938, Eddie was involved in a little road piracy in and around Oxford Street. After a smash and grab raid, he and his accomplices drove off in a stolen Bentley and were chased by the cops. Close by Baker Street, they rammed into a taxi and ricocheted into a set of traffic lights. Eddie and company scarpered the scene but drew an impressive crowd in their wake. A snive – a local, small-time thief – was among them. He had the misfortune to put his hand on the bonnet of the Bentley. This fellow’s fingerprints were subsequently discovered and, despite his complete innocence, he was jailed for five years. The testimony of the cab driver and one of the jeweller’s assistants left no doubt. They were certain he was the guilty man.


With all this activity, it was almost inevitable that Eddie Chapman would come to the attention of Scotland Yard. Later in the spring of 1938, the Metropolitan Police tasked a special squad to hunt him down. By this time Eddie was quite visible – either out nightclubbing with Betty or making day trips down to Brighton with his ill-gotten gains – and he started to worry, like all criminals on a roll, that his run of good luck might not last. As he had more than enough money to live on, he decided to stop breaking safes for a whole year. He travelled out of harm’s way to Bridport in Dorset with an accomplice.


His self-imposed retirement lasted all of six weeks.


*  *  *


Around this time in the late thirties, another Bentley was passing around London at the rather more sedate speed for which it was designed. On its bonnet was a blue flag which depicted a tortoise and carried the motto, ‘Safe but sure’. Its chauffeured occupant was the grand old man of military intelligence, Vernon Kell, an elderly general ravaged by both heavy asthma and growing worries over the coming hostilities.


After serving five prime ministers, the director-general of MI5 knew that he – and the organisation which he had founded in 1909 – was living on borrowed time. The Security Service existed on a shoestring, recruiting through personal recommendation from well-connected gentlemen who were expected to supplement their incomes privately. Many were equally infirm and burned out, a number having come from the Indian Security Police housed next door to MI5’s premises on the Cromwell Road.


When the young Dick White was sounded out about joining MI5 in 1935, he was told that the pay was poor. ‘That’s the bad part,’ his recruiter said, ‘but the good part is, it’s tax free.’ White would become the service’s first graduate: John C. Masterman, his old tutor at Christ Church College, Oxford, had put in a good word.


Even though hostilities with Germany were seen as inevitable by 1938, the fight within MI5, so one author has written, was ‘against apathy and stupidity in high places’. Chronically underfunded – and sometimes chaotically audited, too – the Security Service had tended to view the Soviet threat as overshadowing everything else, as was also the case with its sister service, the Secret Intelligence Service, MI6.


By the mid-1930s, though, the rise of Nazism had replaced the Soviets as the clear and present danger. Prompted by the rise of the British Union of Fascists, which culminated in a rally in Olympia in 1934, the focus of MI5 finally shifted to the Nazis. German rearmament had begun in earnest. The Abwehr, the intelligence arm of the Wehrmacht (the German armed forces), was also prospering, making preparations for war by running counterintelligence operations at home and recruiting foreign agents abroad. By the outbreak of war, it numbered just under a thousand officers.


Despite its own pre-war successes – including the penetration of the German Embassy – MI5 remained a small organisation. In 1938, when Dick White was recruited, it numbered only thirty officers and just over a hundred secretaries. The following year, MI5 recruited another seven hundred and fifty new staff. They would be needed. By the time war broke out, many politicians were convinced there were upwards of twenty thousand potential enemy agents in Britain. During the summer of 1940, the agency would be overwhelmed with reports about the letting off of fireworks or farmers leaving strange shapes in fields to signal the enemy. MI5’s apparent failure to deal with these and rather more rational reports, as well as the screening of foreign citizens, would lead to a drastic restructuring.


In the years to come, a whole generation of historians and solicitors from Oxford would provide the heart of the double-agent operations which were to trick the Germans so successfully. During the Second World War their work became a study in contrasts with that of the cryptographers from Bletchley Park – who mainly came from Cambridge. It was almost a grand duel within the educational establishment – Trinity College, Cambridge versus Christ Church, Oxford – as to who could better fool the Germans. And it would be Dick White who – after a visit to the Deuxième Bureau in Paris where he learned how they had succeeded in feeding false information back to the enemy – would later champion the doubling of suspected agents.


Joining him would be a career intelligence officer, Colonel Tommy Robertson – a Seaforth Highlander. He was accompanied by the best and brightest in the land, recruits like Masterman, Lord Rothschild, Herbert Hart and Arthur Koestler: White would later lament that they probably appropriated too much talent.


By 1939, they were poised to turn around the fortunes of the security service by taking deception into the realms of a true art form. And they would do it by means of unlikely recruits such as the man currently being chased around the country by the Flying Squad.


That spring, the Metropolitan Police were finally on to Eddie Chapman. Using the name Edward Arnold, Eddie had managed to elude arrest for over three years. That he was able to live at one of the plusher addresses in the West End shows just how successful his criminal activities were. But his luck ran out that April after he ‘left my flat behind Burlington Arcade and decided to pay a working visit to Scotland’.


‘The detection of crime in London is not brilliant,’ Eddie later remarked, ‘but it is methodical and painstaking.’ And these certainly were the defining characteristics of the tophat who collared him. Inspector Edward Greeno – Greeno of the Yard – was a remarkable thief-taker, remarkable both for his successes and also his tendency for ‘straighteners’, fights with fists. Ted Greeno was tall, heavily built – his driver considered him ‘the Edward G. Robinson of the CID’ – and would gather a small crowd when he asked a bystander to hold his jacket while he set about a villain who had given him some lip.


For Greeno of the Yard, getting to know criminals was part of his job ‘and the best way to get to know them is to introduce them to a police station’. He was on friendly terms with all the various safe blowers, considering them to be ‘like the old time jazzmen: you never knew whose outfit they were with or for how long’.


Throughout the latter part of 1938 and early 1939, Greeno was keeping tabs on Eddie Chapman and his cronies. At some point, Eddie had fallen out with Jimmy Hunt and begun a profitable partnership with George Darry, a Burmese lad who had been a bookmaker’s clerk. According to Eddie, Darry ‘was without nerves and made an excellent accomplice’. Despite Eddie’s later claims, the contemporary official files make clear that Darry, who also sometimes used the name Anthony Latt, was the leader of the gang. Along with Tommy Lay, Freddie Sampson and George Sherrard, they used a handful of hired cars to travel around the country breaking into safes where they were least expected.


Perhaps their most remarkable escapade was the ‘Grimsby Job’. Here Eddie and Darry made their way into a pawnbroker’s from an empty house next door, cutting slates from the roof and making holes in all five floors before drilling through a connecting wall. Four – or possibly, six – safes (Eddie couldn’t recall the exact number) were then blown open, ‘the explosions being marked by a motor car being “revved up” outside’. They got away with a cool £15,000 and were never brought to justice.


But the Flying Squad soon had all the number plates of their cars, including those they had hired for ‘special occasions’. In later years, Eddie couldn’t help asking how Greeno kept up with him. As he makes clear in his memoirs, Greeno made it his business to know every club Eddie and his pals belonged to, ‘and if they met in a Soho club, a West End restaurant or a Bayswater pub I had a man planted there, eating a meal or drinking a beer, apparently minding his own business’.


Wherever possible, Greeno would alert the local police when Eddie was in town. The problem was that it was difficult to predict which buildings would be their targets. Towards the end of 1938, the safe at an Odeon cinema in Bournemouth was blown. Four days after that, a Co-op in Leicester was raided. ‘It was obvious that a mob was on tour,’ Greeno recalled. ‘They went up to Yorkshire, then down to Lincolnshire, then over the border to Scotland – and there they were caught.’


Eddie went to Edinburgh at the end of January 1939 in the company of George Darry, Tommy Lay and a driver called Hugh Anson. They’d read about a record dividend that was about to be paid out at the Co-operative store in the St Cuthbert’s region of the city. Given that ‘Darry’s Gang’ were getting a lot of heat from fellow safebreakers in London for the increase in police activity, Eddie thought a trip over the border might not be such a bad idea. They drove up to Edinburgh with golf clubs on show so that they could pretend to be visiting the Scottish links.


Eddie and friends checked into a hotel in Edinburgh and the next night made their way to the St Cuthbert’s Co-op. They managed to get in via the roof but as they were trying to get out, the skylight jammed – and in a temper, Eddie smashed it. At that point, a policeman was walking past and heard the noise: the gang could see his torch flashing through the window. Doing his best to hide in the shadows, Darry managed to knock over a pile of tins.


There was a ‘hellish clatter’ followed by general uproar; shouts went up, whistles were blown, horns sounded and cars were revved. When reinforcements arrived the gang ran off – and nearly all of them made it. Eddie jumped over a high wall and managed to leap on to a slow-moving goods train by clinging on to the buffers. Hugh Anson, however, fell, broke his ankle and was quickly apprehended.


The others dispiritedly made their way back to the hotel. ‘We settled [the] bill at 3 a.m.,’ Eddie later remarked, ‘a piece of honesty that did not pay off.’ The police were soon on to them when they checked the most recent departures early that morning. The remaining gang got as far as Scotch Corner, where a police car headed them off the road. Eddie tried to escape into a patch of bracken but tripped over when he tried to jump a wall. He was manhandled back to the car. When the bobbies discovered dozens of sticks of gelignite in the boot, the car’s occupants were handcuffed and returned to Edinburgh jail. Days later, Eddie was tried as Edward Edwards, ‘a film extra of no fixed address’.


Their lawyer used the rivalries between the Scottish and English legal systems to good effect. To Ted Greeno’s disgust, the Edinburgh magistrate was a stickler for procedure who insisted that, notwithstanding the earlier English robberies, Eddie and his cronies should stand trial in a Scottish court first. Alone of the group, Eddie, to his – and everybody else’s – astonishment, was awarded a fortnight’s bail.


That same night, Eddie drove out to a quarry outside Edinburgh where he stole more gelignite. Due to appear at the local assizes on 7 March, he intended using this Scottish gelignite to break into a store and a cinema in York so that he could post his companions’ bail. It would be a much more successful night’s work. With £600 from the York Co-op and £300 from the local Odeon, Eddie wired the money over the border to get the boys out. The next day, they congregated in Bournemouth at the Royal Bath Hotel, which they had known from an earlier raid in the seaside town. ‘We have to move quickly,’ Eddie told them. ‘It’s only a question of time before the Yard find out that we have been released.’


But it was too late: Ted Greeno was on to them already. He got word from one of his informers that one of the gang’s cars had been spotted on the south coast. ‘Then there was a surprise for us,’ Greeno recalled. ‘A cinema safe was blown, not at Bournemouth, but at York.’ It took a few days for the news to trickle through, but when he was subsequently informed that Eddie’s gang had checked into the Royal Bath in Bournemouth, Greeno knew that they weren’t staying there to take in the sea breezes.


Overnight, there had been a break-in at the local Co-op and £470 was stolen (Eddie claimed they had raided a cinema, too). On their return to their hotel at 3 a.m., one of the gang knocked a plant off its pedestal. A number of guests were woken. The receptionist also remembered them, as did a chambermaid for whom they left a £1 tip. The police were pretty certain the money they found had come from the recent raid, a rubber band around the cash – the same as those used by Co-op cashiers – providing circumstantial evidence.


Back in London, the resourceful Greeno had traced the salesman who had hired them their cars. Though Leonard Groves denied knowing any of the gang members, Greeno found something incriminating behind a gas meter in the basement of his house in Bayswater. It was a tin wrapped in blue notepaper containing a hundred and thirty-four detonators. ‘In the cupboard were sixteen more detonators in a Swan Vestas box, four packets of gelignite and twelve pieces of fuse,’ Greeno later recalled. When they heard of this, the gang went their separate ways. Eddie returned to London, checking in at the Regent Palace Hotel under a false name rather than return to his flat just around the corner. He was determined to keep a very low profile as the press were full of the details of this latest countrywide crime wave. At Smoky Joe’s one night, he was told that the police were looking for him. ‘A man I knew said that if we could reach Monte Carlo,’ he recalled, ‘he could get us on a boat for South America.’


If Betty Farmer had any sense that the little trip to the Channel Islands with her boyfriend was going to be other than a peaceful sojourn, it came on the second Sunday in February 1939. Once again, Eddie had telephoned her out of the blue. Later, while they had dinner at the Regent Palace Hotel, he had seen an advert for Jersey on the back of the hotel menu. He could fly there, he decided, before making his way south to Monte Carlo. In his usual beguiling way, he had asked her, ‘How would you like to go to Jersey, then possibly the south of France?’ Still unaware of his criminal activities, she had agreed.


That he didn’t have a passport hardly mattered. The main thing was getting out of London. George Darry and Hugh Anson were equally keen to join him and so, on Tuesday, 7 February, they had all flown to St Helier and made their way to the plush De La Plage Hotel on the waterfront in Havre-des-Pays. Eddie and Betty checked in as ‘Mr and Mrs Farmer’ of Torquay.


The following Sunday, Betty was enjoying her lunch in the hotel dining room – where the other diners had been encouraged to think that Eddie and his friends were ‘film people’ – when all of a sudden mayhem broke out. A waiter started shaking as he poured some wine, and in an instant Eddie was aware that something was up. Sitting opposite her, facing towards the door, a look of consternation crossed his face. ‘He just got up and went,’ Betty says.


By the time she turned around to see what had disturbed him, a phalanx of plain-clothes policemen were rushing in. Much to the alarm of the other diners, Eddie’s cronies were arrested and handcuffed in the dining room. ‘I was shell-shocked,’ she adds.


Eddie jumped through a window overlooking the promenade, ran up a hill and hid in an empty school. Finding a mackintosh in a cloakroom, he grabbed it to hide his clothes, which according to the police description were rather striking: yellow-spotted tie, blue sleeveless pullover, grey flannels, brown sandals and no socks. Though the Brown Hats – as the local police were known from their curious uniforms – found no signs of him in the vicinity, a man answering to Eddie’s description was later spotted reading a map outside the La Croix Cemetery. The police told the local populace that caution should be exercised in his apprehension. He was, they claimed, ‘dangerous’.


By nightfall, Eddie had checked into a seedy boarding house in Sand Street, claiming that he was a marine engineer. He spent an anxious night, but not nearly as anxious as Betty, who had no idea what was happening. ‘She is stated to have denied all knowledge of the alleged activities of her companions,’ the Jersey Evening Post reported the next day.


On that same day, Monday, Eddie’s sidekicks Darry and Anson were taken by the Jersey police to St Helier airport, and the late afternoon flight to Southampton was delayed for half an hour to accommodate their departure. There they were met by the Bournemouth police, who had alerted their Jersey colleagues by telephone at noon the previous day. After being charged in Bournemouth, they were taken to London where they were tried not only for the burglary at the Co-op, but also for illegal possession of four detonators and two cartridges of gelignite.


The indefatigable Greeno had found these detonators hidden inside a disused chimney in Darry’s house in Bayswater. (Darry insisted that his sister, with whom he shared the house, knew nothing.) When he was told that Leonard Groves, their car salesman, had confessed all, Darry was astounded. ‘What a fool he must be to say he knew the parcels contained explosives,’ he said. ‘He has put himself in it now.’


The police, it seemed, had been on the scent, literally, of a bottle of perfume which a girl in Bournemouth had received from George Darry after dancing with her at the Royal Bath. ‘The fool signed his name,’ Eddie lamented, ‘and the postmark did the rest.’ When Ted Greeno eventually caught up with him, Darry was in possession of the same sort of lined paper that had been found in Groves’s showroom. ‘You seem to know everything,’ Darry remarked when Greeno presented him with the incriminating evidence.


‘With this gang in jail,’ Ted Greeno later concluded, ‘all safebreaking in Britain stopped for a while.’


*  *  *


Early that same Monday morning, Eddie was standing near St Helier police station when he saw a placard advertising the local paper: ‘STARTLING SCENE AT JERSEY HOTEL’. When he bought a copy, he was stunned to see his own picture above a vivid account of the previous lunchtime’s events. He sensed that he might not be a free man for very much longer. The owner of his lodgings, Mrs Corfield, had been highly suspicious of him. ‘I did not greatly like my landlady,’ he wrote, ‘and was to like her still less before much longer.’ Later that afternoon, she reported to the police that her lodger fitted the description of the escaped criminal.


Eddie was determined to go out in style. That Monday evening he went to a nightclub and drowned his sorrows by drinking too much champagne. Given that he had no money when he arrived, he had already decided this was his last ever chance to break open a safe. Some time the previous week, he and his chums had visited the club. As they walked in, Eddie had joked that they could open the safe that was all too visible in an office with ‘a bag full of fresh air’.


Now he managed to push the safe into the basement and, using two iron bars, jemmied the back off, just as Jimmy Hunt had shown him a couple of years before. He removed the contents – various silver, copper and gold coins – before returning nonchalantly upstairs to his waiting bottle of champagne. Extremely tired – ‘It had been a strenuous day’ – he eventually made his way back to his lodgings. Around 2 a.m., the door burst open. ‘We think you are Eddie Chapman,’ said the arresting officer, ‘and we think Scotland Yard wants you.’ At midnight, Mrs Corfield had reported his return by telephone.


Eddie was handcuffed and thrown into Jersey jail. Because he had committed his most recent crime on the island, he was charged in the local court. When the St Helier authorities later investigated what had happened at the club, the Brown Hats found that the phone box in the hallway had been emptied and other rooms had been broken into. Now he was at the mercy of the Channel Islands’ justice system. Under the gimlet eye of the police magistrate, Mr Pinel, Eddie admitted that all these activities had been his handiwork. As a contemporary newspaper report makes clear, ‘the safe, badly battered, with the bottom forced out, was on a table alongside the Magistrate’s desk’. Mr Pinel sentenced him to the maximum punishment – two years’ imprisonment.


Eddie was determined to make one thing absolutely clear. Speaking in what the local press called ‘a cultured voice’, he said: ‘I have a girlfriend here with me and it has been very embarrassing for her. She has been questioned by the police and she knows nothing of why we are here.’ The magistrate agreed. There was nothing to keep Betty Farmer on the island, he said. She was free to go. The girlfriend herself – described in the local press report as ‘an attractive blonde with blue eyes and a long page-boy bob’ – was still none the wiser. When Betty heard that Eddie had been arrested – after all, it was front-page news – she sent food parcels to the prison. ‘I was interviewed by the police but could not give them information on something I didn’t know about,’ she says.
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