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			Epigraph

			I come to lead you to the other shoreInto eternal dark, into fire and ice

			– Dante, Inferno

		

	
		
			Dedication

			To ALL John Palmer’s Victims – Dead or Alive.

			Without them this story could not be told.
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			In this book, I’ve delved inside John ‘Goldfinger’ Palmer’s deadly world to reveal an extraordinary story built around a way of life; a mentality that was shaped by post-war Britain when bomb sites were playgrounds and dodgy spivs hung about on every street corner. John Palmer’s bullet-riddled career is beyond most people’s imagination and all the more terrifying because it really did happen.

			My undeniable curiosity about John Palmer has been fuelled by a number of significant events over the past thirty years. The first one was back in the late 1990s when I investigated the activities of one of Palmer’s closest associates and discovered that he had earned untold riches from the proceeds of one of the world’s biggest ever robberies.

			Then in 2001, I got a phone call from an acquaintance who’d helped me with a number of crime books and documentaries in the past. ‘John Palmer wants to do his life story,’ said my associate. ‘You interested?’ 

			At first I was shocked that someone as secretive as John Palmer would want a book written about him. Then his most likely motive for doing this dawned on me and I realized it would be a monumental mistake to get involved, so I politely declined.

			And my connections to the real life story you are about to read do not just end there, either. In the summer of 2016, I was approached by Essex police and asked if I could help them with their inquiries into Palmer. I politely declined on the basis that it would not do my credibility inside the UK underworld any good.

			Unpeeling Palmer’s life has left me with myriad impressions of the man himself but as I began to write it, I realized some of my sources had shady, ulterior motives and my aim has always been to show Palmer in a balanced light, not a version warped by the evil intent of so many who knew him.

			So the story you are about to read may not be the one that John Palmer would have preferred to be told. But it is the nearest to the truth about a man who left a ‘mark’ on everyone he met, from cold-blooded gangsters to one of the world’s most deadly narco-terrorists.

			During the course of researching this book I’ve been taken into the confidence of many people who, for obvious reasons, would prefer to remain anonymous. I have respected the wishes of those individuals, and I need only say that my decision to do so was more to protect the guilty than the innocent, as well as ensuring the safety of my family and myself. As a result, some of the scenes depicted here represent a combination of facts dramatically reconstructed to reflect Palmer’s story.

			Lastly, John Palmer used the term ‘Clumpers’ to describe the enforcers and henchmen who worked with him throughout his adult life. Put simply, they ‘clumped’ anyone who got in his way and I make no apology for using that term in the book you’re about to read.

			Wensley Clarkson, London, 2017

		

	
		
			Quote

			Remember the golden rule – he who has the gold makes the rules

			– The framed words John Palmer kept on his office wall

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CAST OF CHARACTERS

			MISHA – Russian mobster with friends in high places

			THE BLACK JUDGE – Law chief who wouldn’t give up

			GB – The richest money launderer in London

			CAPTAIN BOB – The ultimate fraudster

			CHARLIE BOY – Underworld legend who thought he was invincible

			THE PROFESSOR – Coke baron with a secret Nazi past

			PSYCHO BILL – American surfer-dude from hell

			DIESEL – Smothered in baby oil and off his head on steroids

			THE BIG CHEESE – TV detective who nearly ran out of breath

			THE DEVIL’S ADVOCATE – Dodgy lawman living in legal hell

			MAD MICKEY – Short-fused robber with gold chip on his shoulder

			FLO – Bubbly mum who didn’t watch her back

			BILLY – Followed the money and paid the price

			BILL AND BEN – The brothers from hell

			TEL – The ultimate narco-terrorist

			ELVIS THE EEL – Slippery entertainer who packed a punch

			MANUEL THE MIDGET – Andalucian crime lord

			KILLER KENNY – Psycho-villain with a deadly temper

			CHRISTINE – Loyal partner and timeshare associate 

			MARNIE – Long-suffering wife who knew nothing

			HOWARD THE PUFF – Legendary pot king who took no shit

			SCOTTY BOY – Soft-talking henchman who ran out of steam

			BOBBI – Fearless Bermondsey drag queen

			LEM – Brummie scallywag who pushed his luck

			SID AND NANCY – Sole survivors of a timeshare massacre

			THE SHARKS – Latin heavies in a black limo

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			PLAYA DE LAS AMERICAS RESORT, SOUTHERN TENERIFE, CANARY ISLANDS, JULY 2006

			The pristine skyscraper headquarters of John Palmer’s Island Village timeshare resort rose majestically above the tatty bars and scruffy one-euro shops that lined the long strip of sandy beach known as the Golden Mile. The temperature was close to one hundred degrees as I stood by the rear of this building next to a small entrance just wide enough for a car to enter. I’d been told by one of Palmer’s oldest associates on the island that this led to a treasure trove most befitting such an immensely wealthy and secretive character, who’d plundered the wallets and lives of so many people over the previous thirty years.

			Looking both ways in case Palmer’s armed thugs at the main entrance to the building just thirty yards away saw me, I took a deep, nervous breath and headed down the steep slope. For three or four minutes it twisted and turned like a vast subterranean slide leading me further and further beneath ground level.

			Occasionally I heard the shrill whistle of the strong breeze coming in off the nearby Atlantic Ocean or the echo of a car door shutting. At one time, this secret opening had provided John Palmer’s criminal associates with an escape route whenever unwanted visitors appeared at the double entrance doors to his headquarters above.

			Many who worked for John Palmer said they were amazed the entire basement hadn’t caved in from the weight of the marble-encrusted walls and floors that covered every inch of the ground floor of the main building.

			As I reached the bottom of the ramp, strips of overhanging neon lights suddenly flickered to life revealing one of the most eerie sights I‘d ever seen in my entire life. I hesitated for a few seconds as I tried to take it all in.

			There in front of me, caked in dust and cobwebs, was the largest collection of classic sports cars I’d ever seen, probably worth at least £10 million. Nearest to me stood an iconic 1960s Ferrari Spider, its red bodywork barely visible through the dirt.

			Then I remembered the words of one of Palmer’s oldest associates a few hours earlier: ‘You won’t believe what you find down there. It’s incredible. They aren’t just old bangers, either. They’re worth a fortune and JP’s got just about every make and model that matters.’

			I waited a few more seconds, wondering if one of ­Palmer’s henchmen would show up and confront me. But no one appeared.

			I quickly looked around and then approached the Ferrari, half expecting to find some cobweb-covered human remains in the driver’s seat. Then it dawned on me that it was the cars that were the skeletons in this bizarre scenario. They represented all John Palmer’s victims; left to rot in a hot, dusty underground car park under the once thriving headquarters of his empire in the sun.

			My eyes panned from the Ferrari to a beige left-hand drive vintage Mercedes convertible with Spanish plates. There was a right-hand drive James Bond Aston Martin DB5, its gold bodywork also barely visible beneath the dust and cobwebs. Next to that was the sort of Cadillac convertible you’d have expected to see Meyer Lansky driving down the Vegas Strip in the late 1950s. Alongside it was a Maserati and a Jensen Interceptor followed by a line of other carefully parked vintage cars.

			But why had John Palmer stashed these vehicles away right under the headquarters of the criminal empire he’d built from so much fear and loathing? Surely he should have sold them years earlier?

			My Tenerife informant had his own personal theory: ‘I think JP liked being near them. They made him feel secure. Strange, innit?’

			But there was a much bigger clue to all this hot metal staring me in the face. All the cars appeared to be very low slung. Their bumpers almost touched the tarmac, just like the getaway Transit van that scraped the road as it left an airport warehouse twenty-five years earlier packed with £27 million worth of stolen gold bullion, which had ignited the entire John Palmer story.

			Back in the flickering neon light of that basement car park, these sad-looking vehicles reminded me of burnt-out old characters in hell’s waiting room, unsure what was going to happen to them but no doubt certain that wherever they turned up, it had to be better than here.

			These cars perfectly reflected Tenerife’s troubled past. Located directly beneath the building where John Palmer had turned this sunshine holiday island into his very own, chilling one-man version of Crime Incorporated. 

			And it all finally came to a close on a warm summer’s day in June 2015, that rocked the underworld to its foundations.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE:

			LIVE AND LET DIE

			SANDPIT COTTAGE, SANDPIT LANE, SOUTH WEALD, ESSEX, 24 JUNE 2015, 6.30 P.M.

			A thin plume of grey smoke and the crackling sound of a bonfire were the only signs of activity in the grounds of the large, isolated detached house on the corner of dense woodland bordering a 500-acre country park.

			CCTV security cameras lined the driveway recording every moment twenty-four hours a day. And through the late-­afternoon drizzle, half a dozen bland red ‘do not enter’ signs could be seen nailed to trees on the perimeter of the same property.

			From inside the house, the muffled sound of two Rottweilers barking furiously could be heard in the distance. They stood on hind legs pawing at the steamed-up double glass doors at the back of the house.

			Just then a young man and woman in their early twenties appeared inside the house and tried to calm the dogs down.

			Eventually, they dragged them into the sitting room and returned to open the double doors. Hesitantly, the couple crept out on to the patio shouting ‘Dad’.

			When there was no reply, the young man turned towards the bonfire, still crackling noisily in the distance. Behind him, his girlfriend stopped as she saw something, arching her neck to get a better look.

			Grabbing her boyfriend by the arm, she pulled him around and pointed.

			The young man froze momentarily in his tracks, then rushed towards the crumpled body of his 64-year-old father, lifeless and contorted, lying spread across the ground. His torso was soaked in blood.

			He straddled the body and started trying to give him CPR, frantically thumping his chest. The young man later said he could feel the life draining out of his father. With the body limp beneath him, he stopped and struggled back onto his feet. Breathing heavily, he then rang 999 on his mobile.

			Within half an hour, paramedics arrived and were examining the bloody corpse. They immediately noticed very recent ‘pre-existing wounds’ to the body following recent major heart surgery and ruled out foul play. The victim had clearly died from natural causes after falling from his quad bike, slewed on the ground nearby.

			‘Are you sure it’s his heart?’ interrupted a young trainee para­medic, who was accompanying two senior colleagues.

			‘Yeah, it’s his heart.’

			Two young junior police constables, who’d also just arrived at the scene, didn’t even bother examining the corpse after being told the man’s wounds from his recent surgery had split open when he fell, causing him to bleed out. There was no point in even calling an inspector to the scene to confirm their assessment or check the man’s antecedents on the police national computer. It was, as they say, an open and shut case.

			If those two police officers had bothered to make the ‘normal checks’ they would have discovered that the UK’s National Crime Agency and the Spanish police had had the victim under surveillance for the best part of twenty years.

			Despite being assured he’d died from natural causes, the man’s death was obviously heartbreaking for his family. It was something they’d all dreaded but hoped would never happen.

			Police ordered an autopsy as a matter of course because the death would be recorded as sudden, even though there were no suspicious circumstances.

			Less than an hour later, the corpse was gingerly loaded on to a gurney and taken away in a dark van with blacked-out windows to be stored in a nearby morgue.

			It was an oddly muted end for a man feared and loathed throughout the underworld. Most had expected him to die in a hail of bullets after one feud too many. But instead, he’d keeled over in the middle of the grounds of his big house just like Marlon Brando’s Don Corleone in The Godfather.

			*

			‘Goldfinger’s dead.’

			The news spread like wildfire through the underworlds of the UK, US, Spain and Russia. Goldfinger’s partner tried to keep a lid on the inevitable backlash. The couple had talked many times about this happening and had even made detailed contingency plans.

			Thirty miles south of the death-scene, members of London’s most feared crime family were stunned by the news. Goldfinger’s death had just cost them tens of millions of pounds after a twisted financial deal had been agreed between the family and the victim, their most infamous criminal rival.

			So, the king of crime had been cruelly taken from the world in his prime. Goldfinger had once told an associate that when he died he wanted to go out with a bang. ‘I want everyone to know I was topped. That’s the best way to go.’

			Instead, his body was now in a deep-freeze unit awaiting an examination to confirm what everyone already knew; that he’d died from a congenital heart defect.

			Five days later, the pathologist assigned the Goldfinger case returned from an early summer break. Less than two minutes after pulling open the drawer to the refrigeration unit containing the corpse, the medical examiner put down his instruments, walked to the phone attached to the wall in the corner of his ­laboratory, punched out a number and then waited for a response.

			‘I think you’d better get over here as quickly as possible,’ he said.

			What goes around, comes around.

		

	
		
			PART ONE: 
BORN TO DIE 
1950–1987

			Train up a child in the way he should go,And when he is old, he willNot depart from it

			Proverbs 22:6

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			HIT ’EM HARD

			Almost two hundred years ago, in the area now known as Greater Birmingham, rich tradesmen bought properties which they then leased out to tenants safe in the knowledge that the Grand Canal was about to be built and would turn the area into a thriving metropolis. But a lot of the businesses never took up the challenge, so instead the canal district attracted bear-baiting rings, theatres, drinking dives and brothels where customers were often fleeced of all their hard-earned, yet modest incomes. 

			Often, criminals of the day would pickpocket and scavenge off the big crowds that wandered the canal’s cobbled towpaths. The petty villains and dippers would then head back to their rundown homes in the dilapidated slum areas nearby. It was from these poorly lit ghettos that the scourge of the 19th ­century, cholera, sprang.

			The canal itself was bleakly overshadowed by a handful of leatherworks and candle factories that filled the atmosphere with putrid smoke and an obnoxious stench, which many said smelt like death.

			The arrival of the railways enabled Birmingham New Street station to help disperse the pockets of dire poverty and violence. But the railway ended up having the same long-term effect as the canal by simply luring poor people to gather near these two transport hubs in the hope of casual work and easy criminal pickings.

			Gang violence first erupted in Birmingham in the late 1800s when youths began claiming ‘ownership’ of certain districts such as Solihull, Small Heath and Cheapside. One of the most ruthless gangs at this time were known as the Sloggers, led by a gangly teen called John Adrian. They were known for their weapon of choice: a heavy-buckled belt used to pummel male and female victims so that they could then be robbed.

			It wasn’t until just after the end of the First World War in 1918 that a new crime gang called the Peaky Blinders emerged with the specific aim of crushing the Sloggers and taking over the reins of Birmingham’s growing underworld. The name ‘Peaky Blinders’ was derived from the gang stitching razor blades into the peak of their flat caps, so they could use them as weapons.

			The Blinders consisted mainly of disenchanted ex-soldiers who’d left the trenches of France behind at the end of the Great War, only to find themselves destitute and unwanted despite helping save Britain from the Germans.

			The Blinders eventually evolved into a stylish bunch of fellows thanks to those same peaked caps tilted slightly to one side, cravats, bell-bottom trousers, jackets with brass buttons down the front and steel-capped boots. They even wore silk scarves tied around their necks.

			Gang members often used their caps to swipe at their op­ponents’ faces – cutting off an ear or a nose here and there. Legend also had it they would sometimes blind their opponents by head-butting them while wearing this lethal headgear. Even the women had their own distinctive ‘uniform’: flashy pearls and a carefully styled fringe of hair down almost to their eyes. This was rounded off by a brightly coloured silk scarf wrapped around the throat.

			The Blinders’ main crimes were illegal betting, protection rackets and supplying Birmingham’s ever-thriving black market. Court reports from the time refer to the gang’s members as ‘foul-mouthed young men who stalk the streets in drunken groups, insulting and mugging passers-by.’

			Gangs like the Blinders were largely ignored by politicians and law enforcement agencies because few wanted to admit they were the direct result of Britain’s complete inability to look after its former soldiers, still reeling from the horrendous sights, sounds and smells of the trenches.

			As illegal bookies took bets on the towpaths that twisted alongside the rank-smelling canal, lowlifes roamed the narrow cobbled streets and frequented illegal dives, rat-holes consisting of dirty stinking mattresses and sackcloth curtains. In Birmingham’s central streets, hustlers – some as young as five or six – tried their hardest to hawk their dodgy goods.

			As one local policeman later recalled: ‘Suicides were two a penny back in those days after World War One. And the canal was the place where most of them did it. We’d fish their stinking, rotting corpses out a few days later. Most of them unrecognizable to their loved ones.’

			It’s said that John ‘Goldfinger’ Palmer’s father was one of the lucky ones, who took the identity of another man who’d committed suicide because he was wanted by the law and needed to reinvent himself. It was later claimed Palmer’s father joined the infamous Peaky Blinders during the 1930s after recalling his ‘exploits’ during the First World War. In fact, he was talking about the background of the man whose identity he stole.

			Life in Birmingham’s underworld was very different from most other areas of Britain at the time, thanks to the racial mix of its inhabitants. This was a truly multicultural society before the word had even been invented. Chinese, African, Eastern European were all there.

			Of course the traditional racial prejudices of this time existed but inside the heart of the Birmingham underworld there was an acceptance of people’s colour, which would have surprised many outsiders. In later years, this attitude was passed down to John Palmer himself, who would often say: ‘I don’t care what colour anyone is as long as they don’t try to screw me over.’

			*

			The opening title sequences of the BBC TV drama Peaky Blind­ers perfectly sums up the sort of world which John Palmer’s family inhabited in those tough, barren, poverty-stricken years between the two world wars. In the programme, the lead character – Blinders gang boss Tommy Shelby – tours his ‘territory’ riding bareback on a horse. Like Shelby, it is said that John Palmer’s father was part gypsy. As one associate later said: ‘You can see the gypsy in JP’s eyes. They were dark and soulless and his father’s were just the same.’

			It’s claimed that John Palmer’s father ‘graduated’ from gypsy cattle rustling to being an enforcer for the Peaky Blinders. He is said to have ‘had more fights than hot dinners’. Palmer’s father’s other speciality was bullying people into giving him money if he was in need of a drink. But in later life, Palmer’s father is said to have ended up a tramp on those very same seedy streets close to the canal.

			This was a world with no tarmac on the streets, although the cobbles proved much more lethal when it came to smashing someone so hard they fell flat on their face. They left ­indentation marks on faces and those scars became like a calling sign for many of Birmingham’s villains. If they walked into a room, a pub or a shop, everyone would know within seconds who they were once they saw the marks on their faces.

			And that was how the term ‘Clumpers’ came to be used by many criminals in Birmingham. It referred to the noise that could be heard when a body hit the cobbles. Being a Clumper was probably the highlight of John Palmer’s father’s criminal career.

			And of course in the middle of this heady mix were the police. Poorly paid like everyone else but well aware that in order to survive they needed to let the local ‘faces’ buy them a drink now and again. It’s said that when the police came across John Palmer’s father in the 1930s, they tipped their hats as a mark of respect. John Palmer himself always found that amusing. He told one old associate: ‘My old man wasn’t worth the air he breathed and yet those snivelling, arse-licking coppers still gave him respect. Says it all about the cozzers. You can’t trust any of ’em an inch.’

			John Palmer only ever had one positive story to tell about his father in later years. ‘The old man treated us all like shit. But you know what? He always gave money to tramps in the street. Maybe he knew all along that one day he’d end up there with ’em?’

			The Second World War wasn’t too hard on Olton and neighbouring Solihull because Birmingham city centre was a far more tempting target for the Luftwaffe, thanks to munitions factories and other strategically important buildings.

			After the war, many from the disease-ridden canal-side areas were encouraged to turn their backs on the cobbled streets and start afresh in nearby Olton, on the edge of the bigger community of Solihull. John Palmer’s family could only afford to make such a move by accepting the help of a charity, which paid for their move into a rundown Victorian house in Olton. Many greeted the ‘scum’ inhabitants from the canal district with disdain because they were seen as interlopers, who’d lower the ‘tone’ of the area.

			There had been a steady influx into Olton and Solihull thanks, in part, to the development of the nearby Rover car plant. There was also a planned expansion of what was then Elmdon Airport which would go on to become Birmingham International Airport. But perhaps most significant was the release of large tracts of land for housing development attracting inward migration of new residents from across the UK, not just the centre of the city.

			*

			It was into this environment that John Palmer was born in September 1950. That made him a member of the so-called Baby Boomer generation. It was supposed to be the beginning of a decade of hope for Britain but for John Palmer it was far from easy as his only parent was his mother. No one in his family ever referred to his father’s departure except to say it was sudden and without remorse.

			Being one of seven children meant that there was little affection and attention given to John Palmer and his siblings, although their home in Richmond Road, Olton did become something of a hub for local villains, who used to pop round at all times of the day and night. They hid their stolen goods under the children’s mattresses and in the rusting bomb shelter in the rundown back garden. John Palmer looked up to these colourful characters and became fascinated by them from an early age.

			The streets of Olton where the young John Palmer spent his early years were dominated by impoverished Irish immigrants at this time. Hard-working womenfolk just like his own mother, struggling around the clock to feed and care for their ever-increasing broods of children. With no playgrounds and few parks in the area, kids like John Palmer ended up in nearby bombsites and on desolate wasteland. Local rubbish tips often provided the raw material to make everything from box carts to wooden swords and toy guns.

			Palmer and his siblings were roaming free from the age of three or four. His mother didn’t worry because she was just relieved to get them all out of their tiny home. Occasionally, the family managed a trip to a local picture house to watch a typical 1950s film like The Lavender Hill Mob. John Palmer later said he wasn’t impressed by the comic portrayal of criminals, headed by so-called mastermind Alec Guinness.

			Children weren’t allowed in pubs back in those days, so John and his siblings loitered outside the local taverns whenever their older relatives had time for a half of stout. If they were lucky, John and his siblings would be offered a bottle of pop to share while they hung around on the pub steps.

			John’s mother couldn’t get a job because she had seven children to look after. His father had gone, so it was often left to the kids to bring some money home to enable them all to survive.

			Food and clothes were always in short supply. The Palmers didn’t even have any heirlooms to pawn in exchange for cash. At Chapel Fields Primary School in Olton, John and his brothers and sisters were provided with boots to wear by the local council because they were so poor. These often came complete with holes punched in the side as a makeshift ‘trademark’ so they couldn’t be sold off.

			One of Palmer’s classmates later recalled: ‘John never had any money and he often came to school without socks. In fact, the teachers kept a bag of clothes at school to make sure he was properly dressed for lessons.’

			In later life, John Palmer spoke openly about the effect such dire poverty had on him and how he grew to loathe those so-called ‘council shoes’ because they labelled him and his siblings as ‘scum’ in the eyes of many. He told one associate: ‘Those shoes were like an advert telling all the other kids we was smelly, crummy people without a hope in the world. Even the teachers treated us different. Those shoes helped ruin my childhood.’

			And John Palmer never forgot the bad things that happened to him.

			*

			Slum-dwellers like John Palmer always insisted later in life that they were obliged to commit crimes. It was all about survival of the fittest. And he already looked up to the criminal ‘faces’ – many of whom had begun their lives of crime in the 1930s as members of gangs like the Peaky Blinders. The Blinders had proved to the poor that organized crime was the only way to go.

			Being a member of a gang guaranteed you real power and influence out on the manor where you were brought up. The only golden rule was, don’t steal from your own. The rich and the flashy and the well insured were the legitimate targets. Palmer later said he greatly admired his mother’s determin­ation and strength in keeping them all together. But where had all that honest, hard work got her? Nowhere. From a young age, John – the apple of his mother’s eye – hatched a plan in his head to help his beloved mother escape the slums for ever.

			No one to this day knows how Palmer’s mother managed to cover the rent and family food bill. It’s believed that local gangsters helped the family out in exchange for using the children to ‘run a few errands’.

			Many of John Palmer’s childhood friends’ fathers worked long hours of overtime at local factories or on the public transport system in order to provide for their families. But Palmer’s family did not have such a lifeline. Their cramped terraced house was close to an enormous, stinking rubbish dump filled with rotting garbage and abandoned items which Palmer and his siblings regularly ‘raided’ for all sorts of household essentials from cutlery to furniture. Palmer and his six siblings and mother had electricity but the only hot water came from a smelly gas boiler in the kitchen. An old tin bath was brought out no more than twice a week and everyone in the family was expected to share the water to save money.

			Olton and Solihull in the 1950s was a confused environment; new homes had been built at a blistering pace while at the same time there also remained clusters of drab streets lined with rundown terraced houses – most of which had been built more than half a century earlier for the servants who worked on the big country estates in nearby Warwickshire and Staffordshire.

			When unemployment and the Depression had swept the country less than twenty years earlier, many firms had laid off their workforces and very few industries had replaced them in the so-called optimistic post-war years of the 1950s. Britain was in dire economic freefall. The war had cost billions and food rationing was still in place for the first five years of John Palmer’s life.

			Palmer later told one associate that he never tasted fresh meat or fresh eggs until his seventh birthday. As queues grew increasingly long outside labour exchanges, clothes became even more threadbare than during the war. With money so scarce, it was hardly surprising that Palmer and many of his schoolmates were up to no good from a very early age. He quickly appreciated the thrill of grabbing a bar of chocolate from the corner-shop counter and dashing out the door. It was a buzz he’d spend the rest of his life trying to replicate.

			John Palmer’s bedroom – which he shared with three brothers – was at the rear of the family home, so he’d often slip out of the back of the tiny house by climbing down a drainpipe, then hopping over the back fence and running down a dimly lit alleyway that led to the nearest road. 

			During those grey post-war years, policemen and local youths in Olton and Solihull were frequently involved in clashes which often ended in a severe beating from the local coppers. The police station at Solihull was a familiar and much-loathed place to young scallywags like John Palmer and his pals. It’s been said that Palmer had his collar felt for the first time by his local constabulary when he was just seven or eight years old. His irate mother showed up at the local police station to take her young son home with a face like thunder. 

			Vicious prejudice against the Irish seeped into every aspect of John Palmer’s childhood. By the age of ten, he’d found himself in numerous scraps with other children, many of whom had been brought up to hate the ‘bogtrotters’. Most of them – including John’s mother – had only moved to Birmingham in the early 1930s because of the famine in Ireland. They’d grown used to being looked down upon as stupid because they didn’t speak with the same Brummie accents as everyone else.

			As a result of this, John Palmer speedily developed a broad Midlands accent because he didn’t want to have any hint of Irish in his voice, in case it sparked trouble. 

			This was just the type of ‘self-education’ that helped inject John Palmer with supreme confidence, even from a very young age. He believed he was brighter and more cunning than any of his contemporaries.

			Palmer later said he understood why he deserved to be nicked by the police, but what upset him the most was that the officers wouldn’t ever explain to him what he’d actually done wrong. By the age of ten, John Palmer was out and about so much that there was little or no communication between overstretched parent and son. Palmer had never been much of a talker but now he didn’t like to open up, in case it upset his beloved mother. She forbade all her children from swearing and as a result Palmer never used profanities, even throughout his criminal career. 

			At school, Palmer was often absent. He’d had such a struggle trying to learn to read and write because of dyslexia that he saw little point in formal education. On the rare occasions when he actually attended class he didn’t fully understand most of what was being said.

			One old associate explained: ‘It hurt him because it made him feel inferior to other people and that led to anger and outbursts of temper.’

			Palmer’s main sideline back then was extorting money from his classmates in exchange for protection from the bullies, who dominated classrooms in those days. Palmer wasn’t popular but few had the courage to stand up to him. ‘Even then he had this fuckin’ scary way of challenging you. He seemed capable of anything,’ recalled one old classmate.

			Most people wrongly assume that the ability to learn is determined by such things as basic intelligence, whether you pay attention or whether you stick at something when the going gets tough. But John Palmer’s mind was more like that of a creative instrument, which veered off in certain directions depending on his surroundings.

			The confidence and pride his mother showed in her son probably single-handedly helped turn Palmer into a sociopathic mastermind. It was all driven by a need to earn money and get revenge on the bullies who’d laughed at his council shoes.

			Older brother Malcolm took on the role of father-figure to his six siblings as they grew into their teens. John Palmer’s mother was a deeply religious woman – a Catholic – but she soon gave up forcing her boys into church because they all had a more important duty: to provide for the family.

			John Palmer even got himself a ‘straight’ job – delivering newspapers – from an early age. But he got fired when it was discovered that some of the houses he delivered to had been burgled. The implication was that Palmer had become a ‘tipster’ to a gang of older child thieves.

			John Palmer’s narcissism developed early because of his power over other children, his over-generosity to certain people plus his undoubted need for admiration and, finally, his complete lack of empathy towards those outside his own crooked world. Palmer also had a sprinkling of obsessive-compulsiveness thrown in for good measure: a preoccupation with orderliness, perfectionism and control. Palmer was developing into what one might call a born leader and undoubtedly his stocky build, cunning, confidence and handsome appearance helped.

			Naturally, every youngster out on the streets in those post-war years was fascinated by guns. Most had their own toy pop guns and a few had even managed to find real weapons through fathers or grandfathers who’d fought in both world wars.

			There was even a black market on the streets of nearby Solihull where guns could be bought and sold with relative ease. It’s said that Palmer worked briefly as a runner for one gun dealer and that taught him the power of weapons.

			Palmer later admitted that he shot his first gun at the age of eleven or twelve. It undoubtedly gave him a taste of what the future held.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			BABY BOOMER FROM HELL

			OLTON, NEAR BIRMINGHAM, AUTUMN 1962

			John Palmer undoubtedly possessed a self-destructive split personality. As a child he hadn’t received the sensory stimulation he required from his family, so increasingly found it hard to establish a boundary between himself and the world beyond his caring mother and siblings. Palmer had already become an all-encompassing individual, seeing things from his own perspective and no one else’s.

			Other family members noticed how fearless Palmer became even before he reached his teens. He also often seemed incapable of realizing when he’d hurt other people’s feelings. He rarely felt remorse and certainly had little sympathy for his victims.

			But beneath the hard-nosed, tough-guy façade lay an un­doubted inner sadness, which meant Palmer struggled to enjoy any so-called ‘normal’ activities such as team sports. His development had its own twisted symbology, steeped in terror of some unpleasant memories and fears that had permanently scarred his mind. An image of those ever present ‘council shoes’ with holes punched in them was lodged in his memory bank, constantly fuelling his inner sense of detachment.

			Just a few days before John Palmer became a teenager in September 1963, the Great Train Robbery was added to the adventures of Robin Hood and Dick Turpin in British national mythology as details of this supposedly dastardly crime emerged. The gang had got away with millions of pounds and most of the nation hoped they’d never be arrested. The Great Train Robbery probably did more to help the underworld’s recruitment drive than any other single crime.

			*

			John Palmer had little need for any further education. He was a bright, quick-witted child with an eye for the main chance. It was around this time in the early 1960s that Palmer first heard about two London families who’d carved up most of the smoke (London) between them. The Kray Twins ran everything north of the River Thames while the mighty Richardsons were kings of south London. These cockney criminals charged protection money to every business on their ‘manor’ and claimed to have detectives from Scotland Yard’s Flying Squad in their pocket. Palmer saw himself running a similar operation in the Birmingham area one day. He’d already got himself a ‘crew’ of big ‘Clumpers’ (henchmen) who went everywhere with him.

			One time, Palmer organized his gang to target the marketplace in the centre of Olton, which he knew was full of people ‘armed’ with wads of cash. He stationed five or six of his Clumpers at different corners of the market. Minutes later they ran through the crowds, knocking customers flying and even pulling a few stalls down on the way. 

			In the ensuing chaos, Palmer strolled calmly through the crowd like a poverty-stricken orphan pulling a tatty wooden cart on wheels behind him. Meanwhile, his pals grabbed everything they could lay their hands on and threw it all into the cart. By the time anyone realized what had happened, Palmer and his gang had long gone.

			All the stolen goods were quickly taken to local barrow boys to be sold off at knockdown prices, although this sometimes kicked off fights when the two parties did not agree on the ‘valu­ation’ of the loot. And that’s when John Palmer first came to appreciate the need for violence. His Clumpers didn’t hesitate to hit back. And Palmer himself even developed a menacing stroll, which acted as a warning sign to a lot of his rivals.

			John Palmer’s ‘soulless exterior’ was already extremely focused on one thing: money. He didn’t tell jokes or smile much, which bothered his competitors even more. They couldn’t work out what was really going on inside his head and that made everyone even more wary of him.

			Behind Palmer’s blank looks lurked a razor-sharp mind as his dark brown eyes snapped around in all directions, constantly on the lookout for opportunities and enemies. Palmer proudly told one associate many years later that he didn’t get any pocket money throughout his childhood. Instead, he went out and ‘earned’ it by thieving.

			Palmer and his Clumpers often travelled around the Birmingham area by bus. In the daytime (most often on Saturdays), Palmer oversaw shoplifting ‘raids’ on the big department stores in the city centre. Their favourite target was Debenhams. Often, Palmer would hide shirts under his jacket while one of his Clumpers grabbed ten or fifteen ties and ran out of the store in the opposite direction. By the time Palmer caught up with his gang further up the street, they’d often already sold the ties for ten bob each to a local stallholder.

			Birmingham’s favoured tools of the criminal trade at this time weren’t very different from when the Peaky Blinders ruled the roost thirty years earlier. Weapons included razors, broken bottles, revolvers, hammers, hatchets, coshes and knuckledusters. The city’s main hospital employed a special staff of medical seamsters to deal with the gaping wounds made by many of these weapons. Victims seldom complained but harboured an urge to get even with their attacker. One detective from that era later recalled: ‘One well-known tearaway who was “chivvied” had a beautiful “curvature” of the face that stretched from one ear right round his chin to the other ear. He had to have ninety-nine stitches inserted to draw this gaping wound together.’

			John Palmer reflected an attitude that prevailed at that time. He wanted money and believed that it would create happiness – something his absent father had never managed to bring to the table. Palmer watched the older villains out and about, wheeler-­dealing in everything from stolen jewellery to car parts. No wonder he understood the potency of money from such an early age. It meant the young John Palmer could get himself some decent shoes, a jacket and trousers. No more council shoes with holes in them for him.

			The capture of the Great Train Robbery gang in 1964 and the long sentences handed out to them further fuelled the ‘them and us’ world that John Palmer and other young criminals occupied at this time. One later explained: ‘We all saw those sentences as fuckin’ outrageous. It made a lot of villains very angry and even more determined to go out and cause mayhem.’

			John Palmer quickly concluded that school had done nothing for him. He hadn’t even learned how to read and write, although no one had said he had dyslexia because it was not commonly known about at that time.

			By the time Palmer quit Lyndon High School in Olton in 1965, he knew the police were already keeping an eye on him. Palmer’s older brother Malcolm insisted he work for his roofing company at first in the hope it might keep young John ‘on the straight and narrow.’ Palmer then sold paraffin oil off the back of a lorry before moving. He then moved to a used car business as a ‘washer’, quickly impressing his boss so much that he was allowed to park the vehicles back in their right positions in the car lot after test drives, even though he wasn’t old enough to legally drive. Palmer later paid a criminal associate to take a driving test for him as he would not have passed because of his illiteracy.

			The only hint of John Palmer’s alleged gypsy ‘blood’ was when he attended illegal bare-knuckle boxing bouts in fields, well away from the prying eyes of the police. Carloads of villains would turn up with their favourite fighter to take on an equally fearsome-looking opponent. One time, Palmer witnessed a fight to the death between two notorious ‘pikeys’ (gypsies). The two men smashed each other to pieces for a £500 prize while more than ten times that amount changed hands in bets.

			While still in his mid-teens, Palmer was a familiar face at Birmingham’s fairgrounds, where he often handled stolen goods for the gypsies who ran the sites. 

			And for the first time, John Palmer discovered the importance of ‘greasing palms’. One old associate recalled: ‘Back then, we all had to pay backhanders to coppers at New Street nick. Twenties here, tenners and fivers there.’

			This type of blatant bribery and corruption undoubtedly affected Palmer’s attitude towards the police later in life. His argument was simple: ‘How can you trust a copper if most of them want a backhander? They’re the enemy and some of them are less honest than we are.’

			As John Palmer climbed the criminal ladder on the streets of Birmingham, he didn’t recognize anyone in authority – apart from perhaps the occasional underworld ‘face’. He believed policemen, judges and Home Office officials were meaningless characters who deserved no respect.

			Back home in Olton, Palmer continued to resent his father for abandoning his family and breaking his wife’s heart in the process. As a result, he never completely trusted men and in later life this may well have cost some their lives.

			Even as a young tearaway, Palmer steered clear of heavy drinking and drugs so he always had his wits about him. He looked at least two or three years older than his real age, thanks to chiselled facial features rounded off with those piercing dark brown eyes, which narrowed menacingly whenever he met anyone new. John Palmer the young hood didn’t shout or swear. He’d just look people in the eye ‘long and hard’ if they ever tried to cross him.

			Palmer was already disconnecting from mainstream society, floating along in his own bubble, calculating the next deal and constantly thinking about how much money he had in his wallet at any one time. Palmer used pubs in order to make deals, rather than get drunk. He prided himself on never avoiding the rough and tough neighbourhoods because he wasn’t afraid of anyone, even at that young age. But then it helped that Palmer already had a team of Clumpers who went everywhere with him providing protection.

			Palmer’s illiteracy did not hold him back. He had other ‘unique’ skills, including an extraordinary memory for things that people said to him during the course of his life. He’d often quote back entire conversations he’d had many years earlier.

			Palmer’s pinpoint memory undoubtedly fed into classic sociopathic tendencies when it came to ‘getting revenge’. One old associate recalled: ‘If someone really pissed off JP, he’d clinically work out a way to get revenge on that person. He wouldn’t leave it alone until he’d done something. It was a matter of extreme pride.’

			It’s said that Palmer had a brief encounter with his long-lost father during his mid-teens and this had a profound effect on him because his father belittled him and tried to borrow money. Afterwards Palmer is alleged to have said that as far as he was concerned his father no longer existed after that day. One associate said: ‘JP said he’d make sure his father went to hell and he never saw him again.’

			John Palmer – now aged around fifteen or sixteen – then made a conscious decision to move full-time into handling stolen goods rather than committing actual crimes. Palmer realized he could earn more money as a ‘fence’ handling the proceeds from dozens of other people’s crimes at any one time.

			Palmer’s primary aim was to earn enough money to open a jewellery business, which he could then use as camouflage for all the stolen goods he’d be handling.

			Young John Palmer carefully watched and learned from the old-time professional villains, who still dominated the underworld back in the mid-1960s. They were smartly dressed mobsters, who bankrolled robberies and often lived in expensive­-looking detached houses. These characters were feared and respected by entire communities and their names whispered reverentially in the local pubs and cafés.

			Palmer’s crime ‘heroes’ at this time were those two notorious south London criminals, the Richardson brothers, Charlie and Eddie, who ran their empire from a scrap-metal yard on the south shores of the River Thames. The two brothers were said at their 1966 Old Bailey trial to have run a Crime Incorporated that used torture to control their enemies and terrify their friends.

			Palmer was fascinated by how torture could be used as a powerful weapon to instil fear and trepidation in his enemies. Not long after hearing about the Richardsons’ ‘exploits’, John Palmer and his Clumpers ‘detained’ a couple of down-on-their-luck young crooks, who owed Palmer some money. The two petty criminals paid up within minutes of being threatened with torture by Palmer.

			*

			Just before his eighteenth birthday in September 1968, John Palmer rented his first jewellery shop, which opened twelve hours a day because many of his customers preferred to bring their stolen goods to him in the evening. Palmer soon became renowned as a tough bargainer when paying for stolen items, which he’d then sell on, often for more than ten times what he paid for them.

			Crime in the UK was heading for epidemic proportions at this time. Tens of millions of pounds’ worth of stolen property changed hands illegally every week. Violent offences were up by more than 10 per cent each year from 1965 and the number of drug convictions doubled between 1960 and 1970.

			Politicians and the police believed that the jailing of the Krays and the Richardsons in the late 1960s would destroy the menace of organized crime. They couldn’t have been more wrong. New, better-organized crime networks often run by cold-blooded individuals like the up-and-coming John Palmer, rather than families, began emerging.

			Palmer earned his first £100,000 in one year before he’d even reached twenty years of age. That amount of cash in the late 1960s – which equates to at least £2 million today – undoubtedly helped fuel Palmer’s confidence as well as greatly enhancing his reputation.

			Armed with all this cash, Palmer bought his mother a new home in the countryside outside Birmingham as a thank you for all the sacrifices she’d made for him.

			Meanwhile his ‘jewellery business’ was going from strength to strength. The majority of Palmer’s criminal transactions took place round the back of the store, located in a narrow lane. With two Clumpers often on duty outside, visitors gave a secret knock on the rear door and then waited for Palmer to invite them in.

			When one of Palmer’s neighbours told him he was being ‘leaned on’ by another criminal to pay protection money to avoid having his shop firebombed, Palmer stepped in and made sure it stopped. Then he offered protection to all nearby store owners, undercutting his rival criminal’s demands. Palmer also developed a new sideline lending money to people with extortionate interest rates. Those who didn’t pay Palmer would get a visit from his Clumpers.

			John Palmer deliberately remained low key and avoided flashy cars, sticking to a rusting two-door Ford as his main transport. He knew only too well that envy would breed contempt among his peers, just like it had with his own father.

			Palmer never used banks, so he hid most of his cash in carefully located stashes spread around Birmingham and the surrounding countryside, something he would continue to do for the rest of his life.

			Palmer once admitted that he got his biggest thrill from knowing he had more money than most other people. That was how he measured life and his own sense of happiness.

			Just turned twenty years of age, John Palmer was a handsome, well-built fellow with a fashionable haircut and a penchant for natty dark suits and crocodile shoes. Many women were intrigued by his brooding good looks and liked the way he talked constantly about his dear old mum.

			One woman who met Palmer at that time explained: ‘He wasn’t like most other villains who were awkward in front of women and seemed to only want us for one thing. No, John was relaxed in the company of women and they appreciated him for it. His mum must have done a good job on him.’

			Palmer put those early girlfriends to the test by taking them out for a spin in his ‘rustbucket’ Ford. If they looked disappointed when they saw it, he’d rarely go on second dates with them. Although he loved money, he didn’t want to be used just because he had loads of it.

			However, he showed a different side when it came to men. Some believe Palmer’s mother smothered him with so much love and attention when he was younger that he hadn’t learned the proper art of conversation. As a result, Palmer didn’t do small talk. One old associate explained: ‘This often made men quite nervous. They didn’t enjoy the long awkward silences and it made JP seem charmless and cold.’

			The long arm of the law finally caught up with John Palmer when he was arrested for fraud at the age of twenty-three. Few details are known about this offence but Palmer was locked up without bail in Winson Green prison, in Birmingham, to await trial. He later claimed he was framed by a policeman to whom he’d failed to pay a bribe. But whatever the truth of the matter, Palmer found himself in Birmingham’s notoriously overcrowded main prison, which had been built in the 1840s for 350 inmates. By the time Palmer arrived there in the autumn of 1973, it was holding nearly 800 inmates and almost half of them slept three to a cell.

			Palmer’s new home in Cell Block B had housed some famous names from the past including one of his Great Train Robber heroes, Charlie Wilson, whom he would meet later in life, and much-loathed Russian spy Gordon Lonsdale. Palmer kept his head down and his prison file description read as follows: ‘Fresh complexion, dark-brown hair and brown eyes. No visible scars and a dimpled chin, with thin lips.’

			But while awaiting trial, Palmer picked up one prison habit for which he would be eternally grateful. He threw all his pent-up anger into an obsessive keep-fit regime, which involved exercising at least three times a week in the prison gym. It was the start of a keep-fit regime which he would keep to for the rest of his life.

			Palmer later claimed his stay in Winson Green fuelled his hatred for the Establishment because he didn’t like taking orders from petty prison officers. The light in his shared cell was kept on night and day. Today, this would be called sleep deprivation. Back then it was considered entirely acceptable. 

			Not long after arriving at Winson Green, Palmer had a confrontation with another inmate on the prison’s first floor. ‘The screws left ’em to it and the geezer ended up in a crumpled heap on the ground,’ one of Palmer’s associates later recalled. Within seconds, Palmer had brushed down his prison uniform and returned to his cell as if nothing had happened.

			Palmer used his stay in prison to plan more criminal enterprises because he picked up a lot of ideas from big-mouthed inmates.

			One old-school professional criminal he got to know was from the Bristol area in the West Country. Palmer was amazed to hear how relatively untapped that part of England was.

			Then just before his fraud trial, Palmer was visited in prison by a criminal he’d known since his school days. The man calmly informed Palmer that while he’d been inside, his jewellery business had been ‘taken over’ by one of Birmingham’s oldest crime families. Palmer knew only too well what ‘taken over’ meant. In his underworld, the strong could simply walk in and take over any business they fancied and that was precisely what had happened. They’d noticed Palmer had been earning good money before his arrest and they’d decided they wanted it for themselves.

			After hearing the news, Palmer shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly, stood up and walked back towards his cell without uttering another word. He knew the name of the game. He wasn’t strong enough to hit back at the crime family, so he decided that when he got out he’d start afresh away from the gangsters of Birmingham. But he also pledged to himself that the villains who’d invaded his territory would never be forgotten.

			A few weeks later, just before his twenty-fourth birthday, Palmer appeared in court on the fraud charges and was given a suspended prison sentence after pleading guilty. The magistrate had decided to give young John Palmer a second chance in the hope he might learn from his mistakes and stay on the straight and narrow.

			Back in the real world, John Palmer swiftly moved his life lock, stock and barrel down to the Bristol area, following that earlier recommendation from his fellow prison inmate. Just before he departed, Palmer heard a rumour his long-lost father had encouraged that notorious crime family to take over ­Palmer’s jewellery business. Palmer later told one associate that if he hadn’t pulled out of the city then and there, he would have been tempted to get revenge on his father.
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