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PREFACE


The infamous Sydney organised crime boss Abe Saffron was no saint, but he didn’t have a reputation for being physically violent or bloodthirsty. He wasn’t a pugilist. He did have a pistol (and a fur-lined whip), but he wasn’t known for using the pistol – the whip was another story.


While there were always the hard men, the savages and thugs, the downright dangerous and desperate within Saffron’s generation and milieu of criminal activity, he was never within that class. But his hands weren’t clean. If you order someone to be killed or bashed you might not register the bloodstains on your hands or clothes, but it registers on your soul, if you have one.


In comparison to Mafia godfathers, perhaps Abe wasn’t anywhere near winning Organised Crime Figure of the Year, but he was always a cut above the wannabes and those who followed on who hadn’t yet learned the lessons he’d learned – and maybe never would.


The man known as Mr Sin ruled Kings Cross from the 1940s until well into the ’80s and the myths and legends and stories about him are many. But was he really as bad as some say?


Most people who were there are dead, but there are enough who have chronicled bits and pieces of his life in anecdotes, newspaper articles, books, court transcripts and whispers in my ear that I wanted to gather them all together and see the full portrait of Abe Saffron and his times.


For almost two decades I reviewed crime fiction for the Sydney Morning Herald, co-edited three fiction crime anthologies, founded Mean Streets (Australia’s first crime and mystery fiction magazine), co-founded the Ned Kelly Awards and received a Ned Kelly Lifetime Achievement Award in 2005.


So, for me it makes perfect sense to combine my dual passions of music and crime writing, and I imagine others might be intrigued by that mix, too – all the glamour and the grit. As time has collected days and years in my own life, and I have been asked to recall events, people and places in the Australian music and entertainment industry I am still part of, I now often think more expansively about where I was and what was happening beyond me in those moments. It’s just something you don’t do when you are fully immersed in your own work and your own life.


I mean, when you are bounding down Darlinghurst Road with Tom Waits, you’re hardly thinking about the owner of the Pink Pussycat and exactly what kind of life he was living. You’re not paying much, if any, attention to the person behind you in line waiting for a teller at the ANZ bank in the main strip of Kings Cross. You’re not wondering if it’s the revered figure who rules the area.


At any given moment there are millions of stories unfurling around us. The context of the streets we all walked, the venues and the shows we saw or read about, the deals, and the news headlines we chatted about during meetings is, when I reflect upon it, endlessly curious and revelatory.


And, Abe Saffron, for better or worse, was one of the people who shaped a time and a place, and would set the stage for others to follow.









INTRODUCTION


BRIGHT LIGHTS, BIG CITY


The first time I saw the place nicknamed Sin City was in 1976 on my second-ever visit to Sydney. Driving down the main drag of Kings Cross at around 10 pm my head took flight in many directions. I was 19 years old and awestruck. There were cars and people everywhere, the kinds of people I’d never seen before, amid a sea of neon lights that I expected might be visible from Mars. But it was more than that. There was also an energy, an anticipation, an expectation of possibility, a rush. It was at once exciting and dangerous.


As a kid who’d grown up in Launceston, Tasmania, then only slightly bigger than a country town, before a stint at university in the staid and far-from-glitzy Adelaide, I was experiencing a complete revelation. Did places like this actually exist? Apparently, they did.


This was a world that seemed to be teeming with excitement, glamour, thrills and vicarious and real pleasures like I’d never imagined. I wanted in.


But I’d have to wait another two years before I moved to Sydney, and Kings Cross would become an almost daily part of my world. Soon after I moved to Sydney in August 1978 to work for RAM (Rock Australia Magazine) one of the first share households I moved into was in Brougham Street in Kings Cross. Yes, I was actually living in the Cross and walking its streets every day and night.


After a while I moved to the suburban inner-west world of Stanmore, which was closer to RAM’s offices, but then RAM moved from the not-altogether unhip Glebe to Darlinghurst and the Cross was just a stroll up William Street. I played Space Invaders in amusement parlours on the Strip for hours on end. I hung out watching rock’n’roll bands at the Manzil Room, the Rex Hotel and numerous other venues in and around the Cross.


As a fledgling rock’n’roll journalist, I ventured through the Cross what seemed like every other day to the more gentrified Elizabeth Bay, where on the dividing line between the two worlds was the Sebel Townhouse. Seemingly every international rock star stayed and held court there for the never-ending parade of journalists, groupies and other hangers-on. The Sebel epitomised much of the Cross in those days in so far as anything – and I mean pretty much anything – was permitted within its walls just as long as no one was (badly) hurt and the police didn’t need to be called.


I recall one evening in the early 1980s after I’d interviewed the Beat Generation–inspired singer Tom Waits, a fellow journalist friend and I suggested to Waits that we take a stroll through the Cross. That we did, with Waits taking in the sights and sounds and characters of the Strip as it was then. He posed next to neon-lit outlines of women at the front of strip clubs and chatted to spruikers plying their trade on the pavement. For him it was the Australian equivalent of the seedy but exciting Hollywood Boulevard, which was his turf in Los Angeles. I hadn’t been to Hollywood, but for me the Cross was as glamorous and squalid as I’d first seen it five years earlier.


Up close and outside of the protective cocoon of the car that had taken me through there in 1976, I realised pretty quickly that it wasn’t all harmless glamour. People everywhere were clearly heavily affected by drugs. The street-walking women didn’t look that fabulous the closer you got, often make-up covering their bruises, and there was a constant air of tension.


Aside from the drug intake, many of those walking the streets were clearly inebriated, some swaying noticeably, others exuding the body language of those who’d consumed four too many drinks and had convinced themselves the night was still young and there was more drinking and fun to be had. There were groups of males with an air of potential trouble about them. You sensed that some were more than slightly unenlightened in how to treat and respect women and that, combined with a pent-up aggression, meant that one slight provocation could set them off.


It could be something small that quickly escalated. Giving one of the street spruikers outside a strip club a bit too much lip could instantly turn nasty. Trying to get into bars and clubs when those four drinks too many had put you clearly over the limit but you were beyond realising it could be the catalyst. An off-colour or derogatory comment to a woman – working or just also out for a good time – could bring on a fire of verbiage and fists.


Other figures moved furtively up and down the streets creating a sense that something could happen at any moment and in any form. Was someone about to get stabbed? Would a gunshot ring out? Was a melee about to break out? Were there scores about to be settled? I always walked the streets of Kings Cross wide-eyed at the glitz and glamour but with my senses sharpened because the contrast between the bright lights and superficial good times and what might happen in a split second was often palpable.


I thought I was relatively street smart and savvy but there were clubs and bars that I simply was not game to venture inside and I avoided the back streets and alleys altogether. Nothing good was going to happen to a guy like me on those streets. There was a distinct air of danger there.


Back then, I spent as much time in and around the Cross as I could. I loved it and also had a perverse attraction to the edginess of it – just so long as I didn’t get toooo close. I ate focaccias and drank coffee at the Tropicana in Victoria Street on the border of Darlinghurst and the Cross. I hung out at Mamma Maria’s cafe in William Street before it moved up and across the road. I spent goodly amounts of money at Nicholas Pounder’s tiny, well-organised antiquarian bookshop at 298 Victoria Street and ate many meals at Pinocchio’s on the Strip and schnitzels at Una’s, which again was technically Darlo but felt like Kings Cross.


After interviews at the Sebel Townhouse or just because we felt like it, a group of us would often go to a small Indian restaurant just down the road from the hotel where often one of my friends would have called up the day before and ordered a Derek Special. Derek, a mild-mannered Englishman, and his wife ran the restaurant. A Derek Special was a curry prepared to a level of heat that was so intense that only the hardy could ever finish one. I never tried. And a few doors further down was the occult bookshop with all sorts of fascinating books and knick-knacks. I bought Aleister Crowley and Colin Wilson books there.


I hung out with a bunch of friends who worked at Double J radio before it went national. I had frequent drinking sessions with presenter George Wayne at a hotel across the road from their studios in William Street and did double-takes at the sex workers plying their trade in St Peters Lane behind the ABC building. I was still naive about a lot of things then.


St Peters Lane was also where author Peter Corris located the fictional offices for his weather-beaten private investigator Cliff Hardy, a character who spent a lot of time treading the mean streets of Kings Cross and surrounding areas, where particularly the criminal element gave Corris plenty of fodder for his novels.


In the early 1980s I moved from Stanmore to Cathedral Street in Woolloomooloo, so the streets of the Cross were just a simple but daunting almost straight-line walk up the McElhone Stairs connecting Brougham and Victoria streets, which had been built in 1870. I’ve subsequently learned that it’s 113 steps but of course I didn’t count them, and far preferred returning home to climbing up them, no matter what promised good times awaited.


Soon afterwards, when I began managing the Hoodoo Gurus and later Paul Kelly, I had a management office in Victoria Street above a cafe called Toppers. Technically this was also Darlinghurst, but in those days it all felt like one character-filled, hip but edgy area.


When I moved into the office, I was bemused by the number of mirrors in the rooms I was renting – including a couple attached to the ceiling. What was this all about, I wondered. Remember – kid from Tasmania here. Eventually someone pointed out that my space had been a brothel in a rather recent life.


A little later I lived in Elizabeth Bay for a time and took weekly strolls up the hill to the Cross to eat at a Japanese restaurant around the corner from the Coca-Cola sign. Japanese restaurants weren’t everywhere then as they are now. Artist Brett Whiteley knew about the place too and we’d often be there at the same time, nodding in recognition as we seemed to be the only diners who weren’t Japanese tourists.


Close to this time I co-promoted a tour by the American actor and musician Harry Dean Stanton who had starred in Paris Texas, Repo Man and many other cult films. Harry Dean and his band stayed in the Cross and wandered around the streets regularly during their time in Sydney. No one ever said a word to or recognised Stanton.


When I told friends this they gasped, ‘Why didn’t anyone recognise him!’ I explained that every second person walking the streets of Kings Cross had that down-on-their-luck look that Harry Dean cultivated.


The Cross – then and now – was peopled by the most astonishing array of characters. Actors, musicians, drug addicts, street hustlers, bankers, tourists from around the globe, police, bohemians … they all mixed together on those streets.


Everything about the Cross and its surrounds thrilled me. It felt like freedom if you could feel such a thing. For the first time in my life I felt totally enlivened, as if anything was possible. Kings Cross stimulated my senses – and sense of possibility – in ways that I’d never felt in Launceston or as a university student in Adelaide. This was urbane city living with all its extremes and I was totally enraptured and embracing of all that it offered.


I first visited New York City in 1981, and Kings Cross was as close to the hipness and edgy cool of Manhattan in that era as you were likely to find in Australia. Well, there was Fitzroy Street in St Kilda in Melbourne, which definitely rivalled Kings Cross for edgy seediness, I guess. But it lacked the neon glamour that hid the cracks common to both.


Looking back through the prism of today, the latter 1970s and early 1980s in Sydney – and in Kings Cross in particular – were another time and place, a seemingly alien landscape of drugs, street walkers, shady characters and rock’n’roll. But there were also continental delicatessens, cafes, restaurants and the legacy of the bohemian cohort from an even earlier time that added to the sparkle. Besides the European refugees, it was a place that attracted the intellectuals, artists, music makers, writers and poets – all adding light to the dark and making the dark more pronounced and intense.


I can only imagine what it was like for people in Sydney in the 1950s and 1960s, particularly people from the suburbs who were drawn there on a Friday or Saturday night. This was a long time before the advent of real suburban nightlife. If you lived anywhere in Sydney or its surrounds and you wanted bright lights, you had to head to the Cross.


In the 1980s Kings Cross became my entertainment playground. I had no idea that a man called Abe Saffron probably owned half the establishments I frequented. I may well have passed him in the street and not have recognised him. But I would come to know his name and his reputation fast. People talk and I am a good listener.


* * *


Kings Cross was full of possibilities in the second half of the 1940s. World War II was over, and the world felt different. Relief fuelled optimism. Australia was not going to be taken over by foreign forces; our cities were not going to be decimated by bombs. There was a desire for escapism and good times. People wanted to go out, enjoy themselves and spend their money.


It was a time and place that was ripe for the picking by people like Abe Saffron, and he’d run his first business there in the 1940s. Within two decades, he’d play a big part in changing the nature of organised crime in Sydney, and define, influence and partially dominate the Australian entertainment landscape. He had his fingers in more pies than probably even he could count and inspired many imitators – some of whom had his power and finesse, but many of whom were little more than power-hungry thugs. He was a trailblazer in what was possible in the world of criminality.


While he expanded his enterprises rapidly, what was more important was his vision and sense of what was possible. Some operators specialised in sly grog sales, others in the sex industry and other nefarious activities. Saffron saw that you didn’t need to differentiate if the common aim was making money. And he also realised – like a good Monopoly player – that the key to it all was real estate. Own the property and you could do absolutely whatever you or others wanted within those walls, just so long as you didn’t attract unwanted attention.


Individuals – not just in Sydney but around the country – would look at this Abe Saffron guy and think, ‘Not only can I do that, but I also want some of what he has.’ And Saffron did it with style, finesse – and muscle. He was understated but extremely powerful. Because he was so effective at what he did, he made it look almost easy to be the kingpin in this milieu. A lot of people, most of them not nearly as smart as Saffron, wanted in. The majority would find out that it wasn’t easy but, in every nook and cranny in every back street of the country, there were individuals who figured their destiny was to do what Abe was doing. But no one could do it like Abe.


Saffron was not the first underworld figure to tap into the world of entertainment and he was certainly not the last. But few others had the acumen, nous and self-belief to build such a far-reaching empire as he did. Where did he get the gumption, the moxie, to become the King of Kings Cross? Let’s find out …









PART ONE


ABE AND THE UNDERBELLY









CHAPTER 1


SAFFRON’S BUILDING BLOCKS


Abraham Gilbert Saffron came into the world on 6 October 1919 – a Libran, for those astrologically inclined. His lineage was Russian–Jewish and the inner-city suburb of Annandale was his home turf. It’s increasingly hard to reconcile the Annandale of that era with the inner-west Sydney suburb of today, but you could probably say that for any urban landscape near an Australian city. These days Annandale boasts expensive real estate and the sort of people who expect to find themselves living in a gentrified, established area with renovated homes, some quite grand, but they still mingle with the dreamers and schemers and those simply down on their luck.


Time-travel back many decades and Annandale was predominantly known as a fairly typical enclave of lower middle-class and working-class folk. Not shabby at all but not exclusive either. Many of the families who traditionally lived in the area at that time weren’t exactly on struggle street and their houses were substantial, many of them plonked in the middle of large blocks of land with impressive gardens.


But, as the years went by, many of these folk moved away for greener pastures. They’d go east, where they’d have even bigger houses, more substantial gardens and beaches and – if they were lucky – seriously good views of Sydney Harbour. When you’ve had a sniff of those sea breezes the summer heat of the inner west lost even more of its allure.


So change came. The big mansions were divided up and turned into cheap accommodation for the working-class people who moved into the area.


And those lovely gardens? You can’t make money out of gardens. Bulldozers came in and ripped up the greenery, and neat and tidy little houses were built that could be rented. Owners could watch their bank balances grow faster than the trees and shrubs they’d destroyed.


Employment had been much higher in the 1920s but with a downward turn during the Great Depression there was less money around and more demand for cheaper accommodation. By the 1940s Annandale was on a noticeable slide in terms of its real estate and the socioeconomic standing of its inhabitants. Not totally down and out, but not a patch on what it had been. However, it was a suburb still considered more desirable than many.


It wasn’t dull. There was retail activity along Parramatta Road and a timber business. New industries were set up in the area, including building, plastering and stone masonry. It was also home to those making confectionery, jam, pianos and radios. A transition was underway. After being a predominantly residential area, Annandale was turning into an industrial area. This changing suburb was the Annandale young Abe Saffron grew up in.


The Saffron tribe was made up of father, Samuel, mother, Annie, and five children. Abe was the fourth of those five children after his two older brothers Philip and Henry, and sister Beryl. The arrival of his younger sister, Flora, was a blessing for Abe. He was no longer the youngest of the pack.


In his early years Saffron didn’t range too far away from that area, attending primary school in Annandale and nearby Leichhardt before attending the ‘destined for better things’ Fort Street High School just down the road in Petersham.


As it does to this day, Fort Street prided itself on the pursuit and delivery of academic excellence. It is an institution that has educated the likes of Australia’s first prime minister, Edmund Barton, former New South Wales premier Neville Wran, the Hon. Michael Kirby, former High Court justice, and famous explorer Douglas Mawson – all deemed to be fine and successful citizens. Abe would also be one of its most successful products but it’s unlikely the school’s brochures would trumpet this fact or could see the prescient aptness of the school motto Faber est suae quisque fortunae, ‘Each person is the maker of their own fortune’. There has never been – and never will be – a promotional brochure for Fort Street saying, ‘Want your children to follow in the footsteps of Abe Saffron? Fort Street is the school for them.’


Abe was a quick study and from an early age he was always looking for the main chance. As each year ended and pupils from the school moved on, Abe would make an offer on their schoolbooks, give them a bit of a clean and then re-sell them (with a tidy mark-up added) to the next intake of students. It was a seemingly small venture for a youngster but one that displayed the traits of opportunism and business that would carry Abe through life. It’s all about the incremental growth.


In a way, that reminds me of the late music industry entrepreneur Michael Gudinski, who started his money-making life as a young kid by selling off parking spots in the vacant lot next to his family home in Melbourne’s Caulfield on racing day to punters heading to the racecourse and needing somewhere to leave their cars.


Gudinski went on to form the Mushroom Records label, which would be home to everyone from Skyhooks and Paul Kelly to Jimmy Barnes and Kylie Minogue. His empire would expand to more than 50 companies involved with music publishing, concert promotion, films and event management and Gudinski himself would become the most powerful Australian music industry figure of the past half century. He became known as the Godfather of the Australian music industry. But he definitely wasn’t a godfather in the Saffron mode. They were poles apart.


While it may possibly have happened, there is no evidence that Saffron and Gudinski ever met, despite the Melbourne-based Gudinski spending an enormous amount of time around Kings Cross and its nightlife. It’s a question and a conversation I wish I had had with Michael. One imagines that they would have found much to talk about if the opportunity presented itself. Both were self-made men with a diverse array of business interests, a strong sense of deal-making, a take-no-prisoners approach to business, and demanding and earning incredible loyalty from those around them.


Both were powerful figures, confident in their abilities to rule their respective domains. Both were astute observers of people and when necessary played their cards very close to their chest. Both enjoyed the thrill of the chase in many aspects of their lives, and both made ridiculously huge amounts of money.


But that is where the comparison ends. Saffron was the prime mover in the organised crime world in Australia. He also changed the nature of entertainment and the pursuit of good times in this country but the other, Gudinski, made an empire and built an industry with good-hearted humanity that shaped and soundtracked a generation of Australian youth. There were no guns or enforcers, just business acumen. He knew the lines that should not be crossed. A high road, if you will, to Saffron’s low route.


School may have given Saffron business ideas, but the sitting still and learning part wasn’t his thing. Despite his mother Annie’s hopes that he would become Doctor Abraham Saffron, Abe left school at 15 to work full time in the family drapery business, Saffron and Sons, in Pitt Street in Sydney’s CBD. It wasn’t that he was a bad student – not at all. He just wanted more than what school could offer. He was on a mission and running a business and making money were his calling from a very early age.


It seems drapery wasn’t his bag for long, either. In 1938, Saffron was caught doing what a lot of young men at the time did as a sideline – he was a street-level worker for an SP bookmaker.


An SP bookmaker was someone who operated illegally in Australia when gambling was banned. This gave rise to these much-mythologised characters who could be found in pubs, around racetracks, in barber shops and anywhere else someone who wanted to make an illegal bet would frequent. SP stands for ‘starting price’, as that’s what the illegal bookmaker calculated their offered odds on. As well as being able to make bets on horse races away from the track, many people liked the personalised nature of dealing with their own bookmaker – and in some cases the thrill of being involved in something illegal and risky.


The bookies used young, innocent-looking kids, fleet of foot, who were paid to collect betting slips from pubs and other locations and deliver them back to a bookmaker. They were not unlike street runners for bigger drug dealers in later decades: kids put on street corners to conduct drug deals for the bigger fish, kids who didn’t look like they were up to no good and who were fast enough to make a run for it if the police came.


Abe obviously wasn’t quite as fast as he needed to be. Dragged up before a magistrate, the almost 19-year-old Saffron didn’t receive a significant punishment, as he was from a good family and he’d never been in trouble before. He received a stern talking-to and a fine of £5. But Saffron was now mixing with a broader group of mercantilists – the ones who possibly weren’t quite as respectable as the established shopkeepers and proprietors his parents knew, but were every bit as ambitious and keen for a life that allowed power, comfort and status.


Saffron’s next sideline during the late 1930s and very early into 1940 involved receiving and on-selling car radios that had been liberated from vehicles. Usually these radios were offloaded, for a decent margin, in local pubs. But by January 1940, the game was up. The young Abe was again before the magistrate, having been caught with six radios in his possession and charged with receiving and selling stolen goods. It was a charge and potential conviction that was a little more serious than the penalty he received for being a runner for a bookmaker. When he came before the court this time, the now 20-year-old was sentenced to six months in jail. Abe still had the support of his respectable family and luckily for him, the magistrate set the prison sentence aside and he was placed on a good behaviour bond.


Having come very close to being sent to prison, he appeared to get the message that this was not something he should continue with and possibly under order or promise, he returned to the family drapery business. While his father’s business offered a sanctuary, a leg-up and a safety net, it wasn’t Abe’s destiny.


At the beginning of the 1940s World War II was escalating and intensifying globally. Months after Prime Minister Robert Menzies announced Australia’s involvement in the conflict, he also announced compulsory military training with the Citizen Military Forces (CMF) or army reserve for men turning 21. Those conscripted with the CMF could not be forced to serve beyond Australia and its territories. Although it is said that Saffron enlisted in the Australian Army on 5 August 1940, which coincided with the end of his good behaviour bond, his records and discharge papers suggest he served in the CMF, which meant his participation did not go beyond Australian shores. Records indicate that when Saffron enlisted, he asked for an exemption from service (hardly the actions of a willing volunteer), arguing that his father’s business depended on his presence. The exemption was granted until January 1942 when Saffron’s service with the CMF commenced.


There is speculation as to what Saffron actually did during his time with the CMF, but he seemed to be involved in some type of administrative work both at Liverpool and in the city. It is likely he learned some basic bookkeeping, organisational and operational skills. He was promoted to the rank of corporal in 1943 and officially discharged in January 1944. He’d done his mandatory service and was now able to move on and make his way in the world.


Although some sources credit Abe as being the brains behind his father’s business success, possibly more context should be given to the high demand for clothes and textiles during World War II and their scarcity, rather than the nascent business smarts of a teenage boy who was impatient with school and working nine to five for a minimum wage.


By many accounts, the young Saffron was self-disciplined and focused. He saw for himself a bright and lucrative future but while the drapery business was profitable, it was far too small for him. Being the boss of a family retail business isn’t a dead-end job per se, but it felt like it to young Abraham. There were only so many suits you could measure up and make for other people. Abe didn’t want to be doing the measuring up. This wasn’t his calling. He wanted more – lots, lots more. But more of what? He wasn’t totally sure – yet. But he knew he had to move on to utilise his growing desire for money and power.


Much is made of Saffron’s time in the CMF. Usually a background in military service, especially during wartime in Australia, evokes many of the positive and heroic traits of the mythical Australian male. It’s an accolade that is often synonymous with altruism, enormous self-sacrifice and good character, and it can also be used as evidence of redeeming qualities: ‘See, he might have made a few bad decisions, but he’s still really a good bloke.’ But the war effort required lots of people power, and many people served. Not all of those people carried positive or heroic traits. Some of them were thugs and thieves. Although in later life an older Saffron might have made much of his military service, the discerning person might also suggest that Abe’s bit for the war effort was, at the time, not something he did with enthusiasm. It seems the most that can be said about it was he made the most of it, learned how things worked and was even promoted.


The records are scant but it seems that after Saffron was discharged from military service in January 1944, he decided to do a stint in the merchant navy. For about six months he did basic administrative work, initially on the SS Katoomba and later the SS Charon. While on the SS Charon Saffron met up with Hilton Granville Kincaid, a friend he’d made while working at the drapery business. American-born Kincaid was a few years older than Saffron and had operated a cigarette kiosk next to the Saffron and Sons business on Pitt Street.


The shipping of cargo and people by the merchant navy is vital to a country both in wartime and in peace. Before the widespread use of aeroplane transportation, ships and ports were crucial to supply chains and the docks were a fertile ground for roughnecks and rogues. And perhaps another place of learning for Abe. They were also an important off-ramp for goods that found their way onto the black market, and with many goods in scarce supply, the black market was thriving in wartime Australia. Indeed, the black market was considered a problem so big that it resulted in the Commonwealth government passing legislation to curb it. The Black Marketing Act passed in 1942 came about to deter the profiteering of selling and supplying goods and services that were in short supply because of the war effort.


A lot of alcohol was already sold like contraband in Australia before World War II. In fact, the sly grog trade until then had been extremely lucrative. A combination of the temperance movement, the 1916 legislation to close pubs at 6 pm, resulting in the infamous six o’clock swill (which lasted until 1966 in New South Wales), and the limiting of licences led to a thriving criminal trade in alcohol. And there was even a beer shortage. The most in-demand times were every day after the pubs closed at 6 pm and on Sundays, when all pubs were closed for the Sabbath. You want alcohol at these times? Easy – find a sly grog seller, some of whom operated from existing hotels, others from private premises, but all expected drinkers to pay a premium for the availability of liquor. And the drinkers paid. If you make an in-demand product difficult to find or restrict its sale then guess what – enterprising figures are going to find a way to solve the problem.


The sly grog trade didn’t end with the outbreak of World War II. Shipping disruptions and delays further limited supplies. There was, however, nothing complicated about this business. It was the selling of alcohol to fulfil a demand. It was the purchase and sale of alcohol whether you had a licence or not.


Saffron’s mate Kincaid was always on the lookout for an opportunity to make a little extra. His family had a background in running licensed premises, so he wasn’t naive about the value of alcohol. On the SS Charon he’d been caught with 60 bottles of whiskey, earning him a three-month suspension from duty. What was he doing with such a large quantity of alcohol? It certainly wasn’t for personal consumption. Saffron the emerging entrepreneur observed his friend on-selling alcohol for a sizeable profit. The die was cast: there’s money in them there bottles of booze.


Both Saffron and Kincaid said goodbye to the merchant navy in mid-1944, making it a very short tenure for Abe. It’s not hard to imagine that Kincaid’s indiscretion had put him and his associates under an unwelcome spotlight, which would have limited any money-making schemes Kincaid may have been dreaming up while still in the merchant navy. What better way to reset than to get out of Sydney, return to home territory and invite your friend along?


Very soon another chance to bring in some extra cash presented itself to Abe. This time it was all above board. Well, mostly. Initially Saffron spent a short period of time as a bookmaker, a legitimate one, operating at the Newcastle Jockey Club, before, thanks to Kincaid, a new career in hospitality and hotels beckoned.


Hilton Kincaid’s mother was the licensee of the Station Hotel, a pub in Kurri Kurri, near the port town of Newcastle. After the war, she needed someone to run the hotel and asked her son. He declined – partly because he wasn’t keen on the long hours and partly because his suspension from the merchant navy for the stolen whiskey meant he was deemed an unsuitable person to hold a hotelier’s licence.


Kincaid had an idea – why not get his mate Abe to run the pub while he helped out in the background. A silent partner, if you will. His mum must have agreed it was a good idea and it turned out Saffron and Kincaid were good at what they did. The Station Hotel was in a thirsty area. Alcohol sales and distribution continued to be heavily regulated and policed when the war ended, so early hotel closing times saw the sale of sly grog continue to flourish. Kincaid and Saffron prospered. After a year they sold up: get in, make the money quickly and move on.


It was now time to expand. The intrepid duo found another pub in Newcastle – the three-storey Hotel Newcastle. They bought the licence and this venue also did well.


There might have been some money to be made in bookmaking, but pubs were where the big cash was – a better punt – and where Abe Saffron saw his future. In 1946, less than two years after his move to Newcastle, Saffron had enough money to take over the lease on the West End Hotel in the then working-class suburb of Balmain. But he didn’t think it necessary to tell anyone, including the police and licensing bodies, that Kincaid was his business partner. In those days it was one licence per person. No one seemed to care. In fact, their main supplier of beer, Tooth and Co. brewery, provided them with finance for the set-up and never said a word. Those were the days.


Soon after acquiring the Balmain licence, Saffron transferred it to his eldest brother, Philip, and immediately took over the Gladstone Hotel, at the time a rundown, working-class pub on the corner of Palmer and William streets in Darlinghurst.


Darlinghurst today is almost unrecognisable from the gritty, often violent place it was in Saffron’s era, when it was also home to a tough underclass and prostitution was the only source of income for many of the women who lived there.


Saffron was edging closer and closer to the area that would become his domain for decades to come.









CHAPTER 2


KINGS CROSS BECKONS


A decade into the 20th century and into the 1960s, Darlinghurst and East Sydney were still dominated by tiny houses, many of which were operating as brothels. Legal and illegal alcohol flowed. It was an area of sometimes brutal indifference – spawned by the effects of the poverty, tough masculinity, misogyny and alcohol and not for the faint-hearted. The area had been ruled by the likes of Tilly Devine and Kate Leigh.


Before World War II, Devine and Leigh were known as the ice queens of the area around East Sydney, just down the road from Kings Cross. They dealt in – well, you name it – illegal booze and drugs, prostitution, gambling and an occasional sideline in extortion. If there was money in it, these two women and their loyal male associates and lackeys were almost certainly at the centre of whatever was going on. How did they maintain their crime empire? Guns, of course, but they were illegal and hard to come by. Knives weren’t easy to conceal, but razors, very sharp razors, were the small and effective weapons of choice. And they used them often and with great gusto to the point that nearby Darlinghurst was more commonly known as Razorhurst. Get in their way and they will cut ya – cut ya and maim ya and might even kill ya.


The first American servicemen had arrived in Sydney on R&R (rest and recreation) visits during the war in 1942. They wanted booze, food, sex and entertainment – and a lot of all of it. And they had lots of cash. After months and months of having nothing to spend their wages on, they were loaded and ready to spend it on anything that made their lives more exciting. After docking nearby, they flooded into Darlinghurst, Potts Point and Woolloomooloo and up the road to Kings Cross.


As Larry Writer observes in his book Razor, ‘the 1940s saw old warhorses like [Leigh and Devine] challenged by a new generation of younger, hungrier outlaws, including Dulcie Markham’s occasional lover Donald “Duck” Day, Leonard Arthur (Lenny) McPherson, Dick Reilly and old razor-man Sid Kelly’. Then came Abraham Saffron.


* * *


After the war, Abraham Saffron arrived as part of the new generation of men who would rule not only Darlinghurst but also nearby Kings Cross. For a while after Saffron and Kincaid bought the Gladstone, they lived upstairs, right in the thick of the action. Saffron was just getting started and had some experience now about how the world worked, what he could get from it and what he needed to do to keep it. Saffron was the right person at the right time. He was a shrewd operator, and his rise coincided with the arrival of the nightclub era and the postwar generation of young adults who wanted to dance.


Even after the US servicemen had departed, the area continued to be a popular destination for those with money to spend who were looking for a good time. The reputation of Kings Cross was well and truly established. In the minds of potential and frequent visitors to the area, the message was loud and clear – come walk on the wild side. Finding a sly grog seller was easy. Hold on to your head and wallet – you’re in for a memorable night. The world was changing again, as it always does, and Saffron was in the Australian Wild West at exactly the right time.


What was Abe Saffron like? Would you recognise him if you saw him walking the streets of the Cross? He was most definitely not a big man; his discharge papers have him at five foot eight inches, while later accounts record him only standing five foot six inches. With dark complexion and hair reflecting his Russian–Jewish descent, he had eyes that writer and Kings Cross chronicler Louis Nowra described as ‘reptilian’.


Saffron kept quietly adding to his pub empire, confiding only in those closest to him. The law of the day stated very clearly that ownership of multiple pubs was not on. One hotel licence per person was the way it was supposed to be played out. And Mr Saffron, an upstanding and play-by-the-rules licensee, was involved with only one hotel, Your Honour – and that establishment was the Gladstone Hotel at the corner of William and Palmer streets in Darlinghurst. Other hotel interests? No other hotel interests, Your Honour. Wink, wink.


Apart from the Gladstone and the West End hotels, Saffron did, in fact, take an interest in other establishments, often with partners. These included the Cumberland Hotel in the Western Sydney suburb of Bankstown, the Mortdale in Southern Sydney, the Albert Hotel on the corner of Mount and Walker streets in North Sydney, the Phillip in King Street and the beautiful art deco Civic Hotel in the Sydney CBD, which in the 1970s and ’80s would become one of the most important rock’n’roll venues in the city, with an upstairs room where bands like Midnight Oil, The Saints, Mental As Anything, Cold Chisel, INXS and countless others would perform.









CHAPTER 3


THE ROOSEVELT


In the aftermath of World War II, the world felt once again buoyant and there was a sense of renewal and opportunity in the air. Saffron was already making the most of every opportunity and was poised to make his latest acquisition, a real step up. He had his eyes on a classy joint with more potential than any venture he’d previously been involved in, not just a rundown pub for boozy low-lifes but a certified nightclub. We’re talking the Roosevelt, situated at 32 Orwell Street, Potts Point.


The Roosevelt was opened in 1943 by businessman Bernie Roth, who’d made his money in the clothes and fashion industry. It was then taken over by Sammy Lee, a confident, flamboyant performer and entrepreneur, described as a hard Colonel Parker–type character with a real feel for the world of entertainment. Sammy figured out that the key to a successful venue of this nature was dancing girls – preferably clothed in as little as was legally permissible at the time – coupled with visiting international artists. This was where stylish people hung out – drinking, eating and rubbing shoulders with other sophisticated people. Many of them had business interests in common. Some of those businesses were legal and others were very much not.


Over the years the Roosevelt became a home away from home for officers from the American military when they were visiting Sydney. They could feel relaxed and comfortable meeting local girls there, and local girls felt comfortable there too. It was that sort of place.


Entertainment in Sydney in this era was broken down on class and rank divides. The more senior officers hung at the Roosevelt while their subordinates tended to gather at the Manzil Room at 15 Springfield Avenue, Kings Cross.


Lee ran the Roosevelt until 1946, when he sold it to a Reginald Frederic Boom. Reg was from Melbourne, he liked his horse racing and baccarat, and ran the place for a year before moving it on to a trio of likely lads – Saffron, his mate Kincaid and a Saffron family friend, Mendel Brunen. The three partners set up Orwell Enterprises Pty Ltd and away they went.


By this stage Saffron, now aged 28, was romantically involved with hairdresser Doreen Krantz. The two had fallen in love and shared passions for the big revues and musicals at the Tivoli Theatre, the popular vaudeville venue on Castlereagh Street in Sydney’s CBD, and going to the movies to see the latest that Hollywood had to deliver.


Saffron and Krantz attended the Roosevelt frequently where Saffron splashed his money around. One night Krantz told Saffron how much she loved the nightclub. So what’s a guy trying to impress a girl going to do? Buy it, of course.
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