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In his classic biography of Ruth Ellis, the last woman hanged in Britain, Robert Hancock tells a true story which reads almost like fiction.


Since childhood, Ruth Ellis learnt quickly what she wanted from life: to escape from poverty-stricken post-war Brixton and all that it stood for. As a model, hostess and finally manageress of the ‘Little Club’ in West End London, she became involved in a series of stormy, alcohol-driven relationships. Her obsession with one of her most violent lovers ended in her killing him. In court she showed no remorse, remaining virtually impassive – but was this reason enough to condemn her to death?












Foreword


My interest in Mrs Ruth Ellis began in the spring of 1955 when the now vanished newspaper Woman’s Sunday Mirror bought her life story and I wrote it for them. Like all newspaper stories of this kind it was an occasionally obscure and sometimes misleading account; unlike some newspaper life stories it also contained enough truth to make it interesting.


The reason why the Ruth Ellis story was not fully told was threefold. The first and most important reason was the character of the editor, the late James Eilbeck, then aged thirty.


Jim Eilbeck with his bushy RAF model ginger moustache (flat feet had barred him from the Forces) began his newspaper career in his home town, Liverpool. He always retained a provincial’s illusion that London night clubs are exciting places filled with glamour, wealth and the famous. When he heard that Ruth Ellis, a model who had once been a night club hostess, had shot her lover, a racing car driver, he immediately projected the story as one of champagne, high life and excitement. He was chagrined, but not deterred, when he discovered that Ruth Ellis was a call girl who had unsuccessfully taken a modelling course, and that David Blakely, the man she murdered, was a weak, impoverished and in many ways most ungallant character.


Jim Eilbeck could not have printed all the truth even if he had been willing; Ruth Ellis and the legal halters that restrain, often unfairly, British journalism, would have stopped that.


Ruth Ellis herself was determined not to authorize a story that revealed the sad, mad nature of her character or, for example, that for years she had made money from prostitution and posing for pornographic pictures.


Ruth Ellis was a woman of obsessive pride and when she became manageress of the ‘Little Club’, that second-rate upstairs drinking room in Knightsbridge, she felt that she was at last someone of importance. Like most self-made successes she did not want too much told of the sluttish and often disgraceful byways she had travelled before she reached the Harrods belt, Mecca of the pushers and comfort of that section of the middle class predestined for disappearance or absorption. It was in this area that the affair between Ruth, the pusher from the grey stifle of Brixton, and David Blakely, the lazy son of middle-class comfort, lived and lusted.


The third reason why all the facts, or as many as were available at the time, never appeared in the Woman’s Sunday Mirror was that when the series appeared Mrs Ellis was awaiting execution. Although she had not appealed against her sentence, both she and her legal advisers believed that she would be reprieved. Consequently anything that her lawyers felt could prejudice a reprieve was removed from the story.


The night before her execution she wrote to a friend: ‘I must close now but remember I am quite happy with the verdict, but not the way the story was told, there is so much that people don’t know about.’


There will always be much that nobody will ever discover about Ruth Ellis and David Blakely, for both these important witnesses are dead, but this book, within the limits of the human memory of those who have been prepared to help, is as much of the truth as I can discover. Many passages are based on the long and frank conversations I had with that sad, shocked man, Desmond Cussen, in the weeks that preceded Ruth Ellis’s trial at the Old Bailey and during the time she waited for her execution on 13 July, 1955, at Holloway Prison.


Desmond Cussen was described at the Old Bailey trial as ‘her alternative lover’. At one time in her affair with David Blakely she had been living with Desmond Cussen, but she also spent as many nights as possible with Blakely at a Kensington hotel.


You can dismiss the story as one of useless, worthless people; if you do then you are either a hypocrite or a fool.


The everyday world of men and women is not the deodorized, glossy lies of the TV commercial and the woman’s magazine. There is a David Blakely in every man and a Ruth Ellis in every woman.
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Death on Easter Sunday


The grey-green Vanguard van whose commercial metal side panels had been replaced by windows, stopped exactly outside the saloon bar entrance to the public house. The driver and passenger, both men, got out, the passenger locking his door with the catch and the driver his with a key.


They walked across the wide pavement into the saloon bar of the ‘Magdala’, an unpretentious Charrington’s house at the bottom of South Hill Park, in the North London suburb of Hampstead. It was a hilly road, composed of dejected late Victorian houses and sprinkled with useful, small shops.


A few of the Sunday night regulars at the pub greeted the men as they went to the bar but they got no particular attention. The owner and driver of the Vanguard was David Blakely, twenty-five years old and by occupation the works manager of a small engineering firm at Penn in Buckinghamshire. Whenever possible this dark, weakly handsome man would drive racing cars at home and abroad.


A sticker on the rear window of his van announced the forthcoming Daily Express trophy meeting at Silverstone on 7 May 1955. His companion was Clive Gunnell, thirty, a fair-haired man of slightly blurred good looks, by trade a Mayfair car salesman; he lived nearby at No. 45 South Hill Park.


The landlord, Mr Colson, knew Blakely well enough to accept his cheques and the first thing at the bar Blakely did that Easter Sunday evening was to cash a cheque for five pounds. It was about nine o’clock. After a few drinks, beer for Gunnell, gin and tonic for Blakely, Blakely bought three quarts of light ale and some cigarettes to take them back to a party they had temporarily left. Neither of them noticed a slight, blonde woman, wearing heavy black-rimmed spectacles, peering through the bar window, her head wreathed by the sign in the glass WINES. One of the customers saw her but took no particular notice; there is nothing unusual about a shy woman looking through the window of a pub to see if the man she is meeting has arrived.


The two friends drank up and went out into the dimly lit street. Gunnell, who left the pub a few steps before Blakely, walked round the car to the passenger door and waited for his friend to get in to release the catch. Blakely, who was carrying one of the flagons of beer, fumbled for his car keys in the pockets of his grey suit.


The platinum blonde walking down the hill towards the car called out ‘David’. He ignored her. She opened her bag, took out a heavy, black revolver and pointed it at him.


In moments of danger a man normally has two reactions: to fight or run. David Blakely started to run towards the back of the car and the landlord inside the ‘Magdala’ heard the first two shots. He, like Clive Gunnell, who was still waiting on the other side of the van, thought that the bangs were fireworks fixed by Blakely to explode as a warning if anyone tried to steal the car.


As Blakely reached the back of the car he screamed ‘Clive’ and ran towards him. Some of the blood from his wounds stippled the two rear grey doors of the van. Blood spotted the chromium bumper and smudged the dark green paint of the two-tone colour scheme.


Still carrying the gun the blonde chased the wounded man round the car; Gunnell was motionless. ‘Get out of the way, Clive,’ she shouted. Blakely had reached the bonnet, rounded it, and was again running uphill. The blonde fired again. By now Gunnell had recovered from the paralysis of the unexpected and followed the pair round the bonnet of the Vanguard. He saw the woman standing over Blakely, who was lying face down on the pavement. His head pointed uphill, just level with the row of newspaper bill-boards outside the shop next door to the pub.


The blonde was firing at Blakely’s back but her control of the gun was poor and one shot hit a passerby in the thumb. She was the wife of a bank official and had the poetic name of Mrs Gladys Kensington Yule. Mrs Yule was on her way for a drink at the ‘Magdala’ with her husband.


It was probably the last shot from the six-chambered •38 Smith and Wesson that wounded Mrs Yule. The irreparable damage had been done to Blakely and the blood was rivuleting from his mouth on to the pavement. Here it mixed with the frothing remains of the beer flagon to which Blakely had somehow clung during the chase. Unmoved by the channel of red froth that moved past her down the hill, and the moaning of the man on the pavement, the blonde repeatedly clicked the now empty gun. In her left hand she held a black handbag by the strap. There was no blood on her grey two-piece suit nor on the green roll-topped pullover she was wearing. The man was quiet now. A spectator loosened the Old Salopian tie from the throat of the unmoving body on the pavement.


A man by Hanshaw’s, the newsagent and tobacconist, outside which Blakely was lying on his stomach with his left cheek on the pavement, heard several clicks from the useless weapon. Someone in the small crowd collected by the centripetal force of disaster shouted to the woman: ‘What have you done, you’ll both die now!’ Her face was white but composed. She stood with her back to the pub wall, waiting. As Gunnell lifted Blakely’s head from the pavement she said: ‘Now go and call the police.’


Obediently Gunnell ran into the pub and shouted to the landlord: ‘She’s got him.’ Mr Colson telephoned for the police and an ambulance.


A customer from the saloon bar pushed his way to the woman; it was the man who had noticed her face at the bar window earlier. Without emotion and without turning her head she said to him: ‘Phone the police.’ It was one of those moments when life outstrips the efforts of the best dramatists.


With disciplined dignity he replied: ‘I am a police officer.’ He was Police Constable Alan Thompson, PC 389 of ‘L’ Division, Metropolitan Police, who was having an off-duty drink in plain clothes.


PC Thompson did not let dignity blind him to danger and he smartly removed the gun from the right hand of the unresisting blonde.


There were no tears and no hysterics from the woman; everyone just stood waiting for the ambulance and the police car. They arrived about four minutes later and ambulance men loaded Blakely inside. He was dead when the hospital doctor examined him. (The other casualty, Mrs Yule, had already been taken to hospital by a reluctant taxi driver who ‘didn’t want no trouble’.)


After the ambulance had gone, the woman, who was still silent, was taken to Hampstead police station in a police car. Here they offered her the inevitable cup of tea and a cigarette. In exchange she identified herself. The time was about 11 pm, Sunday, 2 April, 1955.


‘My name is Mrs Ruth Ellis. I am a model. I am twenty-eight and I live at 44 Egerton Gardens, that’s Kensington.’


She was unbelievably calm and detached.


That is how witnesses outside and inside the ‘Magdala’, and the police, saw and later retold the story. Over a month after her arrest Ruth Ellis wrote this account of her reactions immediately before and after she shot David Blakely. By this time she had heard what the main prosecution witnesses had said at the preliminary hearings at Hampstead Magistrates Court; the euphoria of the killing had gone, she knew her life was desperately compromised. By now most women would have changed their attitude, and calmness would have become frantic, anxious, neck-saving remorse. Before the world, and probably in their hearts, they would have excused and regretted their actions.


In what she wrote there is the faintest dusting of excuse; there is no regret and no search for mercy. Through it all weaves the amazing composure that the police remarked upon at Hampstead:


‘I felt somehow outside of myself – although I seemed to be registering impressions quite clearly – it did not seem to be me. I was in a sort of daze.


‘When I got to Tanza Road I saw David’s car drive away and I followed on foot down Tanza Road towards the “Magdala” where I saw the car outside. It must have been between 9 and 9.30 pm and I went down to the “Magdala” and stood for a few minutes a little way up the hill from the back of the car on the pavement. I certainly do not remember looking in the window of the “Magdala” and I do not think I did, although I walked down past the “Magdala” and up again. Anyway, after what seemed to me to be only a few minutes, I saw Clive Gunnell, followed by David, come out of the door of the “Magdala”.


‘I thought they were both carrying bottles. Clive went around to the nearside door – the car was facing downhill on the same side of the road as the “Magdala” and immediately outside the door [she means the bar door here] – David walked up to the door on the driving side – I have a vague impression that he saw me but went to the door of the car without taking any notice of me.


‘I know I was in a frightful temper and I think I started forward and took the pistol out of my handbag as I was walking towards him. I believe I stopped a few paces away from him and fired but what he was doing or whether he was facing me or had his back to me – I cannot say – I just do not know.


‘I did not hear him call out but he started running round the back of the Vanguard. I had no experience in firing a gun before and I did not think he had been hit because he was running.


‘I think I followed and when I was beside Clive I said: “Stand still, Clive” or something like that – he was petrified and then when I got to the front of the bonnet of the car I think I fired again – David was still running and I must have followed because when I got back to the other side of the Vanguard on the pavement near the rear he was running along the pavement up the hill towards Tanza Road – he looked round as I shot again and he fell forward flat on his face.


‘During the whole of this time I felt that I was in a kind of cold frenzy but I am certain in my own mind that I did not fire at him when he was on the ground. At one time I seem to remember someone saying “Stop it, Ruth” – it may have been David – it may have been Clive, but I cannot see how it could have been David. In fact, I do not remember firing any more shots although the pistol must have been empty because I vaguely remember it clicking. I am sure there were no more shots because I meant to shoot myself.


‘I remember standing there watching him in a completely detached sort of way – I did not feel anything except I seemed to be fascinated by the blood – I have never seen so much blood. He seemed to gasp two or three times, heaved and then relaxed. I think that must have been when he died. I saw his outstretched arm – his watch and signet ring. I was rooted to the spot – I neither moved nor spoke. I seemed to be looking at things in a sort of haze rather as if I were drunk – I remember Clive coming round to where David lay but I am sure I never said to him “Now, go and call the police” or anything like that. Someone felt David’s pulse and said “He’s gone.” Clive was hysterical and screaming “Why did you kill him? Why didn’t you kill me? What good is he to you dead? You’ll both die now.” Someone said “Pull yourself together, you’re a man, aren’t you?”


‘Whilst all this was going on a man in civilian clothes came up to me. I said “Will you phone the police.” He said “I am a policeman.” I was still holding the gun and I said “Arrest me – I have just shot this man – and fetch an ambulance.” He said “Stand there” and offered me a cigarette. I said “No, thank you.”


‘I stood beside David watching him until the ambulance arrived – it seemed a very long time. Someone eventually put a blanket over him. When the ambulance arrived they were slow putting him in. They asked lots of silly questions like “What’s happened?” They put him in face down as he was. Clive said to the ambulance man – “I will go with you” and he went in the ambulance.


‘Later on the police car arrived and I walked over to it. I heard someone say “Who did it?” and someone answered “She did.” It all seemed rather far away but I had a curious feeling of relief. I got in the car and waited until a policewoman arrived. We drove to Hampstead police station where they took my property including my signet ring which had been bent all shapes – due to the fights I had had with David. Then they put me into a cell and I seemed to be waiting a long time. They came back with two CID men, one of them said “We have seen the dead body of David Moffett Drummond Blakely in the mortuary and are charging you with his murder.” I said: “I am guilty. I am rather confused.”


‘Then they said something about not having to make a statement and they added “There must be quite a story at the back of all this – would you care to tell us about it?” At this time all I could see was a lot of blood and I was talking more or less mechanically as though I were in a dream. I know they asked me all sorts of questions like “When did you decide to do this? Did you plan to kill him tonight? Did you intend to kill him when you put the gun in your bag? Where did you get the gun from?” A man with glasses was asking all the questions.’


When she wrote this account Ruth Ellis endowed her actions with retrospective confusion and dream quality that she certainly did not show when arrested. Three hours after she arrived at the police station she made a statement before three CID officers, Detective Superintendent Leonard Crawford, Detective Chief Inspector Leslie Davies and Detective Inspector Peter Gill. Inspector Davies was the CID man ‘wearing glasses’ and he was to be in charge of the case.


Admittedly, like most statements, it was not the spontaneous flow of recollected events that the law requires, but the result of question and answer by the suspect to the police. Often the police put words into the mouths of suspects but there was no suggestion that they did this with Ruth Ellis. Really confused people may mislead the police in their confusion; they seldom tell sustained deliberate lies.


What Ruth Ellis did within the time after the shooting was to concoct stories about the origin of the gun and the events immediately preceding the shooting that were boldly conceived and sustained lies.


Inspector Davies himself was never deceived about her ‘confusion’. At the Old Bailey he was examined by Mr Christmas Humphreys for the Crown.








	

Q.



	

What did Mr Crawford say to her?








	

A.



	

Mr Crawford said to her: ‘I have just seen the dead body of David Blakely at Hampstead Mortuary. I understand you know something about it’ and he cautioned her.








	

Q.



	

Just tell the jury what that means.








	

A.



	

He said to her: ‘You are not obliged to say anything at all about this unless you wish to do so, but whatever you say will be taken down in writing and may be given in evidence.’








	

Q.



	

What did she say?








	

A.



	

She said: ‘I am guilty. I am rather confused,’ and then she …








	

Q.



	

Just a moment. Did you form any impression of her emotional condition at that time?








	

A.



	

I did, my Lord. I was most impressed by the fact that she seemed very composed.








	

Q.



	

I did ask you about her emotional condition. What about her mental condition when she said she was confused?








	

A.



	

There was no sign of confusion in her manner, or attitude, my Lord, at all.











Inspector Davies then produced Ruth’s statement.


‘I understand what has been said. I am guilty. I am rather confused.


‘About two years ago I met David Blakely when I was manageress of the Little Club, Knightsbridge; my flat was above that. I had known him for about a fortnight when he started to live with me and has done so continuously until last year when he went away to Le Mans for about three weeks motor racing. He came back to me and remained living with me until Good Friday morning.


‘He left me about 10 am and promised to be back by 8 pm to take me out. I waited until half-past nine and he had not phoned, although he always had done in the past.


‘I was rather worried at that stage as he had had trouble with his racing car and had been drinking.


‘I rang some friends of his named Findlater at Hampstead but they told me he was not there, although David had told me he was visiting them. I was speaking to Mr Findlater and I asked if David was all right. He laughed and said: “Oh yes, he’s all right.” I did not believe he was not there and I took a taxi to Hampstead where I saw David’s car outside Findlater’s flat at 28 Tanza Road. I then telephoned from nearby and when my voice was recognized they hung up on me. I went to the flat and continually rang the door bell but they would not answer. I became very furious and went to David’s car which was still standing there and pushed in three of the side windows. The noise I made must have aroused the Findlaters as the police came along and spoke to me. Mr Findlater came out of his flat and the police also spoke to him.


‘David did not come home on Saturday and at nine o’clock this morning [Sunday] I phoned the Findlaters again and Mr Findlater answered. I said to him: “I hope you are having an enjoyable holiday” and was about to say “Because you have ruined mine” and he banged the receiver down.


‘I waited all day today [Sunday] for David to phone but he did not do so. About eight o’clock this evening [Sunday] I put my son Andria to bed.


‘I then took a gun which I had hidden and put it in my handbag. This gun was given to me about three years ago in a club by a man whose name I do not remember. It was security for money but I accepted it as a curiosity. I did not know it was loaded when it was given to me but I knew next morning when I looked at it. When I put the gun in my bag I intended to find David and shoot him.


‘I took a taxi to Tanza Road and as I arrived David’s car drove away from Findlater’s address. I dismissed the taxi and walked back down the road to the nearest pub where I saw David’s car outside. I waited outside until he came out with a friend I know as Clive.’


The rest of the statement is a shortened version of Ruth’s own account of the shooting that has already been given.


The only sign of confusion in this statement was that Ruth had mistaken the number of the house where the Findlaters lived; she said No. 28 instead of No. 29. This, in fact, may have been a clerical error by Inspector Peter Gill who wrote down the statement. Even allowing for the impersonality of the question and answer method by which it was compiled, ther is no emotion in the document. Ruth describes the shooting of the man with whom she has been living, like a male motorist reporting the running down of a stray dog. There is no indication of any real motive for the shooting and no reference to the fights, jealousies, reconciliations and midnight car chases that gave film-like quality to their relationship.


In times of upset and disaster a mother’s immediate thoughts go to her children. It was only while her statement was being taken down that this woman casually disclosed that she had a son. Inspector Davies at first thought that this indifference meant that she had killed him before she left home.


He ordered a police car to check at the address, No. 44 Egerton Gardens, near South Kensington Underground Station, that Ruth Ellis had given him. Just before dawn a very relieved policewoman found ten-year-old Andria asleep on a camp bed in the rented furnished bed-sitting room that his mother had left the previous night when she set off to murder David Blakely.


It was to be the most discussed and controversial murder trial and verdict since the war and the execution of Ruth Ellis gave tremendous support to the abolitionist cause.


Ruth Ellis was the last woman to be hanged in Britain and her case was a powerful lever in establishing the law of ‘diminished responsibility’ incorporated in the Homicide Act of 1957. Today a woman who had been subjected to the same emotional pummelling that Ruth endured in the months before she murdered David would probably succeed with this plea. The execution of Ruth Ellis helped to speed the day when the hangman joined the headsman in the records of senseless historical curiosities.
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Ruth Ellis


Ruth Neilson (the Ellis was to be acquired by marriage later) was born on 9 October 1926, at No. 74 West Parade, a villa in the Welsh seaside town of Rhyl. Those who like to correlate the vagaries of the weather with historic events may care to know that it is reported that on that day there was a violent sandstorm on the beach. Her parents were ordinary, respectable and lower middle class. Her father, Arthur Neilson, was a musician from Manchester who played the ’cello on Atlantic liners; he had brought his family to Rhyl because it was handy for the port of Liverpool. Ruth’s mother, Bertha, a refugee from Belgium, came to England during the first World War. No deep smouldering fire of Welsh passion and depression can be blamed for what was to happen, but those who believe that continental blood and crimes passionnels are synonymous will note that Ruth Neilson was half Belgian.


How much Ruth’s later actions were conditioned by her childhood and early adolescence depends entirely on what you believe about the effects of environment and heredity. For those who believe, in the best pragmatic British tradition, that the truth is a nicely balanced fifty-fifty mixture, it is possible to see in Ruth Ellis’s early life the formation of the central themes of her adult character.


For the first seven years of Ruth’s life her mother, a woman of incisive and logical personality, was the dominant influence, as her father was either away at sea, or playing in cinema and theatre orchestras around the country. The talkies were the beginning of the end for him, as for thousands of other musicians in the thirties.


In 1933 Arthur Neilson decided that unfortunately the talkies were here to stay and that he must find a secure job with which to keep his family of three girls and two boys. Like many a Northerner during prewar and postwar depressions, he moved South. He found a job at Basingstoke in Hampshire as a telephonist and hall porter at the Park Prewett Mental Hospital; a house went with the job.


Ruth attended the local elementary school, Fairfields Senior Girls’ School. At thirteen she was a skinny, short-sighted girl with straight blonde hair. In her own words she was ‘as plain as hell’. Ruth was not unhappy at school and managed to fulfil the unexacting demands of a prewar council education. She never learned to spell properly and she dropped her aitches. Her clearest memory of Basingstoke was a fancy dress ball to which she and her brother Granville went with their father. Granville was an ancient Briton and Ruth was an angel in a white dress with a silver-painted halo. Her father went as a horse – the rear end. Doubtless influenced by her regular attendance at a Roman Catholic Sunday School, she later recalled that at the party ‘I felt ready to ascend to Heaven.’


Her mother’s memory of her at this time was later reported by Mr Godfrey Winn after Ruth’s conviction for murder. Writing in the now dead Sunday Dispatch, Mr Winn quoted Mrs Neilson as saying: ‘Ruth hated us to be poor. She hated boys too at that time. That seems so strange now. But she always liked clothes and she would borrow mine and dress up in them. She wasn’t like my other children. She was so very ambitious for herself. She used to say “Mum, I’m going to make something of my life.” ’


At fourteen Ruth left school, very willingly, and she and her family joined the great migratory tribes of wartime civilians in Britain. At first the Neilsons went to Reading, where Ruth worked as a waitress in a café. The wages and tips were the first sizeable amounts of money that Ruth ever had and every night she would go home and pour the day’s tips from her bag on to the kitchen table. For a girl who was determined never to be poor and who loved clothes, it was a start. ‘One day,’ she told her brother Granville, ‘I’ll have a chain of restaurants.’ The only disappointment was that money seemed to buy so little because it went so quickly. Ruth was incapable of saving, and if she saw something she must have it.


From Reading the Neilsons moved to Southwark in London, where Mr Neilson had a chauffeur’s job which included a flat. It was 1941 and the Luftwaffe, narrowly beaten in their strategic aim of defeating the RAF by day, had turned to the less costly tactical terror of bombing London by night. To a girl of fifteen it was still fun – the excitement, the sense of purpose in making tea for firemen, and the pleasure of not knowing what tomorrow held – except for the certainty that the bombs would never hit you. A bomb fell very near her father and Ruth helped drag him, seriously injured, from the rubbish that had been home. She was a girl of great courage.


After the bombing the family moved to nearby No. 19 Farmers Road, Camberwell, and with her father sick Ruth had to find a job; she became a machine minder in the oxo factory at Southwark. The work bored her although she was quick and willing to learn, and she never got on with the other girls; they considered her ‘stuck-up’. Ruth said they were jealous because she operated her machine with more skill. There was no real money here in such an essentially working-class cage.


In March 1942, she was admitted to St Giles Hospital with what was diagnosed as rheumatic fever. Later Ruth liked to say that she spent a year on her back in hospital living on nothing but boiled fish. Throughout her life, like many of us, Ruth found that the lie which got sympathy was always, apparently, worth telling. She was in fact discharged from the hospital on 3 May, 1942, with the welcome medical advice that dancing would aid a complete recovery.


Her brother Granville remembers his mother writing to tell him that Ruth was ‘dance mad’, but enthusiasm was no substitute for ability and Ruth never graduated beyond the night club shuffle. She was now sixteen, a slight girl with small ankles and tiny wrists. Her hair had gone darker while she was in hospital and her face was fresh and slightly pointed. She was five feet two inches tall and her measurements were thirty-four, twenty-four, thirty-four. She seemed an ordinary enough sort of girl.


She was ambitious, avaricious, spendthrift, brave, adaptable, quick-tempered and proud; she never forgot how the other girls in the oxo factory did not like her because she was so much ‘cleverer than them’.


After Ruth left hospital, she did not return to the oxo factory. Instead she got a job as a photographer’s assistant at the Lyceum Ballroom in the Strand, which was jammed with Servicemen on leave with money to spend on ordinary, well-built girls. It was at the Lyceum that she met Clare, a French Canadian soldier. She was seventeen, he was in his late twenties, good-looking and charming. He also had Canadian rates of pay. It was the ideal combination to sweep an ambitious girl off her feet, especially when marriage was proposed. Clare was a steady caller at their new address, 20 Padfield Road, and the Neilson family liked him.


Ruth loved him because he fulfilled her hopes and ambitions, and the gnawings of adolescent sex. With him she made the first break from the tea-slopped marble table tops of Brixton cafes to the well-glossed vulgarity of the Corner House and the warm intimacy of those Soho restaurants where the dirt comes off the plush under the nail of the inquiring finger. He gave her flowers, she travelled in taxis and he gave her money with the wartime generosity of insecure, well-paid soldiers dealing in a foreign currency.


Then to this ordinary girl, an ordinary thing happened. She became pregnant. This, far more than the war-time bombing and migrations, was to affect irrevocably the development of Ruth Neilson.


When Ruth discovered that she was pregnant, just after Christmas, 1944, Clare gallantly offered to fulfil his promise to marry her. Mrs Neilson, showing that continental realism which was one of her dominant traits, wrote to his commanding officer. It was just as well – Clare was married with two children in Canada.


He offered to divorce his wife and marry Ruth. Mrs Neilson, according to Granville, told him to do no such thing. Ruth, quite naturally, cried. Her mother recalls that she cried for day after day. Eventually Ruth came to terms with her disaster and sensibly got a job as a café cashier, which meant that she could work sitting down. It was her first realization that the man you trust and love can betray you while promising marriage and security.


On 15 September 1944, Clare Andria Neilson was born, a fine dark-haired boy. For her confinement, Ruth had been evacuated from London to the village of Gisland in Cumberland. After Clare was born Ruth returned home, there were no tears now and no recriminations; she displayed that extraordinary calm and apparent indifference that was one of the main strands of her character. Recalling this time, years later, she wrote: ‘I did not feel that anything could hurt me any more and I had become emotionally rather cold and spent. Outwardly I was the same, I was quite cheerful and I found that I had a ready facility for making friends, but somehow in my association with men nothing touched me.’ The little girl who had hated boys now had a deep contempt for men, the creatures who exploited you and then left you literally holding the baby. Granville Neilson recalls that Clare continued to visit the Neilsons and bring presents for the child, but Ruth had finished with him. She remained loyal to him and her own pride; she never revealed his name to anyone. When Ruth spoke about Clare Andria’s father after the war, she always said that he was an American pilot who had been killed in action.


Clare did not desert either Ruth or his son, but continued to visit them both and pay maintenance. When the war ended and he returned to Canada the money stopped, as his own family doubtless absorbed all his civilian pay.


The day he sailed Clare sent her a big bunch of red roses. Red was the colour that she had always liked best. From Holloway she asked her mother to place red carnations and one white carnation on David Blakely’s grave at Penn, Buckinghamshire.


The problem of looking after the baby and earning a living was solved when Ruth answered an advertisement for a photographer’s model, ‘evening work only’. The job was at the Camera Club, and the pay at a pound an hour was the best she had ever earned. Sometimes Ruth had to pose in the nude while groups of up to twenty cameramen snapped away. She wrote later: ‘At first I felt frightfully embarrassed but I soon got used to it. It was a very respectable institution and the men treated me very decently. Often, after work was over, one or other of them would take me to one of the clubs for a drink.’


One of the clubs was the Court Club in Duke Street, WI. The club was near Grosvenor Square and was surrounded by the magic that Ruth had come to associate with the geographical expression, Mayfair. To her Mayfair was the social pinnacle for an ambitious girl, not a collection of expensive offices and expense account apartments.


The club was run by Mr Morris Conley, a fat man in his forties, of unrivalled unpleasantness, who also ran several other clubs in the area. Whoever controls our destinies did Ruth Neilson a singularly bad turn when he or they decided to allow Ruth into the Court Club.


On 11 December 1955, the late Duncan Webb reported in The People: ‘Right in the centre of corruption in the West End of London stands the figure of Morris Conley.


‘I hereby name him as Britain’s biggest vice boss and the chief source of the tainted money that nourishes the evils of London night life.’


On 10 September, 1961, the News of the World carried a slightly less dramatic but equally condemning denunciation of Mr Conley.


‘During three days watching policemen saw 82 men go to premises leased by a company. And they also saw two women who were known to them enter.


‘Twelve telephones with ex-directory numbers were installed in the name of the company’s secretary and director.


‘“Eventually a raid took place,” said Mr W. R. H. Sutton, prosecuting at Marylebone, London, “when the director, 59-year-old Morris Conley, of Duke Street, Westminster, admitted keeping a brothel.”


‘Mr Sutton said Conley was on the premises at Westbourne Terrace, Paddington, when the police arrived. Earlier he had been in or about frequently.


‘ “He was shown the nature of various paraphernalia one associates with these types of premises,” Mr Sutton went on. “Each of the women who were known prostitutes had a client. Notices on the doors of some of the 19 flats gave girls’ names.”


‘When charged Conley said: “I did not know what was going on.” Nearly £400 in cash was in his pocket.


‘Chief Inspector Geoffrey Ashdown, answering the magistrate, said he knew of four prostitutes living on the premises. “What were they being charged?” Chief Inspector Ashdown: “It varied according to the type of premises – between eight and twelve guineas a week for furnished accommodation.”


‘Conley was fined £100 and ordered to pay twenty-five guineas costs.’


In 1946, when Ruth Neilson was introduced to Morris Conley (Morrie to the club members), there was very little business like club business. The war was just over and ex-officers and other ranks had still to relax through their gratuities. The Black Market was nourished by controls and there was a depressing shortage of gin and whisky in the pubs. There were few shortages at Morrie’s. Here the clothing coupon crooks drank with the out-of-town manufacturers, those famed Northern punters who fight for a halfpenny in Halifax but who throw their money about like drunken sailors when they are hypnotized by the dim lights of the West End clubs.


Ruth later recalled that she was flattered and impressed by Conley who spent the whole of their first meeting talking and drinking with her. By the end of the evening Conley, that shrewd trader in flesh, had realized that here was a girl, still unsophisticated and young, who would make a first-class hostess. She had a core of disenchantment.


She had recognized in Conley a man of money and power who could provide her with the commodity she wanted, escape from those dreary Brixton streets and a working life that meant going without to pay for shoe repairs and saving for months to get a frock that you only bought because that was the best you could afford.


Conley’s terms were excessively beyond the £2-3 a week she had earned at the oxo factory and the temporary job at Woolworth’s in Brixton. There was a basic salary of £5 a week and a ten per cent commission on the food and drinks you persuaded the customers to buy. The ‘house’ provided every hostess with free evening dresses as an additional fringe benefit.


It is an elementary law of the club jungle that customers who want to go to bed with you spend more money than those who just come in for a drink. You don’t have to go to bed with everyone who asks you but it does help your ‘take home’ pay from the club; what you charge for the service depends on the sobriety and character of the mug.


Some women are sexually very vulnerable; all they need is someone to show them the way. Morrie’s was the light that did not fail, ever.


Within a few weeks Ruth was taking £20 a week home. It was not only the money that was important. For the first time she was meeting ‘good class’ people, many of them members of otherwise respectable sections of society who found that the club’s hours, 3 pm to 11 pm, enabled them to be real devils and have a drink at teatime. The pattern was locking together, Ruth was not going to be poor, she had the clothes, and she was going to make something of her life. If it entailed, as it did, becoming a prostitute who worked the clubs instead of the streets, it was unimportant, as she had never really cared for boys. It was undoubtedly hard work, for when the Court Club closed at 11 pm, Morrie liked the hostesses to move over to one of his other clubs, the Hollywood, where they entertained customers in nearby Welbeck Street until that closed around 2 am.


Ruth was popular with the customers, those insecure men who use money, not effort, to obtain women. They liked the way she talked to them in the masculine smut argot, for all her adult life she employed the four-letter language of Lawrence and the public convenience in her everyday chatter.


There were six other hostesses at the Court Club and one of them was a girl about Ruth’s age called Vicki Martin, at least that was the name she chose to use in place of the prosaic Valerie Mewes, her real name. Like Ruth, Vicki came from a lower middle class home. She was born in Staines, Middlesex. Her parents were divorced when she was young and her childhood was unhappy. Like Ruth she started work at fourteen, odd jobs that included nursing, but none satisfying for an ambitious busty girl who wanted clothes and money. The crapulous Conley was the answer, and Vicki saw the Court Club as a stage post en route for a film career. Ruth herself had once taken singing lessons and elocution classes with the stage as an objective, but apart from teaching her not to drop her aitches when she was sober the course had been a disaster. The aitches still dropped when she was drunk or excited, and she was left with an off-key singing voice that she used to murder the molasses-like pop numbers which she adored.


Ruth went home to see baby Andy when she could, but the all-night parties and the weekends in the country clubs and horse-brass pubs in the Kent and Surrey fringes of London took most of her time. Ruth and Vicki liked to go on these beat-ups together, two tough working girls soaking what seemed to them to be the rich. A rich man by definition to a hostess is the one who will buy champagne, steak and brandy in limitless quantities on demand and pay your fee on top. From Vicki Ruth learned a catchphrase that they both used continuously: ‘Gosh dear, now you’ve done it.’ Like most catchphrases, it looks meaningless out of time and context, but to Ruth and Vicki it was a symbol of toughness in adversity, of never whining when life kicked you straight in the face. Occasionally Ruth met a man who aroused her femininity, a desire for a home, family and security. The hopes were dreams, but the money never dried up. Among the club’s customers were men who either owned gown shops or who were in the wholesale or the manufacturing end of the business. It was through sleeping with one of these customers in exchange for frocks, that a meeting was engineered that was to be as important in her life as those with Clare and Conley.


One of the customers at the Court Club was a dental surgeon from Sanderstead in Surrey, George Johnston Ellis, aged forty-one, whose wife had divorced him in the previous year on the grounds of cruelty. Vera Ellis had been granted custody of the two young sons of the marriage. George Ellis was a hopeless alcoholic and could be violent when drunk. He was also a very good dentist and had made a lot of money during the war, when most of his competitors had been in the Forces and a drunken dentist was better than the toothache.


When George Ellis and Ruth Neilson met both were in a susceptible emotional state. The divorce had left George Ellis alone in his home in Sanderstead; he had an obsession with re-establishing himself in the imagined security of matrimony. For months after his wife left home he had gone from room to room switching lights on and off, pretending to the neighbours that all was well, that his wife was still there. George Ellis was a very lonely drunk.


It had not been a happy time for Ruth. Early in 1950 she became pregnant by one of her regular patrons – in fact all her life Ruth seems to have remained a good Catholic where contraception was concerned.


Whether the father was married or not is unknown; he made no offer of marriage and Ruth went to one of those obliging middle-European doctors in North London recommended to her by another girl at the club. Her pregnancy was ended in its third month and she returned to work immediately. By the early summer she was physically weary and was drinking heavily to remain the ever-gay companion that the customers expected for their money.


This is Ruth Ellis’s description of her introduction to George Ellis and their courtship: ‘I met George Ellis at the Court Club. I was told he was described as the mad dentist. I thought he was rather pathetic. He told such wild tales I think he really believed them. He used to spend a lot of money and was good for champagne. He seemed to have taken a liking to me. I found it easy to make him buy me champagne. One particular night [it was in June 1950] Vicki, Pat [another hostess] and I were in company with some members and George Ellis walked in, he wanted me to join him but I did not want to, he used to frighten me with his wild ravings. Vicki and I had planned to go out that night to a party. George Ellis kept pestering me so to get rid of him I said: “You go to the Hollywood and I will meet you there later.” I had no intention of going there. So Vicki and I went to our party [here Ruth met the dress manufacturer and agreed to sleep with him].


‘Next day I got to work at three o’clock – I was a bit late in getting in – and Vicki, Pat and I were sitting on the side and the door was wide open. It was a very hot day. The first thing Vicki said was “Guess what happened last night?” I said “Tell me slowly I don’t feel so good today.” Vicki said “George Ellis was razor slashed outside the Hollywood last night.” I said “Oh Lord, was he? I feel dreadful, I sent him there.”


‘Vicki said: “Don’t be silly, he always goes there, whether you told him to or not he would have gone anyway, he likes Beth” [she was the manageress]. Later on, early in the evening, George Ellis walked in wearing dark glasses and a most ugly red gash across his cheek. I felt like crying. He was looking in the mirror at the back of the bar at me. I did not know what to do, whether to go up and say I was sorry for not keeping the appointment with him. He bought some champagne and sent me a glass. He didn’t seem to be bothered very much, carrying on in the same stupid manner. I felt better, I felt in his debt. I couldn’t do enough for him. He asked the Manager if he could take me out to dinner. Ronnie [the Manager] asked me if I could stand it. I said “I think I ought to go.” I was given permission as long as I was back at a certain time. George promised to get me back.


‘In those days George Ellis always hired cars and drivers – we were driven to Purley Downs Golf Club where we had dinner, consequently [sic] it was George’s Golf Club. We sat outside watching some friends of George’s playing golf and we were drinking. I then got George to tell me the story of the night before. He stated he was dancing with some girl and he told her he was supposed to meet a girl here, she has not turned up, would she go to the Astor [a club] with him, the girl accepted his invitation – she was not a hostess by the way. He said goodnight to Beth [the manageress]. They went outside, the driver opened the door for them. Just as they were about to get into the car, a man came at George, George’s driver ran away, I believe he was an old man. This man cut him across the face with a razor and kicked the girl on the pavement. It worked out that the man’s name was [a known crook] and the girl, his girl. George Ellis was described by the newspapers as a company director [he was a director of the Crystal Palace Football Club and he resigned soon after]. The man was sentenced to four years imprisonment. I had never seen or heard of these two people in my life before.


‘George got me back to the club very late.


‘Ronnie [the manager] was annoyed. George Ellis spent the rest of the night at the club. I had been drinking quite a lot. George had changed his driver, he was quite young and in the club waiting. We went to the Astor after this and I was very drunk. I woke up next morning at Elmwood, Sander-stead, George’s house. That day I heard the story of his wife leaving him – he told me he had gone to play golf at the Purley Downs Golf Club. When he returned, his wife and children had gone. I really felt sorry for him. He was very much in love with her.


‘I spent a lot of time in his company, he took me out shopping, bought me lots of expensive things. We ate at the best places, in fact he showered me with everything. I did not get fond of him only to the extent of what he could spend on me. It was summer holiday time, so we went off to Cornwall. I did not tell Morrie [Morrie Conley, the Court Club’s owner] I was going so he was rather annoyed with me walking off with one of his best customers. I think we went in June and we came back in September. I don’t think Newquay would have forgotten us in a hurry. Whilst we were there we decided to go sailing one day. George and the skipper put a crate of booze on the boat. While we were sailing George and the skipper were drinking, anyway we had been out all day and night came, there I was with a drunken skipper and George well and truly tight. It was the first time I had been so long at sea in an open fishing boat. I was a bit scared, Cornwall isn’t the best place to get lost at sea; it is very rocky and dangerous. One of the engines gave out, it just stopped. The skipper, in a drunken state, tried to find out what happened with no result. While this was going on George had taken the wheel; that, I knew, would be fatal. I was frozen, the little boat seemed to toss up and down and the waves seemed to be so high – the boat was leaking badly, I was bailing water out. Then the skipper discovered that he had not got any more fuel on board, also we had not got any navigation lights or compass. With this I was disgusted to think that they could start a journey like this without all the necessary things. I could not think the skipper was a Cornish fisherman and George was supposed to know something about sailing. I was an amateur. Then it started to rain, I wrapped myself in oilskins I found in the boat and hoped for the best – the sea can be very frightening in the middle of the night in an open boat, especially when you are not on any course and you haven’t got a compass, so that you have no idea where you are going. The skipper and George hadn’t got a clue whereabouts they were.
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