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Introduction


In writing Gangland Britain, my chief aim has been to take the reader on a journey into that underworld and to lay bare the methods and motives of the modern-day gangster.

It is a world which, over the last decade, has changed out of all recognition. The sixties-style family firms still rule in many parts of the country, but today the big money is being made by a handful of ruthless, stateless, high-tech gangs which collectively make up an increasingly formidable global mafia.

Britain has proved highly attractive to this new monolithic threat. Partly because our police are unarmed, our racketeering laws non-existent, our death penalty extinct, and our prison sentences comparatively lenient. But mostly because of an ever-improving communications infrastructure, a rich appetite for drugs and sizeable ethnic communities from all corners of the globe among which the criminal fraternity can hide.

It wasn’t until 1992 that a national body monitoring the activities of organised crime in an empirical way, the National Criminal Intelligence Service, was set up. But for observers of the international scene, it was too little too late.

The best estimates suggest that the current domestic turnover of professional crime is somewhere between £20 billion and £40 billion each year, making it at least the country’s fourth-largest industry. By far the greatest proportion of this wealth is earned by the key organisations detailed in the pages that follow.

Wherever possible, I have based my information on facts gleaned from members, former members, and associates of the gangs themselves – they are, after all, the only people who truly know what is going on. As far as possible, this information has been corroborated and confirmed by other sources.

This book was never intended to be an exercise in finger-pointing – while some names do appear in print for the first time, others remain anonymous. Many of those who agreed to talk to me provided fascinating insights into the workings of international organised crime, but also implicated themselves in everything from drug trafficking and fraud to firearms offences and multiple murder. I am too thankful for their information to betray their trust. Furthermore, to do so would be little short of signing my own death warrant.

Now to deal with the complaints.

For those who feel the book has too much of a London bias, this has not been deliberate but merely reflects the fact that 70 per cent of crime in Britain is carried out in the capital. For those who feel I have glamorised the underworld, this is to an extent unavoidable. No matter how many multi-million-pound drug smugglers end up behind bars, there will always be others who say: ‘I could do that, I could have what he had, but they’d never catch me.’ The attraction of living on a rock-star income, even if you do have to spend half your time watching your back, is a powerful one.

For those who feel the book is sexist, that too is a reality of the underworld. Despite occasional media interest in girl gangs and the fact that there have been female-run Mafia and Triad syndicates, most crime is male-dominated and women are most often relegated to the role of accessory.

For those who regard the book as being xenophobic, I can only say that the ethnic divisions outlined within are another stark reality. Without exception, each individual mafia has emerged because of specific social, economic and geographic factors within its mother country and, as expatriate communities have been set up abroad, so the gangs have followed.

It should, however, be pointed out that in every case, organised criminals make up only a fraction of a percentage of the population – this book does not seek to tar every Jamaican, Colombian, Sicilian or Asian with the same brush, it merely focuses on the tiny underworld element within each group.

I cannot, however, pretend that the book is fully comprehensive. Nor does it contain a conclusion or provide possible solutions as to what should be done to counteract the threat of organised crime.

It is simply an account of the current state of play in the British underworld, a potted profile of the people who inhabit it, and a fleeting glance at the lives they lead.

Tony Thompson


Chapter One

Heirs to the Krays

The Fall and Rise of Traditional British Organised Crime

‘. . . how many guns have we got here? Thirty?

Thirty-five? I could get a man to hold

every single one of these if I need to.

You know what that is? It’s a

fucking army, that’s what.’

South London underworld arms dealer talking to the author


At first he was deadly serious. But then there was a hint of a smile, followed by a mischievous chuckle and now a full-blown laugh. Max may have killed six people, but he’s lost none of his sense of humour.

He’s laughing so much that his huge shoulders are bobbing up and down, making froth spill out of the neck of his beer bottle. Max takes another sip and struggles to compose himself – he’s dying to tell me about ‘the one that got away’, one of the lighter moments in his life as a professional hitman.

‘It’s a silly story,’ he says with a grin. ‘It was a favour for a friend, a crippling job. Two of us went up to Lancashire to empty a couple of barrels into this bloke’s legs . . . I was only getting a grand for it – normally I wouldn’t get out of bed for that much but, like I say, it was for a friend, and the geezer did deserve to get it . . .’ The smile holds steady.

‘Anyway, we got there, took out the sawn-off, kicked down the door and burst in. Only it was the wrong bloke! I came so close to shooting him I can’t tell you! It turned out we’d been given the wrong house number – the bloke we wanted lived next door.

‘But then we were fucked. I mean, you can’t exactly say, “Oh, sorry, mate, we’ll just pop next door and blow your neighbour’s kneecaps off”, can you? We had to leave it and come home . . .’

What the ‘geezer’ had done to warrant such punishment, known in the trade as a ‘frightener’, was to double-cross an associate of one of London’s leading crime families, taking delivery of a hefty batch of amphetamine powder but running off without paying for it.

To Max, it’s just another amusing anecdote, an everyday story of simple gangster folk, but taken in a wider context, it’s a perfect illustration of how the drugs trade has dramatically changed the face of professional organised crime. The precious little honour and loyalty that existed in the days of the Krays and Richardsons has long gone, while the ‘accepted’ level of gangland violence has escalated beyond all comprehension.

Drugs, along with the emergence of the supergrass, the increased likelihood of being shot dead by armed police while on a ‘job’, and improvements in banking security, have drastically altered the way in which the modern British villain goes about earning his daily bread.

Where once there were specialist safe-breakers, drivers and lookouts, diversification is now the key and the individual members of a modern firm are likely to have their fingers in a number of lucrative pies including car ringing, cheque fraud, counterfeit currency, VAT fiddles and illegal gambling, as well as the staples of robbery, extortion and the new big thing, drugs.

But while the backdrop may have changed, the essence of London’s underworld remains essentially the same. The old-style families still exist and still rule their respective territories with absolute ruthlessness, the major difference being that today none has the aspiration to control all crime in the capital as their sixties counterparts did.

Far from being part of some carefully thought-out, bloody battle for overall supremacy, the periodic pub murders and doorstep shootings that men like Max are hired to carry out are simply the inevitable end-product of inter-family feuds, disputes and double-crosses.

At the time of writing, there are six major crime families in London, each with its associated firms and individual hard-men willing to lend their support whenever needed. There are also dozens of smaller, independent firms with no particular allegiance to anyone.

One of the families is based in Deptford and is involved in a wide range of activities, especially the supply of cannabis and speed. Another, whose members have particular skills in armed robbery and car theft, use the money they make to fund huge drug deals. Their legitimate business front – handy for laundering their spoils – is a pub in their home manor of Woolwich.

In north London, three brothers, known for their resolute hardness as much as for their business acumen, use the clubs and restaurants they own to help disperse the proceeds of the vast drug trafficking network they control. The brothers are sophisticated and established enough to be able to deal directly with representatives of the South American cartels in order to bring cocaine into the country. They also arrange the smuggling of enormous quantities of cannabis and speed to feed the highly lucrative holiday nightclub market. If you find yourself offered drugs in Ibiza, Tenerife or Majorca, the brothers will almost certainly have supplied it. Of late, the Adams have grown spectacularly rich on the back of the conflict in Bosnia, making use of the many UN convoys to move coke across the borders with ease.

Most of the time the families co-exist in relative harmony – at a gangster wedding three years ago, members of five of the six families attended – but occasionally there are disputes, such as the series of impromptu gun battles on the streets of Islington, north London, in January 1990 between the Adams and the Reillys. Or the far more serious feud between the Arifs and associates of the Brindles which, in the last four years, has led to the deaths of at least ten people (and the wounding of a dozen more), all of them victims of contract killings.

Similar families and firms rule towns and cities across the rest of the country. For example there are the Harrisons in Newcastle, the Duresses and the Showers in Liverpool, the Porters in Birmingham and the Goochie and Doodie gangs in Manchester. Meanwhile, in Glasgow, the battle to be top dog in the city’s £100 million-a-year heroin trade has become increasingly bloody following the demise of the Thompson clan. But London has always been and looks set to remain home to the country’s criminal élite.

Sixty per cent of all the armed robberies in Britain take place in the capital. More surprisingly, the Flying Squad estimates that around 75 per cent of high-value armed robberies that take place elsewhere are committed by Londoners.

But while ‘going over the pavement’ remains a way for aspiring gangsters to prove their mettle, these days it is more often seen as a way of acquiring the stake money to invest in bigger and better things rather than as an end in itself. The fact that the number of armed robberies increased dramatically during the late eighties has more to do with a new breed of opportunist robbers than organised gangs.

Working alone and often armed with replica guns and occasionally inspired by television programmes like Crimewatch, which make it look easy, they target the new open-plan banks, post offices and betting shops, often settling for a hastily grabbed handful of notes rather than trying to clean out the safe.

With a few notable exceptions, the age of the old-style armed robber ended at around 6.40 a.m. on the morning of 26 November 1983. That was the day on which a gang of men burst into a warehouse at Heathrow, poured petrol over the groins of the security guards and, cigarette lighters at the ready, theatened to set them alight unless they opened the vaults.

The gang had initially been after the million or so pounds in cash stashed in the warehouse safe, but when one of the guards failed to remember his part of the combination, the gang decided to settle for the consignment of gold that had arrived late the previous evening.

The strongroom contained around 6,800 bars of gold weighing more than 3 tons. The total haul was worth more than £26 million, and from that day on, the heist became known simply as Brinks-Mat.

To all intents and purposes, it was just the sort of crime that London villains had been committing, with varying degrees of success, for decades. Traditionally, the spoils of such jobs would have found their way to the pubs and clubs of east and west London a few days later. But in the case of Brinks-Mat, the public outcry and the sheer size of the police operation forced those involved to become far, far smarter. And they did.

Twelve years after the crime, not one single gold bar has been found, dozens of strong suspects are still at liberty, and only £3 million of the total haul has been recovered.

A special task force, set up to track the money-laundering operation, found it led to the Channel Islands, the British Virgin Islands, American offshore islands, and into Florida and Miami. Robbery Squad officers found themselves coming across the first examples of criminal diversification as the trail took them into drug deals and fraud, and the first examples of international cooperation as the trail led to links between Italian, French, Spanish and American gangsters.

The squad was one of the first to tackle the new breed of gangsters who are now common among the upper echelons of professional crime. Whereas top villains of the past had merely lived quite comfortably from the proceeds of crime, the Brinks-Mat breed had phenomenal wealth which allowed them to live millionaire lifestyles complete with boats, mansions and multiple bank accounts awash with hundreds of thousands of pounds.

A lifestyle that could easily slip between the pages of Hello! magazine is what every professional criminal now aspires to. And for those without the specialist contacts or guts or the knowledge needed to pull off major frauds or blags, the easiest and most lucrative trade that crime has to offer is drugs.

And inevitably, whenever drugs appear on the scene, their two close cousins – guns and hitmen – are never far behind.

Max doesn’t kill or hurt people on a full-time basis. It’s unlikely that anybody does. Ostensibly, he runs a small building firm in the north of England but spends a good deal of time in the capital where his face and track record are well known to most of the firms and families that, from time to time, make use of his services.

‘I had a little job to do in Tenerife,’ he says. ‘There was a nightclub owner over there who had upset some people rather badly. I’m not quite sure what the gist was, whether it was drugs or whatever, but there was a contract out on him for twenty grand.

‘They came to me and said they already had someone out there with a firearm, all they needed was a man to go and pull the trigger. If I’d’ve said no, they would have got it done anyway.

‘I got hold of a yearly passport in a false name and went out there for a week. Now, with Tenerife being an island, I couldn’t do it on the first day – they’d have just sealed the place off. I had to leave it as late as possible. I had photographs of the guy and knew where the bar he owned was so I decided to spend my time hanging around there.

‘I went to the club a few times, just drinking socially, then I got chatting to the actual owner, the guy I was there to kill. I started expressing an interest in doing a bit of work in the bars, talking along those sort of lines, so by the time the last day came, we were quite pally and I’d stay behind with him each night after the bar shut, drinking and chatting.

‘On the last night, I stayed late and gradually the staff filtered off, all the barmaids had gone home, and it was just the two of us left. We were both pretty tanked up so I suggested we took the jeep I’d hired for the week and went off for a tear round the island.

‘He was well pissed up, he was going, “Yeah, fucking great”, so off we went. Now in Tenerife, you’ve only got two main roads that link the place together. And once you get out of the actual towns, it’s just desolate, just volcanic rock.

‘So we were in the jeep on this road, the TF7 I think it’s called, and I drove him halfway to Santa Cruz and then pulled over – for a piss is what I said – he wanted one too so that made it easy. While he was in the bushes I just walked up behind him . . .’ At this point Max forms his hand into the shape of a gun and twitches his fingers a few times. His face is expressionless.

‘I dragged him further into the bushes, got back in the jeep, back to the hotel, next morning I booked out and I was on the plane before anyone even found him.’ There is a long silence while the gravity of what Max has been talking about sinks in.

Struggling for an appropriate question, I finally ask him how he felt, killing someone after getting to know them like that. ‘It’s not like he was a friend and then someone asked me to do it. Someone asked me to do it first. It’s just a job. It’s just like you coming here to do this interview. There ain’t no bad dreams, no remorse, no guilt. Nothing.

‘I like to know I’m doing things for the right reason. If someone was a really nice guy, I probably wouldn’t . . . well, I’d think about it a bit more. I’ve just done this job in Birmingham and that was a real arsehole drug dealer. People like that just piss me off. I wanna put ’em down anyway.

‘I always ask, I always want to know. A lot of people wouldn’t but that’s just me – I like to know why I’m putting a bullet in someone. If I feel justified in doing it, then I’m justified. I wouldn’t go and work for an arsehole and shoot a nice guy, but I’ll do it the other way round.’

I ask about the money – £20,000 sounds like a lot, even for killing someone. It turns out the firm involved paid slightly over the odds as Max had to travel. The average is roughly £10,000, still not exactly small change. ‘It is quite a lot, but people will do it for a lot less than that nowadays. I mean, you can go down the road and get some coke-head teenager to do it for five hundred quid, but will he do it properly?’

Properly? Max gives hypothetical examples to illustrate the differences which I’ve exchanged with real ones. The killing on 3 August 1991 of the youngest member of the Brindle family, twenty-three-year-old David, was by Max’s reckoning a rank amateur affair.

Two men wearing ski-masks burst into the Bell pub, just off the Walworth Road, and fired several shots at Brindle, hitting him once in the back as he tried to get away. Four others in the pub were hit by gunfire and pensioner Stanley Silk, who was standing next to Brindle at the bar, also died. The men ran out, started up a car and made their getaway. Had they been professionals, says Max, they would have waited outside the pub in a car. When Brindle emerged, one would have walked up and asked him for the time. As Brindle looked at his watch, he would have been shot twice in the head. The car would pull alongside, the killer would jump in and the pair make their escape.

Better still, says Max, the killer would be riding pillion on a motorcycle driven by his accomplice. The full-face helmet would hide his identity completely, and when it comes to making a speedy escape around town, two wheels are far better than four.

Professionals also use better equipment, says Max, going on to talk about guns the way a championship golfer might talk about his clubs. ‘I know a lot of people go for these automatics nowadays, but the trouble is they leave shell cases all over the place. Too much forensic.

‘You get a nice thirty-eight revolver, snub-nosed, it’s very small, very compact, very powerful. It’ll rip through people. You getsome nice nickel-and lead-tipped bullets, white plastic-nosed ones or hollow-point . . . you don’t want full metal jacket – they leave nice clean holes – you want to do as much damage as possible.’

Max is a crack shot, having completed and passed a police firearms training course, though to explain how he did so would betray his identity. He points to a man across the bar and explains how he could fire six shots and hit the bloke’s head every time from where he is sitting, some thirty feet away. But when he’s ‘on a job’, he likes to get in close.

‘You don’t want to take a chance. You’re better off doing a couple of body shots then a couple to the head. There’s no way anyone’s going to walk away from that.’

Do you check them to make sure they’re dead? ‘Oh no, they’re dead. No doubt. As soon as someone dies from a gunshot, they instantly piss and shit themselves. You know what you’ve done.’

And what about hurting people? Breaking arms, blowing away kneecaps? ‘I don’t really bother nowadays,’ he says, taking a long draw on his beer. ‘It’s just not worth the hassle. If it’s personal to me, I’ll do it, but otherwise you’re talking about five hundred quid to do someone’s legs in which is nothing. Now, if you get done for that, you’re looking at a shit-load of bird just for doing someone’s legs. You’re mugging yourself off if you do it.

‘I personally earn over two grand a week, so what’s the point of putting myself on the line for five hundred quid, it’s not even half a week’s wages!’ A friend who has been listening in on the conversation now pipes up: ‘But ya do, don’t ya, ya do . . .’ And Max is back to laughing again.

I had first met Max two weeks earlier while visiting Andrew, an underworld arms dealer who, after months of gentle persuasion, had agreed to let me take photographs of his arsenal.

Sitting on Andrew’s pastel-blue sofa drinking tea while his girlfriend rushed around with a dustcloth – ‘I don’t want people thinking we live in a pigsty’ – Max happened to drop by.

The two of us made small-talk about his building firm in the Midlands while Andrew struggled into the living room with a large crate of heavy-duty welding gloves. Each glove contained a gun, and right at the bottom was Andrew’s current favourite, a brand-new Uzi submachine-gun.

As Andrew emptied the crate, his excitement grew. ‘How many guns have we got here?’ he panted. ‘Thirty? Thirty-five? I could get a man to hold every single one of these if I needed to. You know what that is? It’s a fucking army, that’s what.’

Max and I studied the collection, picking out a few for the picture. The variety was daunting. Brownings, Webleys and Walthers. But surprisingly, the one gun that Max got really excited about was a single-shot Derringer – the kind of gun that women in Western films wear in their garter belts.

Max placed the gun in the palm of his massive hand and clenched his sausage-like fingers. It vanished from view and a knowing smile appeared on his face. ‘Lovely little thing this,’ he cooed. ‘How much do you want for it, Andy?’ At the time it seemed a strange choice for the six-foot-plus, eighteen-stone man-mountain that Max was. Now I know better.

In 1954, there were four armed robberies in London. In 1994, there were on average four armed robberies in London every single day.

Nobody knows for sure how many guns there are in criminal hands, but the availability is considerable and increasing rapidly. Once reserved for the top gangsters, highly sophisticated weapons are now available to virtually anyone who wants one. And, according to Andrew, that’s everyone.

‘Whatever area of the crime game you’re in these days, everyone wants a gun,’ he says. ‘Right from burglars and muggers to pimps and fences. Even drug dealers – not the big players but the kids with market stalls selling ten-quid bags of grass – they’re all tooled up too.’

The evidence for this is all around. Last February, a humble bag-snatcher, spotted and chased by security guards from the Regent Palace Hotel in west London, turned, pulled out a handgun and opened fire. A week later, a bus conductor demanding a fare from two men on the upper deck of a Routemaster in Oxford Street found himself looking down the barrel of a sawn-off shotgun as they voiced their objection.

The price of a gun on the black market ranges from £150 to £300 for an old revolver, up to around £700 for a newish, semi-automatic handgun, and up to £1500 and above for a machine-gun or assault rifle.

For up-and-coming criminals who don’t want to risk carrying a gun when they are not ‘working’, weapons are commonly hired from dealers like Andrew. The terms vary but in general involve a returnable deposit plus a fee. If the gun is fired, the deposit is retained and the renter is obliged to dispose of the weapon. The reason for this is that no one wants to pick up someone else’s history. With advances in forensic techniques, it is relatively easy for the police to match bullets and shells to a particular gun, so an unlucky armed robber might find himself charged with a murder he knew nothing about.

Should the police ever get round to dredging the Thames close to Bermondsey, they’ll find out what happens to such weapons.

According to research carried out by the National Criminal Intelligence Service, the two main sources of weapons for the black market are thefts from legitimate certificate-holders and a trade carried out by bent gun dealers.

But hundreds of other guns come direct from the Continent where gun laws are often fairly lax. In Belgium, for example, it is possible for a British citizen to purchase a pump-action shotgun – heavily restricted in the UK – simply on production of a passport. Such guns are regularly smuggled back into the country. ‘Only a fool would try and come back through Dover,’ says Andrew. ‘Liverpool, that’s the best bet. They’re pretty slack there.’

Known methods of bringing weapons into the country include dismantling them and posting the bits separately to safe houses or placing different parts in different suitcases in an attempt to fool the X-ray detectors. Guns are also hidden in freight or foodstuffs. Others are said to be concealed among deliveries of a particular foreign newspaper.

A current favourite, particularly among Yardie gangs, is the Glock 17L 9mm semi-automatic. This state-of-the-art weapon is, with the exception of the barrel, constructed from high-tensile plastic making it far lighter, quieter and more durable than conventional firearms. More importantly, it doesn’t set off those troublesome airport metal detectors.

Yet more guns pour on to the black market through what is officially classified as ‘leakage’ from military sources. The Home Office has never issued figures – and never will – for the number of weapons lost, damaged or stolen during military exercises, but the public houses close to, say, Aldershot are said to be a frenzy of activity after tours of duty and training exercises, though this has declined somewhat with the ending of the Cold War.

Criminals also exploit two major legal loopholes in order to maintain their firepower. The first of these involves ammunition. While a full firearms certificate is required to purchase live rounds, no licence is needed to purchase shell cases, powder, firing caps and bullets.

It is therefore possible, using a machine that can be purchased by mail order, again without a licence, to make live rounds from the comfort of your own home. In recent years, various police experts have testified that this situation was acceptable as there had never been any evidence of criminals taking advantage of it, and because it would be virtually impossible to enforce restrictions on the sale of components. But in the first four months of 1994, raids on three underworld armouries uncovered bullet-making equipment, and there were at least two murders in which ‘home-made’ ammunition had been used.

The other loophole involves deactivated weapons – genuine guns that have been made safe by firearms dealers and certified by the Home Office. These were introduced as a sop to the gun lobby in the wake of new legislation after the Hungerford massacre which made it illegal, even for licence-holders, to obtain semi-automatic weapons.

Deactivated guns, which range from machine-pistol to anti-aircraft weapons, have holes drilled in their barrels, metal rods welded into their ammunition chambers, and part of the firing mechanism removed.

While this is usually sufficient to ensure that most guns can never be fired again, one particular type of weapon – a machine-gun that works on the ‘blowback’ principle, a type that includes Uzis, Sten guns and various East European automatic pistols – is so crudely constructed that it can easily be restored to full working order. This was evidenced with near-fatal consequences when Detective Sergeant Michael Stubbs of the London Flying Squad was shot in the head with a Czech-made Skorpion submachine-gun wielded by armed robber Stephen Farrer towards the end of 1993.

At the time, the press concentrated on the fact that it was the first time a machine-gun had been fired at the police in Britain. It was, in fact, also the first time a deactivated gun had been fired at the police.

In answer to a parliamentary question in May 1994, the Home Secretary revealed that in the previous year two murders and fourteen shootings had been carried out with deactivated weapons. New legislation has now been introduced which, by increasing the amount of work that needs to be carried out on a weapon before it can be classified as officially deactivated, will nullify the threat. However the law only applies to new weapons so there are still thousands of deactivated guns in circulation which have the potential to be converted.

And even without these loopholes, there is still no shortage of black market weapons, or underworld armourers. ‘It’s only the amateurs who rent,’ says Andrew. ‘They only do little jobs – post offices, betting shops. If you’re planning something big, you’re better off with your own gear. All the big families and firms have their own armourers. You don’t want too many people knowing your business, that’s how you end up inside.’

Many of the weapons within even the top firms are surprisingly old. A high proportion of the handguns used in armed robberies and street battles are British service weapons such as Webley revolvers, dating from the thirties and forties, which were kept in private houses as souvenirs of past conflicts. But, as a result of more recent conflicts, the balance appears to be shifting.

‘Since the Falklands and now with this Bosnia thing, I don’t know how but all of a sudden the market is getting flooded with loads of foreign, good, high-quality guns,’ says Andrew enthusiastically. ‘But not blagging guns, fucking war guns. There’s all these night-sights and laser guidance things, bazookas and Kalashnikovs – everyone’s got one now so you’d be a dickhead not to get one yourself.’

This kind of talk, according to underworld observers, is a requiem for a gangland tragedy. Thirty, twenty, even ten years ago, a gun was a tool of the trade. You carried it while you were working, used it if you were brave enough and felt you had no option, then stashed it when you were finished.

Today, the gun is virtually a fashion accessory and bravery comes pre-packaged in the form of neat white lines of powder on a mirror. In the old days, a pro wouldn’t even have a small drink before going on a job. ‘Now people get charlied up, think they’re it and start shooting,’ says Andrew.

‘All that stuff [drugs] they use nowadays makes them confident, brave, raring to go. Someone’s only got to plant the seed and they’re off. People used to be known as hard-men. They’d win a reputation by having lots of tough fights and coming out on top. Nowadays, if you’re that good, you just get shot. There are no more hard-men any more, just nutters.’

The link between British organised crime and the business of drug trafficking is a surprisingly recent one. Up until the mid-seventies, the majority of Britain’s cannabis was being moved by well-educated sorts from good backgrounds – men like Howard Marks and Charles Radcliffe who had almost accidentally expanded their supply operations beyond their circle of friends and went about their work in a Boys’ Own fashion.

But as the decade drew to a close, gangs of former armed robbers – who had hitherto despised anything to do with drugs – began moving in on the scene and taking it over. Between 1977 and 1980, the amount of cannabis resin seized by British customs officials trebled.

There were a number of factors behind this change in attitude and increase in criminal involvement. Firstly, during the mid-seventies cannabis had started to replace tobacco as the primary prison currency, and many of the old anti-drugs school of villains found themselves having their first, tentative toke while behind bars.

Having realised that they didn’t immediately turn into child molesters or suffer from paranoid psychosis, they started to see the drug in a new light. The profits were high, the risks were low, and the market seemed insatiable.

The second factor came to the fore in the summer of 1978 when the Spanish government ended its hundred-year extradition treaty with Britain. Originally drawn up by Benjamin Disraeli with the specific intention of preventing British runaways from finding sanctuary in the sun, the Spanish decided it was unworkable, paving the way for the birth of the infamous Costa del Crime, the poor man’s Brazil.

Over the next three years, more than one hundred of Britain’s most wanted men beat a retreat to a luxurious exile. Few became homesick. The weather was warmer, the houses were bigger, the cars were always convertible and the police didn’t recognise you, let alone trouble you.

There were British pubs selling British ale, restaurants serving roast beef and Yorkshire pudding lovingly prepared by British chefs, and even British prostitutes advertising themselves in the back of Sur newspaper. This, at last, was the life they had yearned and strived for.

After a while, though, many found something was missing. The highlight of the week became the visit to the local supermarket or the day when the next video of Coronation Street arrived.

But what the expats disliked most of all was when friends from London came to visit. They’d explain how quickly the underworld was changing, how much better they were to be out of it. How they’d never keep up with the young turks. In a phrase, they were ‘gone at the game’.

But the expats had an ace up their sleeves. With Morocco just a fast speedboat ride from the Costa del Sol, Spain was, and still is, the biggest port of entry to Europe for North African hashish.

In those early days, the area was ideally suited to the task. Smugglers could slip out of the many harbours between Malaga and Marbella almost undetected among the hundreds of pleasure craft. They could easily outrun the Spanish police’s comisarias which hadn’t been upgraded for years and, as a final bonus, drug profits could be (and continue to be) laundered thorough Gibraltar’s plentiful offshore banks.

At first they took a purely financial interest, putting up the money for a stake and doubling their investment in a matter of days. But then they started to get more involved, more greedy.

The biggest ‘firms’ employed Moroccan middle-men who would haggle for a good price in the Rif mountains where the marijuana grows on discreet farms, hidden from prying eyes by cedar forests, or meet representatives of the growers in plush Tangiers hotels.

There would also be a team of boatmen, drivers and heavies. Rarely would quantities of less than half a ton be considered.

To stay one step ahead, the method of smuggling would be varied. Sometimes small boats would be used; sometimes panels of hashish would be stashed inside lorries in ‘friendly’ Moroccan warehouses. The vehicles would be loaded with perishable goods such as oranges, frozen fish or fresh flowers and then sealed shut with Transport Internationale Routière (TIR) bonds which ensured they sped through customs checkpoints with little or no interference.

Other teams would simply fly their consignments direct from the Rif to small airfields in quiet Spanish provinces while others still would rely on visiting friends and relatives to strap a few kilos to their bodies and breeze through customs with the holiday crowd.

By the early eighties, there was an efficient, British-controlled cannabis-smuggling network moving approximately four tonnes of high-quality resin back to dear old Blighty each year. The local police had little chance of infiltrating the network – few of the firms hired Spaniards – and by the time they started to make inroads, the firms had already moved on.

In the early eighties, the South American cocaine barons started to target Europe, the American market for the then upmarket drug having become saturated. Spain, with its common language and large Colombian population, quickly became the main port of entry. The traffickers received a boost in 1983 when changes to the Spanish criminal law decriminalised the possession of cocaine unless the amount involved greatly exceeded an individual’s personal needs (it wasn’t recriminalised until 1992).

Scouts sent out by the Colombians quickly made contact with the satellite British underworld which soon adapted part of its cannabis-smuggling network to accept South America’s finest export. Between 1980 and 1984, the amount of cocaine seized in Spain increased fourfold. The amount seized in Britain rose by exactly the same factor.

(Heroin, then as now, was seen as a ‘dirty junkie’s drug’. Even today, none of London’s main crime families will tolerate it within their ranks. In April 1980, a Sunday Times story about organised crime muscling in on the cannabis scene noted: ‘The only consolation for police and customs is that gang activity does not appear to have made serious inroads into Britain’s heroin traffic . . .’ In fact organised crime was deeply involved in the heroin trade; it just wasn’t British organised crime.)

The re-establishment of the Spanish extradition treaty in 1985 did little to stem the flow of drugs – by then, British villains were competing with dozens of international gangs including Arab gun-runners and Turkish heroin smugglers. Much of the expat element soon gave way to a younger, hungrier mob.

Today, characters like The Enforcer, The Whistler, Mad Dog and Kickbox Stevie call the tune. They play for higher stakes and are not afraid to show disrespect to the old school. Former Great Train Robber Charlie Wilson found that out in August 1990 when he was executed in the garden of his Marbella mansion. Two years later The Enforcer, a sixteen-stone hard-man from Rochdale, hospitalised none other than Ronnie Knight of Security Express fame in a dispute over a ‘business’ transaction.

The new breed took over and developed the drug scene. In the case of cocaine, many switched to importing the stuff direct from Colombia themselves; in the case of cannabis, others found new sources and routes, such as smuggling cannabis from Afghanistan across the Soviet Union via Moscow and Leningrad to Britain.

Back in the UK, having seen the popularity of the dance scene and its dependence on drugs, others got involved in the manufacture of LSD, amphetamine and most recently Ecstasy, offering a new generation of youngsters the same summer of love as their parents had experienced twenty years earlier. (In some cases, the parents would help out and father and son would eventually appear together in the dock.)

When it came to supplying drugs to clubs and rave parties, developing an interest in nightclub security services turned out to be a key area. If you control who goes in or out of a club, you control who deals the drugs and can therefore ensure that you get a cut of every pill, tab or snort sold.

With this in mind, gangs of modern-day hard-men began setting themselves up as security firms, often with alarming results. Strikeforce Surveillance, for example, became notorious on the rave scene before it disbanded in 1990. Its reputation for aggressive tactics was sealed when, during an outdoor party at Reigate, Surrey in September 1989, the sixty-strong Strikeforce team hired to ‘guard’ the event attacked police trying to arrest a drug dealer. The bouncers, armed with baseball bats, knives and CS gas canisters, left sixteen police officers injured.

Another firm, Rats Securities, run by Brixton-based Vincent Atkins, who has convictions for assault and wounding, gained a reputation for taking on the heavy jobs that no one else would tackle and advertised itself as featuring ‘12 highly trained kick-boxers, all over 6ft tall, who will go anywhere, anytime to do anything.’ It too has now disbanded.

Even without controlling the drugs, the contracts were incredibly lucrative. A firm like Rats would charge £200 per doorman (although the bouncers themselves would receive only £50) with up to twenty-five being needed for a typical rave. Often, the firm would cover two or three events each week.

Competition for contracts, not surprisingly, was fierce. When the widely feared Panther security firm from Harlseden lost a £3000 deal to guard a reggae gig at their local community centre, they took their revenge on the rival Jumbo Defence Force who took their place.

The JDF, who had travelled up from south of the river and knew nothing of Panther’s reputation, had been warned that their rivals would attend the gig and had been told not to search them. But a scuffle started when Harry Mundy, a JDF bouncer, failed to recognise Panther Virgil Adams and began to frisk him. The Panthers, led by Andrew Marshall and Sam Campbell, launched a frenzied attack on Mundy, hacking at his groin and legs with a knife and ten-inch bayonet, inflicting wounds so severe that surgeons were forced to amputate one of his legs.

Marshall and Campbell then spotted Phillip Williams, a local man who was living with Marshall’s ex-girlfriend. They chased him, pinned him up against a wall and slashed at him repeatedly. He died on the way to hospital.

Today, the outdoor rave scene has mostly died down, but the controlling influence of the doormen remains, as one DJ who asked not to be identified explained.

‘Most of the clubs in London are paying protection money; they have to be somebody if they’re not. People don’t know it’s going on because no one shows off about it any more. But it’s still there.

‘There are organised firms that go around and do it. Lots of times, I’ve been working and a load of blokes have come in and said to the manager, “Right, we’re your new partners. Either we take half of everything, or we smash this place to fuck and you’ll be left with all of nothing.”

‘It’s the doormen that run the drugs too. It makes sense really. How else can they search everyone at the door but people still get in with guns and drugs and stuff. They usually confiscate any drugs they find and give them to one person to sell. I’ve even heard of cases where a dealer’s managed to slip past so the doormen give some punter twenty quid and they go round asking everyone for an E until they find the dealer. Then the bouncer grabs them.’

Tony Tucker, Patrick Tate and Craig Rolfe, the three Ecstasy dealers found brutally executed in a Range Rover in a lonely Essex lane in December 1995 had all worked as bouncers (Tucker had even once been a minder to boxer Nigel Benn) before moving up a league into the supply business.

The trio were also known to have attempted to take over a number of clubs in the Basildon area and had been responsible for a series of ‘stings’ against rival firms, though it is not clear which of these activities led to their deaths.

Tackling this criminal infiltration of the security industry is a delicate business. When the Labour MP Ian McCartney began campaigning for the vetting of nightclub bouncers to stop the protection rackets, he and his family began receiving death threats. In one case, his wife received a card confirming an appointment for plastic surgery, although she had never been in touch with the clinic. In another, the family received bereavement cards although no one had died. McCartney also received an unsolicited visitor at the House of Commons whose description matched that given to the police by an informant who tipped them off that a contract had been taken out on the MP.

Of course, not all bouncers are involved in selling drugs or protection rackets, but few can claim to be completely removed from the underworld. Ever since the Krays bought Esmeralda’s Barn, clubs and crime have been inexorably linked. Clubs are either run by gangsters, or patronised by them. Increasingly, they are where deals are struck, where business is settled, where ‘work’ is planned and where post-job celebrations are held.

The bouncers are an integral part of this, particularly as back-up ‘muscle’ is often taken direct from their ranks. Ensuring everything runs smoothly for the gangster element is a top priority. Fall foul of the unwritten law, and bouncers can all too easily find themselves in the line of fire.

Marcus agrees to speak to me only on condition that I don’t identify the men who are trying to kill him.

The head of a Margate-based doorman agency, Marcus was working a club in Cliftonville one Saturday night in May 1993 when he spotted one of his staff arguing at the doorway.

A man outside was shouting and swearing aggressively, demanding to be let into the club, but the doorman was standing firm, refusing to allow him past unless he paid the entrance fee. Marcus takes up the story.

‘I went over to try to keep the peace and calm the situation down but the guy was coked out of his head and wasn’t having any of it. His eyes were wide, pupils dilated and he was saying: “Who the fuck are you?” He told me to keep my nose out of it and kept insisting he’d already been in the club earlier, even though his hand hadn’t been stamped.’

What Marcus did not know at the time was that the man was telling the truth. He had indeed been inside the club that night, having arrived earlier in the evening with a London ‘face’ – the son of one of Britain’s most notorious villains. Marcus himself had seen the ‘face’ and let him in, waving through his friend without bothering to register his looks.

Having got drunk and ‘charlied up’, the guest had then left the club alone. Without his famous escort, he seemed like just another Joe, hence his difficulty in getting back in. Had he had his wits about him, the mere mention of the name of the ‘face’ would have done the trick. Instead, Marcus had no reason to believe the man was anything other than just another lairy youth trying to get in for nothing.

‘The guy wasn’t being calmed down at all,’ Marcus continues. ‘So I said to him: “If that’s the way you are, you’re not coming in at all”, and I pushed him out the door. The next thing I knew he’d hit me with his right hand, a hook round the side of the head. So I grabbed him by the throat with my left and hit him hard in the face which sent him flying across the pavement.

‘He was so high, he got straight up and came charging back at me for another go. The second time I grabbed him bodily and I picked him up and threw him across the pavement about twelve feet.

‘Apparently he broke his ankle when he landed but he was so far out of it, he didn’t even realise it himself. He got back up again, limped back to the door and started calling me a wanker and this and that, saying he was gonna get me shot, that I was gonna die and that I didn’t know who I was messing with. But you get that all the time when you’re working the doors so you don’t take a lot of notice.

‘He then went to take another swing at me so I brought my foot up and kicked him straight in the stomach. Dropped him. Completely. Took the wind out of him. He fell to the pavement in a heap and I said, “Right, that’ll shut you up for a while.”’

It was then that his friend, the ‘face’, came downstairs from the nightclub above. ‘I suddenly realised who the other bloke was. He said, “Who’s done this to my mate?” I’ve gone, “Let me explain what happened.” He just shook his head and said, “I’m not interested.”

‘He never said a thing more. He just looked me up and down, took in everything that he could about my appearance, picked his mate up, got in a taxi and left. No threats. And when people don’t do that, when people don’t threaten you, it’s actually far more frightening.’

The following morning, Marcus received a telephone call from the club’s owner – a friend of the father of the face – who informed him that, not to put too fine a point on it, he was now on the wanted list.

‘He said he was going to try and sort it out and went up to London for a couple of days to talk to the blokes involved. He came back saying it was sorted – that the family weren’t happy about it but that because of their friendship with him, they were going to let it go.’

If it sounded too good to be true, that’s because it was. Three months later, Marcus was working the door at a fairly rough pub close to Margate when he received a a telephone call.

Just as he moved away from the double doors where he was standing, a man burst in with a sawn-off shotgun and fired off both barrels. ‘The blast was aimed at knee height,’ he says, ‘as if they wanted revenge for me breaking the guy’s ankle. At the time I wasn’t really sure if it was related. I thought it might have been something to do with the troubles in the pub.

‘But then a few weeks later, on Bonfire Night, I had another little visit. I’d actually taken the night off. Normally I’d be going to work about nine in the evening, but this particular night I was taking my girlfriend out. At about quarter to eight I went to leave the house to buy a bottle of wine at our local off-licence down the road.

‘There were fireworks going off all over the place, loads of noise and everything. As I went out to get into my car – and I’m fairly observant anyway because of the nature of my job – I noticed two blokes on the other side of the road. As soon as I came out, they turned and looked at me. They didn’t look comfy, didn’t look right. They were walking down a main road but they didn’t look like they was going anywhere. They were just ambling along which, if you’re on a main road, you don’t normally do.

‘They kept looking over at me, I kept looking back. One was very, very tall with blond hair, the other a lot shorter with dark hair but unshaven. Both were in their mid to late twenties and at first I thought they were probably trying to case the house to burgle it.

‘Anyway, I got in my car and had just started to reverse off the driveway when I saw these two guys run across the road. I looked round to check the traffic and when I looked back, I saw them on my side of the road, about twenty feet away from the car.

‘Then I saw them whispering at each other and looking at me and pointing. Then all of a sudden I saw the right hand of one of them, the shorter guy, go under his cardigan and produce a gun. I only saw the silhouette but I knew exactly what it was. By the time I’d taken in what it was and had thought through some of the possibilities of why he had it, the bloke had raised the gun up and come running at the car. Now a lot of people have said that they were just trying to warn me. Believe me, if they was just trying to warn me, they could have done it from twenty feet away. They could have just pulled the gun out and shot a few rounds off.

‘I know that the guy ran at the car with the sole intention of getting up to the window and shooting me. Now I don’t know how much damage he was planning to inflict but as far as I was concerned it was gonna be fatal.

‘So I just slammed the car into first gear, put my foot down and drove straight up into the middle of the road away from them. I heard four or five shots fired and my rear tyre blew out. I just carried on down to the off-licence, got the bloke to phone 999.’

(Amateurs, Max would have said. At this point, I can’t help wondering how he would have handled the job. Marcus would just have got into the driver’s seat when there would have been a tap at the window. ‘Excuse me, mate, I’m looking for . . .’ Four bangs. End of story.)

‘It took the police half an hour to arrive,’ says Marcus, shaking his head. ‘This is on a 999 call where someone’s been shot at, and when they did turn up, they were unarmed. What’s the point? They were totally, totally useless.

‘I made a statement but then I withdrew it. I knew they weren’t going to find the blokes who did it and if they went around knocking on doors, they were just going to annoy people. Instead, I had a word with a bloke who’s got a big firm up in London. I think that helped. I’ve not been told it’s over so I don’t know for sure. I still look over my shoulder every day.’

The ‘bloke’ in London was a certain Dave Courtney, a well-known figure in the underworld. The head of a major firm of doormen, he has a string of convictions for grievous bodily harm and assault. His name has also been linked to various robberies and thefts though he has yet to be successfully prosecuted for such a crime.

Above all, he is known as a hard-man, the sort that most sensible people would cross the street to avoid. For example, in 1980 he was sentenced to three years for attempted murder after attacking five waiters at his local Chinese restaurant with their own meat cleavers.

In October 1990, Courtney, who at the time was starring as an extra in the television series The Paradise Club, found himself on the front page of the Sun following an alleged fight over nightclub security contract rivalries. One hundred and sixty bouncers had watched him and another man fight a vicious bare-knuckle fight which ended with Courtney having part of an ear and the end of his nose almost bitten off.

Recovering in hospital, Courtney refused police protection, claiming the injuries were caused by a dog: ‘I don’t think the fucking dog is gonna find out what ward I’m in and come round to bite me again,’ he told them. No charges were ever brought in connection with the fight.

The underworld is awash with Courtney stories, from raids on his clubs where the police seized enough drugs, weapons and other evidence to fill five bin liners to epic battles seemingly in every town in the country. Many such stories are undoubtedly apocryphal, but one that checks out occurred at a certain London nightclub which Courtney patronised.

One night, a dozen or so members of a rival firm arrived and announced that they would be taking over the club. Courtney arrived a little later with a friend and the manager ushered him into the office to meet the new owners.

Courtney objected to the takeover, only to be told he was somewhat outnumbered. Courtney then produced a gun and with typical wit replied: ‘I think me, Smith and Wesson can handle you lot.’

One close acquaintance, a certain Reginald Kray, describes him as: ‘One of the old school in principle and character . . . I would trust him with my life. There has been ample evidence in the past of his abilities as a fighter, he has a big following and is recognised throughout London as a main figure . . . I value him as a very close friend.’

So close, in fact, that when the other half of the terrible twinsome, Ronnie, passed into the next world in March 1995, it was Dave Courtney’s firm that was chosen to guard the body, arrange security for the funeral procession and, following the unwanted attention of some young souvenir hunters, stand watch over Ronnie’s grave.

But the Courtney of the past is gone. Now thirty-seven, he believes the time has come to make the change to a more legitimate profession. He is currently in the process of reinventing himself as an agent for the entertainment business, putting the violent past behind him.

This change of attitude is immediately evidenced by his new calling cards. Originally they read: ‘A very dodgy bastard. Anyone, anytime, anywhere.’ Now they read: ‘A very flash cunt but a nice flash cunt.’

For as long as he can remember, Dave Courtney always wanted to be a gangster.

His introduction to a life of crime began in 1971 when, in an attempt to instil discipline and find a suitable outlet for the boy’s excess energy, his headmaster sent him along to the local boxing gym.

The young Courtney took to the sport at once. He learned to hook, to upper-cut, to slip and to duck. He learned about courage, about pain, failure and success. More importantly, though, he learned that, while all men may be created equal, they don’t necessarily stay that way.

Occasionally at the gym, numerous shadowy figures would arrive who created something of a commotion. Training would stop and the staff and older boxers would flutter around the guests like butterflies, cracking open bottles of champagne and spirits as if a long-lost cousin had returned to the fold.

The men would always be immaculately dressed. Whatever the fashion of the day, they always wore sharp, hand-made Italian suits and silk ties. Their wrists and fingers would be weighed down with a mass of glittering gold, their hair groomed to perfection, and by their sides would be an ever-changing selection of beautiful women.

They arrived in the biggest, newest cars available and parked them prominently so that everyone could see them. Whenever money was called for, they would pull out brick-thick wads of notes, throwing them around like confetti. The men were always flush but on some occasions more so than on others, as if their wealth came in fits and starts. It didn’t take Courtney long to find out their trade.

The men were south-east London’s premier villains of the day. Armed robbers, safe-crackers, hijackers and the like – men of honour whose chosen profession was considered wholly justified and acceptable. In those days, the word criminal was reserved for rapists and child molesters. Robbery was merely theft with persuasion.

To Courtney, the men were heroes and role models. By the time this gutsy fighter had reached his mid-teens he had represented both club and country and become a favourite of the gangsters.

‘At fifteen, I knew exactly what I wanted to do,’ he says. ‘I knew exactly what kind of life I wanted to live and what I was going to have to do to get it. I knew I had the bottle to do what they were doing and I had the right attitude – I don’t run away, I don’t grass people up and I can be trusted. It’s almost as if I was born to be a gangster.’

After dozens of amateur fights, Courtney turned professional, supporting himself in the early days by working as a dustman. After eight bouts, he realised that, far from becoming a wealthy world champion, he could never be anything more than a standard circuit fighter, taking on all-comers in an effort to get by. Instead, Courtney went underground, competing in seventeen unlicensed bouts, then as now the preferred entertainment of the underworld. He soon began organising contests of his own, using boxing colleagues to work as bouncers and sowing the seeds of a future business. Progress was rapid – providing doormen turned out to be so lucrative he switched to running his own agency full time.

There was also plenty of work from the boxing-gym crowd, much of which he won’t talk about but which included evicting squatters, repossessing cars and general strong-arm work – rent-a-clump, as Courtney calls it.

‘When you run an agency you’ve suddenly got two hundred blokes willing to do whatever you say and, without meaning to, you suddenly find you’re some kind of threat to others. Trouble becomes almost unavoidable and the higher up the ladder you go, the worse the trouble gets.

‘Whereas a smack in the mouth might do for a “normal” person, when people think you can handle yourself, they decided you need a good kick-in. And so it goes on until people think the only way to stop you is to have you topped.

‘You’ve got to live with the fact that someone out there wants to do something like that to you. But the rewards of this life are so high, you put up with it – I go abroad a good few times a year, I’ve got a nice house, nice car. I risk my liberty to live the way I do and I’ve been to prison a few times, but I love my life and I wouldn’t change a day of it.’

To people like Dave Courtney, to live any other way would be crazy, the idea of having a nine-to-five job absurd. But the advantages are considerable. Like the Dire Straits song says, you get your money for nothing and your chicks for free. Temptation is everywhere.

‘I get it every day, every single day. Everything from prostitutes to stolen horses to drugs, firearms as well as jewellery, video cameras – you name it. And even if I don’t want it myself, people are always asking me for things as well. Without meaning to, you become some kind of middle-man.’

Today, Courtney looks every inch the gangster, albeit one cast from a mould dating back some twenty years. He never travels without his own brick-thick wad, is laden with glittering heavy metal, including a solid-gold miniature knuckleduster on a gold chain around his neck. He currently drives a pristine silver 1957 Jaguar, though he changes cars regularly to keep one step ahead of the Old Bill.

‘I was brought up with the old school. In those days it was almost honourable to be a gangster. You could almost stand up at school and say my old man’s a bank robber and everyone would have clapped, and said “good on him”.

‘Nowadays, you can say that most people who are involved in crime are really involved in drugs. Villainy revolves around money and there’s no better, easier, quicker way to make money than drugs. And I should know. People who wouldn’t have touched drugs a few years ago are well into it. The stigma’s gone. No one looks down on it.

‘But once you’re involved in drugs, you start coming across serious drug users who spend half their time out of their nuts. These people would rob their own grandmothers to get money for a deal so they’ve got no qualms about shopping their dealers.

‘I don’t consider myself a coward but the idea of dealing in gear scares the shit out of me. Because it doesn’t matter how clever or how careful you are, it’s all down to someone grassing you up. And to risk my liberty on the hope that no one will ever grass on me frightens me.
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