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Wensley Clarkson is recognized as one of Britain’s most knowledgeable writers when it comes to the underworld. He first covered the Brink’s-Mat robbery as a newspaper reporter more than twenty-five years ago and has watched its tentacles spread out across the underworld ever since. Clarkson has written numerous true-crime books, including biographies of Brink’s-Mat defendant Kenneth Noye, ex-Great Train Robber Charlie Wilson and legendary south London criminal Jimmy Moody. Kenny Noye: Public Enemy Number 1 was one of the ten bestselling true crime titles of the 1990s.




‘It’s a curse because everyone connected to Brink’s-Mat stands to get topped sooner or later.’


– Legendary south London villain Georgie Francis,
shortly before he was shot dead by a hit man.


‘People are pointing the finger at one particular character who is virtually a one-man killing machine.’


– One Brink’s-Mat associate, following the latest murder
of one of the criminals involved in the heist.


‘Like so many of them, Brian knew he had it coming. He crossed the wrong people.’


– Gangster Gordon McShane, describing the hit-man
killing of Brink’s-Mat robber Brian Perry.


‘He offered me a one-million-pound bribe that I happily turned down.’


– Scotland Yard detective Brian Boyce, describing
Brink’s-Mat mastermind Kenneth Noye.




‘One by one those involved are being picked off like targets in
a funfair shooting gallery. It’s bloody terrifying that this sort
of thing still goes on in a so-called civilized society.’


– Retired senior Brink’s-Mat investigator




What’s a jemmy compared with a share certificate?
What’s breaking into a bank compared with founding one?


– Bertolt Brecht, The Threepenny Opera




This book is dedicated to ALL the victims
of the Curse of Brink’s-Mat





AUTHOR’S NOTE: THE ROOT OF ALL EVIL



    GOLD: Precious yellow non-rusting malleable ductile metallic element of high specific gravity, used as a fundamental monetary medium.



The Concise Oxford English Dictionary doesn’t quite capture the magic of the word, nor its ability to fascinate and corrupt. For 6,000 years it has been hewn from veins of quartz and pyrites, and panned from the rivers and streams. Today those nations lucky enough to count it as a major resource – South Africa, Russia, Canada, the United States, Brazil and Australia – mine the precious commodity with relentless efficiency. Even in countries where the amounts to be found can’t support a highly developed industry, gold fever is just as strong.


Only in the last of the sixty centuries that it has been sought by man have gold’s chemical properties been put to uses other than coinage and jewellery. These days it is an essential ingredient in dentistry and the hi-tech industries, providing high electrical conductivity in printed circuits and improving the tonal image of photographic film.


But such is its rarity that even now ninety per cent of all the gold ever produced – estimated to amount to some 2,000 million ounces – can still be confidently accounted for. Forty-five per cent lies in central banks such as the Bank of England and the Bundesbank in Germany, where it is kept as a guarantee of economic stability for the governments in question. The Bank of England (other-wise known as the Old Lady of Threadneedle Street) never lets her reserves drop below 500,000 kilograms. Another twenty-five per cent of the world’s gold is in private hands – either those of powerful international conglomerates or hugely wealthy individuals – while the remaining twenty per cent has been used in jewellery, religious artefacts and dentistry.


Even the ten per cent that is missing has not vanished without trace. Much of it is stuck in a time warp, entombed on the ocean’s floor in sunken galleons and more modern ships, victims of either the elements or marine warfare, where it waits to be rediscovered.


But the Brink’s-Mat robbery changed all that. Nobody in the history of British crime has ever got hold of so much of this precious, incredibly rare metal at once. In one fell swoop £28 million worth of bullion was ‘liberated’ from a warehouse outside Heathrow airport. Nobody, least of all the robbers themselves, expected to get their hands on this amount of loot. Nor could they have predicted the job’s extraordinary consequences.


However I word this note I’m going to upset somebody. One of my main sources for this book put it bluntly: ‘There are people who will be fuckin’ angry that I’ve talked to you. They are evil characters and I don’t want to upset any of them.’


There are few readily available written records covering much of the activities of the Brink’s-Mat participants, so I have had to trust the judgment and recollections of numerous people, many of whom would rather not have their names reproduced in this book. It has been dependent on the memories of individuals – fallible, contradictory, touched by pride and capable of omission – but I believe them because these are upfront men, and there are no hidden agendas in this story.


I make no apologies for the strong language, either.


So to all the ‘faces’ I’ve met down the years and the ‘cozzers’ who’ve given me a helping hand, I say, ‘Thank you.’


Without their help, this book would not have been possible.


Much of the book is based on a long series of interviews, conversations and recollections supplied, at times unwittingly, by dozens of individuals over the past fifteen years. I’ve spent many hours in formal and informal conversations with them. Of course some vital names are missing, and that will frustrate those who were involved in the eras mentioned here. But ultimately I’ve tried to recreate a story that twists and turns from the mean streets of south London to even harsher prison corridors to Spain’s so-called Costa del Crime and across the globe. It’s been a fascinating journey which I hope you are going to enjoy and relish as much as I have.


Some of the dialogue presented in this book was constructed from documents, some was drawn from courtroom testimony and some was reconstituted from the recollections of participants.


Wensley Clarkson, 2012





CAST OF CHARACTERS



The Bad Guys


BIG AL – Grassing up a face is never a good idea.


BIG JOHN – Underworld legend who couldn’t resist a piece of the action.


BIG PAT – Pumped-up, steroid-addicted psycho who took on the Big Boys and lost.


BRIAN – Being greedy and turning your mates over is never a good idea.


THE BRIEF – Lawman with a crooked angle.


CLIFFY BOY – Found out too late that crime definitely doesn’t pay.


THE COLONEL – Ex-squaddie with a real eye for detail who had the inside track on the ‘Crime of the Century’.


THE FOX – Mysterious financier who stepped back into the shadows at just the right moment.


GARTH – Back-up man without a plan.


GENTLEMAN GEORGE – A real pro who pushed his luck just a little too far.


GOLDEN MOLE – Inside man who lost his bottle and now has to watch his back.


HIT MAN SCOTT – Chilling Goodfellas ice man from across The Pond.


JOEY BOY – Master con man, adept at talking his way into anyone’s fortune.


KING OF CATFORD – Suspected ‘masterblagger’ who got too flash for his own good.


LITTLE LEGS – Old-school East End robber armed with muscle and grit.


MAD MICKEY (aka THE GENERAL) – The brains – with a short fuse and a mission to destroy anyone who got in his way.


MATTY THE GREEK – Old-time fence who thought he knew it all.


THE MILKMAN – Kilburn Irishman who always delivered on time.


KENNETH NOYE – So-called middleman who killed his way to notoriety.


PADDY – ‘Active’ in every sense of the word, but somehow escaped justice.


THE PENGUIN – Irish mobster with all the right connections.


THE PIMPERNEL – The most artful dodger of them all.


PORKY – Escaped convict with blood on his hands.


SANE MICKEY – Tried to keep everyone happy but ended up with more trouble than he could handle.


SCARFACE – Psycho shooter with a death wish.


SID THE WINK – Double-dealing ex-cop turned merchant of death.


STEVIE THE BUTCHER – ‘Carve-up man’ who helped hide the bodies.


TERRY THE CHIEF – Head of a modern-day family of criminals who are the most notorious London has ever seen.


The Good Guys


BRIAN BOYCE – Stickler for discipline and completely ‘unbendable’.


TONY BRIGHTWELL – Fair-minded but eagle-eyed detective who had a face-off with some of the gang.


STEPHEN CAMERON – Had the dreadful misfortune to encounter a cop killer on the road.


JOHN CHILDS – Undercover man who was first on the scene of the crime that rocked the boys in blue.


PHIL CORBETT – Tenacious officer with a down-to-earth attitude.


TONY CURTIS – The last cop standing.


JOHN FORDHAM – Hard-nosed police surveillance man whose devotion to the cause ended in tragedy.


ALAN ‘TAFFY’ HOLMES – Sensitive detective constable who allowed the pressure to get to him.


TONY LUNDY – Gritty northerner who never took no for an answer.


BOB MCCUNN – Relentless insurance investigator who refused to bow to the hard men of crime.


HENRY MILNER – Hard-working brief who made his name representing some of Britain’s most notorious villains.


DANIEL MORGAN – Delved too deeply into the Brink’s-Mat aftermath and paid for it with his life.


NEIL MURPHY – Fordham’s softly spoken partner who witnessed horror first hand.


ROY RAMM – Astute, old-school copper who relentlessly pursued his prey.





PROLOGUE



BBC TV NEWS BULLETIN, SATURDAY 26 NOVEMBER 1983


‘An armed gang has carried out Britain’s largest-ever robbery at London’s Heathrow airport.


Over £25m worth of gold bullion bound for the Far East was stolen from the Brink’s-Mat warehouse, about one mile (1.6km) outside the airport perimeter, between 0630 and 0815 GMT.


Police have said a group of at least six men overcame the guards and successfully disabled a huge array of electronic security devices.


Insurers have offered a reward of £2m for information leading to the recovery of the 6,800 gold bars – which are all identifiable by refiners’ stamps.


The members of the gang – who were all armed and wearing balaclavas – also stole £100,000 worth of cut and uncut diamonds.


They dressed in security uniforms to get into the warehouse and then terrorized the guards into giving them the alarm codes.


All the guards were handcuffed, one was hit on the head with a pistol and two had petrol poured over them.


Once inside the safes, the robbers used the warehouse’s own forklift trucks to transport the 76 boxes of gold into a waiting van.


The alarm was raised by one of the guards at 0830 GMT after the gang had left.


Scotland Yard Flying Squad chief Commander Frank Cater is leading the hunt for the thieves.


He said: “There is no doubt they had inside information and were a highly professional team.”’


The Brink’s-Mat gang had expected rich pickings but they’d never imagined the extraordinary level of wealth they stumbled upon that day. Their audacious plot, ruthless in its conception and brilliant in its execution, had just landed them the biggest haul in British criminal history. The Brink’s-Mat robbery would go on to make the names and fortunes of many of today’s most notorious gangsters. It’s become the stuff of legends, and its bloody tentacles provoked a vicious gang war in the underworld that is still raging to this day.


Like the British archaeologists said to have been cursed after they unearthed Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922, the lives of those who were involved in Brink’s-Mat would be blighted forever.


But where did it all begin? Why were those robbers drawn to such a high-risk crime? To try and find the answers one must first delve right back into the history of the south London underworld.





PART ONE:
IT’S IN THE BLOOD



‘Train up a child in the way he should go,
And when he is old, he will Not depart from it.’


Proverbs 22:6





ONE



Across the Thames from the City of London lies the borough that for centuries was effectively the second-largest city in England: the Borough of the South Works of London Bridge, or Southwark. Borough High Street runs directly from London Bridge.


In 1197 two ‘tycoons’ swapped a pair of manors from their real estate portfolios. The Archbishop of Canterbury accepted Lambeth, on the Thames bank about a mile west of the Borough, in exchange for Dartford, in Kent. He decided to use it as his town house instead of adding it to his investments, and Southwark innkeeping profited by the increase in travel between Canterbury and London.


Along the bank of the river between east Lambeth and Southwark, the bishops of Rochester and Winchester bought properties which their successors leased out. In Henry VIII’s reign, Rochester’s cook, Richard Ross, poisoned the soup at a banquet, and became the sole victim of Henry’s new penalty for poisoners. He was boiled alive.


Winchester’s property soon became notorious for its brothels. The carnival atmosphere of the Bankside was further enhanced by a bear-baiting ring, theatres, and the first of the south bank pleasure gardens. All these attractions encouraged the criminals of the day to head into the crowds to pickpocket and scavenge off the rich visitors. Then they headed back to their homes in the dreadful slum areas around Mint Street (‘the Mint’) and south of Union Street (‘Alsatia’).


To the east, numerous leatherworks centred on the district of Bermondsey. But the drawback to the tanning industry was the obnoxious odour that drifted across the entire area. As a result, Bermondsey developed atrocious slums, and by the 1840s Jacob’s Island was the worst area of urban deprivation in London. It was from these south-bank slums that the great nineteenth-century cholera epidemics sprang.


With the arrival of the railways, Waterloo station dominated east Lambeth to such a degree that it dragged the residential neighbourhood down even further. The riverside became a dismal region of filthy, rundown warehouses. Squalid Bermondsey became the epicentre of violence and ill-health amongst the poor and deprived, mainly due to dreadful overcrowding.


The nineteenth century’s most appalling infanticide took place in the Old King’s Head Tavern in Greenbank, Tooley Street, close to where London Bridge station stands today. In 1843, brush salesman Edward Dwyer – whose propensity for violence had already resulted in one heavy jail sentence – was putting in a hard day’s drinking at the tavern. By nine in the evening, his wife and mother-in-law had come in and started abusing him in front of his friends for being drunk. They slapped him and left him to look after his three-month-old baby. He left the child on the street outside until his drinking friends persuaded him to fetch it in. Increasingly inebriated, Dwyer began making bizarre drunken remarks to his pals.


‘Blood on a brick,’ he said ‘would look very funny. Blood on the wall would look very queer. If a bullock’s head was beat against the wall there would be plenty of blood on it.’


Then before anybody could stop him, Dwyer picked up the baby by its thigh and smashed its head on the bar counter over and over again.


Bermondsey never shook off the stench of real poverty until more than a hundred years later when the combined efforts of Hitler’s bombing raids and the economic realities of life in postwar Britain effectively flattened much of the Thameside slums. After the war, the descendants of many of those disease-ridden ghetto victims finally turned their backs on the cobbled streets and were encouraged to start afresh in the suburbs that were gradually sprouting up in the cleaner air and wider fields on the edge of southeast London.


And that is where the Curse of Brink’s-Mat begins …


Without smog, the concrete jungles of housing developments or shocking extremes of wealth and poverty, these suburbs were supposed to represent the acceptable new face of Middle England, with many appealing features but few of the old inner city’s bad habits.


People were desperate to move to these previously nondescript locations between central London and the so-called ‘Garden of England’ in Kent. And by the time many of the Brink’s-Mat gang were born just after the end of the Second World War, these places were starting to assume a comfortable reputation all of their own.


None of the suburbs like Bromley, Bexleyheath and numerous other places that developed around this time were particularly picturesque, but compared with the harsh, dilapidated streets of Bermondsey, Walworth, Rotherhithe and Waterloo they were sheer luxury. In any case, these new suburbs also retained some traditional reminders of London life – a fine range of pubs, chippies and pie and eel shops, and enough memories of the capital and its history to make sure they still felt like home.


Basking in relatively clear air away from the smoky industrial docklands close to the river, the image of these suburbs and their neat gardens as aspiring lower middle class and conservative was very true to a large extent. However many of the new residents found it strange to have swapped those rundown rows of riverside terraced houses in which they’d grown up for the characterless square bungalows that were the essential feature of the south-east London suburbs.


Some of those residents’ children would grow up to become the most feared and notorious characters in British criminal history. Yet many had what appeared on the surface to be enviable childhoods in those very same suburbs, even though many of their families still lived on the edge of the underworld, thanks to their connections back in ‘the Smoke’, as London was known to all and sundry back then.


Most fathers worked hard at ‘straight’ jobs in the hope they’d provide a more secure livelihood than all the ducking and diving which had become such an integral part of life until and including the years of the Second World War. Despite the vein of dishonesty that seemed to run through so many of these characters, many of them retained a true love for King and Country. They were fierce patriots, yet essentially still imbued with the ethos of thievery, which had been instilled in them by the communities in which they’d grown up. Being totally honest wasn’t much of an option when you were growing up in a slum in Bermondsey or some rundown Thameside tenement. It was all about surviving, and many of them took this attitude with them to the suburbs.


As one old south-east London resident put it: ‘You can take the boy out of Bermondsey but you can never take Bermondsey out of the boy.’


Villainy was ingrained in many of these families. When their fathers worked in the docks stealing was accepted – virtually encouraged – because it helped impoverished people boost their income to support their families. It was the same in the newspaper print industry, which was booming after the war as circulations sky-rocketed and newspaper owners would do virtually anything to guarantee their publications got out on the streets on time every day. Printers enjoyed a whole raft of ‘extras’ such as the ‘Mickey Mouse syndrome’ where at least once a week they’d pick up an extra day’s shift money by submitting a fake claim for a day’s wages in the name of Mickey Mouse. It was all accepted practice back then, and these same dodgy habits were handed down to their children.


Corner sweetshops were fair game to kids. Many would loiter outside them after school most afternoons. Frequently they’d steal empty bottles of Tizer by slipping through the side gates where all the empties were stored. Then they’d walk brazenly into the front of the shop and claim the penny per bottle they could expect for returning them, and buy sweets with it.


These ‘cheeky Charlies’ grew up fully alert to everything that was going on around them. They were perceptive and streetwise from a young age. And those remarkably sharp powers of observation would be put to good use in later years.


But in the middle of all this, most families were immensely proud of the way they worked hard and survived, regarding it as a badge of honour. There was rarely any question of scrounging off the state; how you supported your brood was up to you.


Naturally, school was looked on as a chore, and most kids couldn’t wait to leave and head off into the real world to try their luck at whatever took their fancy.


Interestingly, many of the boys who grew up to become notorious professional criminals say they were victims of bullies at school, something that, more than anything else, turned them into hard-nosed loners prepared to take enormous risks. It seems that they learned to defend themselves from an early age, and the bigger, older boys at their schools soon left them alone. As with so many things in their lives, these characters would one day exploit those experiences to their own advantage.


Another element to this was that the experience of being bullied at such an early age made many of these youngsters determined to get their own back on society. It was as if they were saying to their peers: ‘You didn’t look after me when it mattered so I’m going to do what the fuck I want.’


Of course at school that meant regular beatings. In the years after the Second World War, teachers were allowed to hand out corporal punishment with impunity. But all that did was harden the resolve of these youngsters and convince them that they were right to ignore all the usual rules when it came to morals and honesty. In their minds, there was no such thing as being poor and happy. At home, things were little different. They continued to be regularly disciplined by their fathers or whoever happened to be living with their mothers at that time, but this had little effect on curbing their energetic behaviour since it was never accompanied by an explanation of what they’d actually done wrong.


‘You just got a good slap and then got on with things. No one talked it through. It was just part of growing up,’ one old south London villain explained.


There is no doubt that the violent atmosphere in which so many of these would-be young criminals grew up simply encouraged their aggressive personalities to emerge. Many of them found it difficult to establish a relationship between themselves and the world outside the care they received from their mothers and siblings.


These children who were growing up with an unhealthy urge to steal their way to fame and fortune remained especially close to their mothers. With fathers who worked long hours and spent most evenings at the local pub or at the dogs, not to mention the lengthy periods many had been away during the war, it was hardly surprising. The mums were the ones who slipped their sons a few bob when dad wasn’t looking. The mums were the ones who would often come to the rescue of their little boys, whatever they were accused of.


Many of these youngsters worked mundane part-time jobs long before they left school, which simply fuelled their obsession with earning big money when they grew up. Nearly all of them cut their teeth on dodgy sidelines such as handling stolen bicycle parts, nicking radios out of cars and even shoplifting. Everything was fair game: cigarettes, spirits and clothing. Often railway containers were raided at night and their contents would end up on local street markets the following day. The docklands were still a breeding ground for criminals, even if some of them had moved with their families out to the suburbs on the border of south-east London and Kent. Many of the husbands and fathers of families in these new suburbs spent much of their time back at their old familiar haunts near the Old Kent Road: stealing remained a way of life.


When talking to some of those involved with the Brink’s-Mat job, they agreed that from an early age they’d boast to anyone who would listen about what they wanted to do when they grew up. ‘Earn a big fat wedge of cash,’ was always their biggest ambition.


But few of these youngsters saw their future in joining the job ladder and climbing their way slowly upwards. Their ambition was connected to the one thing they believed could help them escape their lives of relative poverty – committing crimes. It was much more lucrative than having a job in Civvy Street.


By vowing to be wealthy they were effectively putting themselves under severe pressure, which meant they would find it virtually impossible to back down if things didn’t go their way. As former Kray twins’ associate the legendary Freddie Foreman explained years later: ‘You went out and you took chances and did all the villainy and put your life on the line, your liberty on the line, but there would be a nucleus of people around you who’d make sure you survived.’


That was the way it was.


Often these youngsters would form a gang and go up to central London to steal wallets and people’s belongings from tourist coaches parked in places like Constitution Hill, near Buckingham Palace. Naturally, no one took much notice of kids, often deliberately dressed in shorts and a school cap so as to appear harmless. These scallywags could make as much as five pounds in just one day by selling everything they’d stolen on to a fence. Knowing a fence was the most profitable – and safest – way of making money out of crime. Fences were superbly well organized and considered respectable businessmen in these communities back in in the postwar era. Being a fence was a very profitable and crafty way to make good money out of crime without getting your hands dirty. Everyone – even the youngest children – noticed the aura surrounding them. According to Freddie Foreman: ‘They got great respect because of their mannerism and their obvious affluent lifestyle. They always looked smart. They knew how to dress well. They’d have a little business going, they’d drive a decent car and they’d spend their money wisely.’


Mickey McAvoy (who would go on to be the Brink’s-Mat robbery leader) and his mates nicked lead off roofs and collected scrap to sell down at the yards which had sprung up where Hitler’s bombs had flattened buildings ten years earlier. The youngsters led by McAvoy were soon making ten to fifteen shillings a day from local fences in the Camberwell area where these young scallywags grew up. But McAvoy and many others growing up in southeast London preferred to be out and about on the mean streets, looking for opportunities, not scrabbling around on rooftops. One of McAvoy’s oldest friends later explained: ‘Even as a kid Mickey had these sharp, beady little eyes that darted around in all directions, scanning the streets on the lookout for trouble or a chance to do a bit of thieving. We looked up to him, even back then. He had an aura about him. You knew he was capable of anything.’


By the mid-1950s, dockworkers on both sides of the Thames – east and south – started losing their jobs as the postwar recession bit even harder. That meant they had to find ways of replacing the high wages (and bungs) they’d been earning over the years. Soon the only really high wages (and bungs) that still existed were as a printer in Fleet Street, where all the national newspapers continued to be produced in their millions. ‘The print’ was a lucrative trade often passed down through families. But in time even print jobs began to be axed, something that sparked a feeling amongst many that they had to go back to their roots in order to ‘make a crust’. The area’s new heroes were the ‘pavement artists’ – robbers – who’d scoop a few thousand pounds on a job and then buy everyone a round of celebratory drinks in their local pub.


True, they’d sometimes get caught by police, stand trial at places like the Old Bailey and go down for a long stretch. But at least they lived in style. Many in these communities frequently got angry about the long sentences handed down to villains, who were in many ways considered latterday Robin Hoods. No one ever asked whether the crimes being committed were morally wrong; often robbers were seen as simply providing for their families.


Despite this, on the surface the relationship between the police and petty criminals remained a civilized one. Often they’d meet each other in the local pub and exchange pleasantries, even though they might have been ‘nicked’ the previous week. A lot of coppers and villains had been brought up in the same neighbourhoods and some even went to school together.


In the 1950s and early 1960s bank raids were usually carried out in the dead of night, with a master safecracker pitting his wits against whatever security arrangements happened to be in operation at the time. But as lock design and other security improved, tackling a safe became a much tougher challenge. Even the use of gelignite was no longer a sound bet: a device had been developed that, if triggered by the force of an explosion, simply threw extra bolts across the safe door. Villains introduced oxyacetylene torches to get around this problem, but these proved to be slow and cumbersome and, on occasion, would actually reduce the contents of a safe to charred paper before the door could even be forced open.


In the place of bank raids the armed robbery scene developed into an even more lucrative criminal enterprise. Wages had increased in the post-war boom and firms had to hire companies to transport their cash to factories and offices on pay day – usually Fridays. There were no professional security companies back in those days. More often than not, two or three trusted workers in a company would be given a few extra bob to pick up the cash from a nearby bank. If they were lucky they were armed with a cosh.


Inevitably, some workers began informing their associates about this transportation of relatively large sums of money, giving the villains the sort of essential inside info they needed. As one robber from those days explained: ‘It was easy pickings because these “guards” were just ordinary workers and they didn’t want to get bashed up or put up a fight to protect the firm’s money.’


At that time most wages were carried in canvas cricket bags that could be snatched in seconds, thrown into a waiting car and driven around the corner to a quiet cul-de-sac, usually near a railway path or bridge where a changeover car would be waiting on the other side. Often the takings from such crimes were then quickly ‘reinvested’ into honest businesses. ‘The objective was to get enough money to retire after building up your straight business,’ explained one veteran robber. ‘Then you could put your kids through good schools, buy your own home and get a decent motor, even maybe manage a holiday abroad.’


Robbers eventually graduated to across-the-counter bank raids. Old-style attacks on bank safes hadn’t required any confrontation on the part of the robbers, but going into a bank in broad daylight did. So it was essential for the robbers to be able to guarantee control – and that’s when firearms began appearing with alarming regularity on the streets of London.


Banks responded by installing reinforced glass screens to protect their cashiers. The risk in such armed raids was obviously higher but the rewards were generally lower. So once again those intent on robbery began looking for new methods. Cash in transit seemed the answer. Because of the increased use of credit and debit cards, Britain has become almost a cashless society, but back in those days consumers still needed ready money and plenty of it.


So it was no surprise that, during the 1960s, specialized security firms began emerging to take on the responsibility of transferring money. Armoured vans replaced vulnerable clerks carrying briefcases. It was these vans and their guards that became the new breed of robbers’ primary targets. And it was south-east London ‘firms’ – gangs of robbers – who soon dominated such crimes throughout the capital. Often wealthy, older criminals financed these jobs but they rarely told the experts how to go about their work. These robbers were thorough professionals.


But as the money in transit industry grew, so did the risks. Post office vans were considered a soft target because they often had just one driver, and he usually didn’t even know how much cash he was carrying. The blaggers usually had a snitch inside the main post office who’d be able to tell them which days there was a lot of cash on board such vans. A popular target was the pension run to post offices, but that only tended to be if the villains were hard up that week, as the pickings were not usually much more than a few hundred pounds.


The ultimate reward for a career as a robber – besides the cash – was underworld fame. There was nothing like picking up the evening paper, seeing the banner headline POST OFFICE VAN HIJACK and knowing that the local big-time faces would immediately be able to tell who’d carried out the job.


In the middle of this heady environment, prison became the natural breeding ground for even bigger robberies as criminals linked up with new partners inside while serving time. ‘Inside clink [prison] was where you met different people and heard different stories and you learned your trade, so to speak. Prison’s like a breeding ground. It’s like going to university or going to college,’ explained one old face. Many of these young south-east London villains would soon be graduating with ‘full honours’.





TWO



Some young villains tried to go straight by enrolling in apprenticeships to learn a trade such as carpentry or bricklaying, but the pay was never enough to give them the sort of wealth they craved, many being already obsessed with avoiding the financial struggles of their parents.


Places like the Scala dance hall in Dartford, Kent, were popular with young south-east London tearaways such as Mickey McAvoy and his old mate Tony White. They liked travelling out to the suburbs because there were more young girls around in places like the Scala. No one ever paid the entrance fee. Instead, they’d clamber over the back fence and go through a back door. That’s when McAvoy first came across characters like Kenneth Noye, another ducker and diver, but not in the same class as McAvoy because he was ‘a softy from the suburbs’. In McAvoy’s mind you could only be really hard if you’d grown up in the inner-city areas.


In the early 1960s, a lot of the youngsters from in and around south-east London dressed as Mods with smart, short haircuts, Hush Puppies shoes and black mohair suits, if they could afford them. The Mods drove scooters, and their arch-enemies were the Rockers – greasy motorbike fanatics who grew their hair relatively long and wore tatty jeans and leathers.


The Mods and the Rockers were the two main opposing youth social groups who emerged at the time, ahead of the skinhead cult which came a few years later and was fuelled by football crowd violence. There were frequent clashes between Mods and Rockers at weekends when they descended on south coast seaside resorts such as Brighton and Margate.


In the 1960s being a Mod, and many of these aspiring south-east London hoods were, was a serious business. Their favourite bands were The Who and The Spencer Davis Group, and many eventually graduated to The Small Faces. Naturally, the cozzers – as the police were known throughout south-east London and Kent – tried to keep a close eye on the various gangs of the day. But these youths were already well used to the police. Their attitude often manifested itself in a complete and utter disregard for rules and regulations, almost a contempt for society. A few youngsters back then took drugs such as purple hearts (a mixture of amphetamine and barbiturates), but the hard-nosed criminal types like Mickey McAvoy steered well clear of them. Drugs were unknown territory in every sense, and the profits weren’t very high because the market was so small.


In their mid-teens many of these characters graduated to the local greyhound track (known as ‘going to the dogs’), where they could make themselves a few bob. The dog tracks were usually a hotbed of local villainy, and these ever-observant and perceptive youngsters like McAvoy and others soon worked out which members of the criminal underworld were really on the up. One villain later confided how he’d often slide into a bar at the track and sit in a corner listening to the ‘dodgy deals’ going down, and then use the information he’d gleaned to make money for himself. McAvoy and his old mate Tony White were fascinated by these tough, edgy older characters in their sheepskin coats who seemed to carry endless bundles of five-pound notes around in their pockets.


The twisted values they learned impacted upon these teenagers’ lives with increasing frequency and sent them into something of a moral vacuum. It seems from interviews with countless associates and friends of the Brink’s-Mat gang that many of them grew frustrated as youths and developed bad tempers. If they didn’t get what they wanted immediately there would be hell to pay.


Often a hair-trigger reaction could be provoked by the smallest incident. But instead of taking a deep breath and walking away from potentially difficult situations, many of these characters would steam straight into their opponents. It was almost a ‘shoot now, ask questions later’ mentality.


These tough young scallywags went out of their way to develop reputations as hard men. They wanted their contemporaries to know they wouldn’t compromise in any way. Part of the fault lay with their parents because they did nothing to teach their children how to control their aggression. They never gave clear guidelines to their sons, and as a result they were allowed to believe they could get away with virtually anything.


And most of the time they did precisely that.


Yet their minds – like those of so many youths brought up in tough, uncompromising environments – were creative instruments which veered off in certain directions depending on their surroundings. These characters would see a situation in a completely different way to others who’d had a more respectable kind of background. People’s personalities are said by psychologists to reflect a characteristic set of behaviours, attitudes, interests, motives and feelings about the world. It includes the way people relate to others. Extreme forms of abnormal behaviour are supposed to be easy to recognize but that doesn’t mean they can be instantly rectified. The over-generosity to certain people, the need for admiration and complete lack of empathy towards those outside their own exclusive circle displayed by these young hoods are all classic indicators of narcissism. Nearly all of them also had a sprinkling of obsessive-compulsive disorder thrown in for good measure – a preoccupation with orderliness, perfectionism and control.


Some of them – like Mickey McAvoy and Kenneth Noye – were already showing themselves to be what one might call born leaders. With that came a number of other attributes, such as a heavy build, often developed in the local gym, street-wisdom and confidence beyond their years. The message was loud and clear: ‘Don’t fuck with me.’


Young Mickey McAvoy and his friend Tony White worked weekends as porters at the Covent Garden fruit and veg market where they all humped crates around to ‘earn a few extra bob’. As they got older they stopped going to the suburbs and started going to the heavier south London clubs on Friday and Saturday nights where McAvoy in particular sometimes ended up having a ‘right tear-up’ with rival youths. Another favourite hangout for these young hoods and their chums was at a mobile snack bar on the south side of Albert Bridge, next to Battersea Park. During the hotter summer months, hundreds of south London youths would turn up there, until the police tried to move them along because their presence caused major traffic problems.


The ‘hit first, ask later’ attitude displayed by teenagers like McAvoy helped them gain confidence and power within their group of peers. One childhood friend explained: ‘Mickey was quiet but you knew instinctively he was a powerful character. He had a real work ethic and wanted to earn big money from an early age.’


The other youths who went on to make their names in the south London underworld shared this intense work ethic. They expected to do some graft to earn a crust, but the difference with McAvoy and his pals was that they were after richer pickings than a paltry weekly salary. They wanted the good life and all its trappings.


The desperate poverty that had enveloped his family back in Ireland before they’d moved to Camberwell heavily influenced McAvoy’s home environment. London’s postwar youths were emerging from their parents’ abject poverty as a restless, rebellious generation determined to make a mark for themselves in the world. But while McAvoy and his mates were committing numerous petty crimes, they still retained certain standards and even had codes to abide by. Targeting a man walking along the street and stealing his watch was frowned upon, while raiding a cigarette wholesalers’ lock-up or breaking into shops at night was totally legit. ‘You don’t rob your own – ever,’ McAvoy told one south London contemporary when he was a teenager. Not grassing up your mates was taken for granted. As one old south London criminal associate explained: ‘If you went on a job and you got nicked and another fella who was on the job with you didn’t grass you up, then he’d just done exactly what he was supposed to have done. I’d never look at someone and think: “Oh he didn’t grass me up, what a lovely fella.” I wouldn’t be with him in the first place if I thought he was gonna turn grass on me. Grassing is a terrible, despicable thing. People like myself and my friends would rather fuckin’ die than be a grass.’


By his mid-teens, McAvoy and many of his pals had little need for any further education. They were bright, quick-witted youths with an eye for the main chance, and many of them were already earning money by ducking and diving. To adults who employed them in the markets, McAvoy and his mates seemed humorous, happy-go-lucky characters, bursting with energy and deeply proud of their south-east London roots.


According to some of his contemporaries back in the late sixties, McAvoy’s aggressive personality really thrived in this semi-criminal environment. McAvoy was fast becoming the kind of person who only saw things from his own perspective. Other family members noticed how fearless McAvoy became in his teens, as well as the way he’d try to manipulate situations to suit himself at others’ expense. He also often seemed incapable of realizing when he’d hurt other people’s feelings. He felt little remorse and certainly no sympathy for the victims of his early scams and crimes.


Yet beneath this rock-hard exterior lay an inner sadness. McAvoy found it difficult to take part in the normal activities like team sports that his peers were involved in. Being a teenager is supposed to be a time in which the developing individual learns how to be happy and derive happiness from as many situations as possible. This wasn’t the case for McAvoy.


Out on the streets of south-east London as a teenager, McAvoy carefully hid his true feelings. One old pal explained: ‘Mickey didn’t like to give anything away about himself. He seemed a bit tense a lot of the time but his mind was always turning over, thinking about what he could get away with. He was incredibly observant. He’d spot things in the street before anyone else and that made him someone you always wanted on your side.’


An example of his sharp entrepreneurial eye were the road races to coastal resorts like Ramsgate and Whitstable organized by McAvoy and his crew. Like all kids back then, the characters who would eventually grow up to pull off the most lucrative crime of the twentieth century were obsessed with cars, often because their fathers couldn’t afford one. With war rationing and low wages, they were still considered a luxury. That naturally made cars an object of great curiosity – and envy – to kids. As they grew older their fascination would turn many of them into juvenile car thieves. These trips went a bit further. They featured young ‘drivers’ who were already experts behind the wheel, even though they were under the legal driving age of seventeen. McAvoy and his mates all put heavy bets on who would win before the vehicles – always stolen – set off through London and into the countryside of south-east England. McAvoy, in his mid-teens at the time, was the ‘ringmaster’ of these trips and handled all the bets when they came in.


Many of McAvoy’s contemporaries may have been petty thieves, but to become a real outlaw you had to do everything your way. Nobody and nothing else mattered, apart from your loved ones of course, and that ruthlessness made you more feared and respected. No one could get away with pulling a fast one on Mickey McAvoy because beneath that suspicious expression lurked a cold, calculating individual capable of making split-second decisions that could mean the difference between life or death to certain individuals.


Naturally the young Mickey McAvoy played up to his growing reputation. When he walked into certain taverns the place really did go quiet like it does in the movies. But McAvoy wanted to be more than just a bit of local muscle; he saw himself as a leader of men, a skilful criminal capable of taking on and beating anyone, especially the archenemy, the cozzers. McAvoy, who had boxed at a local club where he’d gained a reputation as a ferocious fighter, remained, according to his childhood friends, ‘very handy with his fists, so no one dared take him on’. Those who knew him back then say McAvoy was ‘solid, not particularly tall, not a bully by any means, not even frightening. He would never take any liberties but he was a right fuckin’ hard bastard.’


While Mickey McAvoy was undoubtedly a hard-as-nails character, he also showed great loyalty to those he liked. He knew when to help rather than hinder. He was shrewd yet arrogant, and wanted wealth so badly that he was happy to take advantage of his own popularity. McAvoy was highly charismatic – even as a teenager he was capable of ordering his contemporaries to carry out minor crimes such as stealing milk off doorsteps and bottles of pop from shops. It was a sign of what was to come. He was, in the words of one of his contemporaries, ‘a strange combination of hard heart and soft mind. Capable of beating a man, but also just as likely to help an old lady cross the street.’


McAvoy was a genuine creature of circumstance, a product of his tough upbringing and a complex, contradictory man who was utterly dangerous because he did not recognize the traditional boundaries in life. And he’d undoubtedly become addicted to crime from a very early age.


By the time they’d left school McAvoy and his pals were already burgling and carrying out raids on the nearby docks, so it was inevitable they’d graduate to bank robberies. These were the jobs that cemented a south London villain’s reputation more than anything else. Once word got round that McAvoy was ‘going across the pavement’ then he really would be a ‘made man’ as far as the rules of the underworld were concerned.


This move into more organized crime represented a real step up for a young hoodlum. As one of his childhood friends recalled: ‘When you’re on a blag, it’s like being part of a football team. Each person has their role and you count on the rest of them to pull their weight. It’s a fantastic feeling when it works out. We’d get tip-offs about likely targets and the normal percentage for that kind of information was ten per cent of whatever you get. It was all a game but a fuckin’ lucrative game when it worked.’


Once McAvoy and his gang had picked a day to commit a blagging, they’d work on getting all their tools together and steal a car to ensure a fast getaway. A classic blagging for McAvoy and his young pals would be a man collecting takings from betting shops. McAvoy’s crew would usually be armed with at least a cosh, and just the mere threat of it would be enough to ‘persuade’ their victims to hand over the cash.
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