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			Epigraph

			‘We was the original Sexy Beasts. We pulled every bird in sight. We blew every penny we had. We lived it up. There was this aura of invincibility around us. We was untouchable. Mind you, there was no DNA, computers. or even mobile fuckin’ phones back then.’

			Billy, retired South London robber

		

	
		
			Dedication

			To ‘Billy’

			Without him this story could not have been told. Just a shame I can’t use his real name to thank him!
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			THE SEXY BEASTS

			‘When you think about it we must have been crackers, we got to be stone crackers.’

			Terry Perkins, Hatton Garden gang member

			The Guv’nor
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			Sharp as a razor but feeling his age

			The Fixer
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			Old man on a mission

			The Muscles
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			The Big I Am who wanted to conquer the world

			The Lookout
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			Not the brightest old tool in the box

			The Ghost
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			Coolest customer you’ll ever meet

			The Sidekick
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			Lost his bottle when it really mattered

			The Fish
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			Out of his depth and paid the price

			The Friendly Face
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			Charming Irishman with a gift of the gab

		

	
		
			DIAGRAM OF THE BUILDING
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			PROLOGUE

			JULY 2015

			A yellowy, elderly bald man wearing spectacles – with an over-dyed auburn Paul McCartney-rinse and covered in liver spots – pumped away desperately on a cycling machine in his baggy shorts and sleeveless string vest like a sagging tortoise without it’s shell, seemingly oblivious to all around him.

			In another corner of the same gym, a slightly younger, fitter looking man with streaked blonde hair, orange spray-on tan and Rod Stewart mullet danced nonchalantly up and down. He threw a few casual air punches in the direction of a flaccid brown leather punch bag, hanging by a thick link chain from the ceiling. Then he fired up with a surprisingly vicious flurry of left-hand jabs, followed by a straight right, which made the bag swing forward and almost hit him.

			That brought a knowing smile to the face of a blubbery giant of an old man with a crew cut and a crumpled triple chin in an orange T-shirt lying flat on his back struggling to perform a bench press. He looked exhausted; as if he might be having second thoughts and was about to collapse on the settee in the far corner of the gym, which had been put there for precisely that purpose.

			The man in the orange T-shirt puffed up his cheeks and blew out a big, noisy mouthful of rancid breath, slammed his weights noisily down on the ground, struggled to his feet and stomped out of the gym without saying a word to the others, who looked across at him while rolling their eyes at each other and shaking their heads.

			I watched them all from the lobby while waiting to meet that same old boy in the orange T-shirt. He’d contacted me through an armed robber from South East London, who’d helped me with another book I wrote a few years back.

			*

			My man – we’ll call him Billy in order to protect his identity – was well above average height and now changed out of his gym gear, he wore a black tracksuit with a white stripe down either side of the trouser legs, rounded off with black trainers. Billy later told me some of his fellow residents complained that this outfit made him look like a cat burglar, which most of them would know all about.

			Billy made me promise on my family’s life that I would never reveal his true identity because he didn’t want anyone to think he was a snitch. For that reason I can’t even give away the location of the old folks home where he now lives, except to say it gets less all-year-round sunshine than almost anywhere else in Europe. I heard it was discretely financed by a ‘collective’ of London gangsters. They wanted a final destination for themselves and exactly the sort of elderly villains who pulled off the Hatton Garden job in such spectaclar fashion in April 2015.

			Despite Billy’s bulky frame – to which frequent nocturnal excursions into alcohol, gourmet food and a wide variety of illegal substances had no doubt contributed – his vice-like handshake clearly proved he’d retained considerable power and strength for a man approaching his 79th year.

			Billy’s chin jutted out just far enough to usually point in the direction he was moving. His thin top lip was covered by part of a goatee he’d worn since growing out his moustache in the summer of 1977, when he’d been a member of one of South London’s most notorious armed robbery gangs. Billy had needed an instant new look because his photofit was circulating the capital’s police stations at the time.

			Billy’s life of crime had taken off back in the so-called Swinging Sixties. In those days, London and the South East of England was still evolving into what it has become today, the Wild West of Europe; a frontier zone full of deadly mavericks from all four corners of the globe; one of the fastest growing countries in the world, where black money still rules, thanks mainly to the latest mishmash of foreigners, who’ve haemorraged into the Garden of England, aka Kent, via the ports of Dover and Folkestone. Those famous white cliffs now mark the entry point for everyone from dodgy Russian billionaires to Moldovan pimps.

			‘First of all,’ Billy told me breathlessly as we settled down on a sofa in the tiny sitting room of his apartment. ‘I want to go through the history of it all because then the readers of your book will really appreciate the professionalism that went into this job.’

			Billy told me the blatant greed of the foreign gangsters who now invaded our shores had helped convince his mates it was now or never to pull off the Hatton Garden Job. Two of those involved had blown their approaching old age to smithereens on golf courses and in tatty bars on Spain’s so-called Costa del Crime, only to return brasso broke to Blighty.

			But then these sort of old-fashioned, postwar crooks that London and South East England is still famous for didn’t exactly qualify for state pensions. They hadn’t signed up on the social like most others because their annual income had always been derived from robbing banks, holding up security vans, and, sometimes, even boatloads of drugs.

			Billy told me he and his associates had grown tired of those moments when they’d wake up and wish they’d pulled off that one last Big Job. These characters knew all about skeletons in the closet because they had a whole graveyard filled with them.

			‘Yeah. I was gonna be on that team,’ explained Billy, in a gruff, deadpan voice. ‘Then I got sick.’

			It turned out Billy’s life had altered drastically – virtually overnight – like the flick of a switchblade when he got a blood clot on his lung. He’d had no choice but to pull out of joining his pals on what was going to be the Hatton Garden Job.

			Now – not long after it was carried out in such spectacular circumstances – Billy felt able to tell me the real story behind the raid. His contribution to this book has turned out to be invaluable because it helps give it another dimension, by opening up the story in so many different directions.

			As Billy told me: ’This job had been waiting more than 30 years to be done. We all knew about that vault. And of course we’d all talked about it when we was locked up together. That’s what happens in prisons. You work out yer next crimes. But this one was a bleedin’ long time coming!’

			Billy stopped in mid-sentence, got up from the sofa and walked across the floor of his apartment, opened the draw of a sideboard and pulled out a big leather bound album, which contained hundreds of carefully cut and pasted newspaper cuttings.

			‘I’ve followed every moment of it. I s’pose you could say I’ve lived that job through the lads themselves, even though I didn’t go on it in the end.’

			I was about to hear how a bunch of old men planned and executed a criminal enterprise that would overshadow everything from the Great Train Robbery to the Brinks-Mat gold bullion heist.

			As the memories of what might have been began flooding through his mind, Billy’s eyes lit up and he smiled whistfully.

			Then his voice crackled as he quietly said: ‘Lookin’ back on it, the lads must have been fuckin’ mad to try and pull it off. But there was no stoppin’ ’em’.’

			*

			Billy is just one of many professional criminals I’ve met over the past 25 years. In the main, they’re reasonable men to deal with, despite their fearsome reputations. However that’s not to say there haven’t been a few tricky moments. By a strange twist of fate, one of those occasions was a meeting with the so-called mastermind of the Hatton Garden Mob, Brian Reader.

			My connection to Reader goes back almost 20 years to the early summer of 1997 in the most unlikely of places; the deserted hinterlands of North Cyprus. A strange unwelcoming Turkish-run bolthole in the Mediterranean, where there is no extradition treaty with the UK. This makes it the perfect destination of choice for professional criminals from London, who need to lie low for a while. It’s said that there are now more British villains on the north side of this partitioned island than anywhere else in the world, apart from Spain’s so-called Costa del Crime and Thailand.

			Little wonder that Brian Reader – then an old time South London safe cracker and stolen gold bullion handler – chose to flee to North Cyprus in the violent aftermath of the Brink’s-Mat robbery in the early 1990s. He had other criminals on his tail and had left London ‘in a hurry’ after his release from prison.

			I’d flown to North Cyprus in pursuit of Reader’s old friend and criminal associate Kenneth Noye – who was at that time the subject of a book I was writing and a TV documentary. Perhaps not so surprisingly, Reader and his associates were less than welcoming when I turned up in the dusty driveway of a vast building development site on a swelteringly hot morning in May, 1997.

			‘Fuck off,’ were the only words Reader uttered in response when I introduced myself. When I pressed him further, another man from his entourage grabbed an iron bar out from behind a bush and said: ‘You got ten seconds mate, then I’m gonna turn you into mincemeat.’

			Another of Brian Reader’s associates then gave me what can only be described as a ‘death stare’, so I immediately retreated. Later I learned that a timeshare holiday development he was building at the time eventually ground to a halt and was sold unfinished to a local businessman. Reader apparently lost a fortune on that business, as did a bunch of his associates. Going straight had cost Reader a lot of cash, it seemed.

			So by the time 2012 came along, Brian Reader was just another old age pensioner with a dodgy past and an even dodgier ticker, struggling to make ends meet and rattling around in a big house in the drab town of Dartford, close to the border between Reader’s beloved South East London and Kent. His friends say he was desperately lonely after the death from cancer of Lyn, his wife of forty-five years.

			Reader had tried to deal with his isolation by joining a local ‘Monday Club’ for widowed pensioners. He must have found it a strange experience talking to other elderly people about the more mundane things in life.

			Reader even tried to raise some money by building two houses in the large back garden of that big house in Dartford. But that project went way over budget and the houses were never properly completed. So, in his mid-seventies, widower Brian Reader decided to push ahead with having one last crack at what he did best. That meant utilizing the skills he’d honed for more than 50 years on the streets of London and the South East of England.

			Reader had been obsessed for more than thirty years with breaking into a vault in the heart of an area of London closely connected to many of his most lucrative criminal enterprises. So he joined forces with another legendary criminal ‘face’ from the same ‘profession’ and they set out to hand-pick a team to pull off the crime of the century.

			And that is how The Hatton Garden Job was born.

		

	
		
			SKY-NEWS REPORT – APRIL 8, 2015

			Gems stolen in one of the largest and most daring jewellery heists ever will already be out of the country, a former Flying Squad chief believes.

			Jewellery and precious stones, which could be worth millions of pounds, were snatched by thieves from a vault in Hatton Garden, London, over the weekend.

			The audacious villains are believed to have broken into the building through the roof and abseiled down a lift shaft to access the vault.

			A statement from the Metropolitan Police said heavy cutting equipment was then used to get into a vault at the premises, where sixty to seventy safe boxes were raided.

			The vault is believed to be reinforced with thick metal and concrete protection doors, up to two feet thick.

			Speaking to Sky News earlier, former Flying Squad chief Barry Phillips described the heist as ‘sophisticated’ and ‘highly organised’.

			He said the robbery will have been carried out by a ‘professional team’.

			‘This has all the hallmarks of a TV or Hollywood film production,’ Mr Phillips said.

			‘It’s highly likely that any gems or jewellery will have already been sourced and out of the country.

			‘That takes a high degree of organization on behalf of the villains.’

			Neil Duttson, a diamond dealer who buys stones for private clients, said tracing any gems stolen in the heist would be nearly impossible.

			He said: ‘Once diamonds have been recut and polished there is no geological map. I imagine they will be sat on for six months. You can expect some cheap diamonds will be coming on the market soon.’

			Police have not put a value on the goods stolen, but estimates vary widely from hundreds of thousands of pounds to £200 million.

			Sky’s Crime Correspondent Martin Brunt said: ‘The suspects have had perhaps several days [over the Easter weekend] in which to get in. One report, I’m told, suggested that they used a lift shaft at some stage to get into the centre, which must be pretty heavily protected.’

			Hatton Garden is known as London’s jewellery quarter and the safe deposit boxes are mainly used by local jewellers to store loose diamonds in packets.

			Other boxes – around 10 per cent of them – are rented by private individuals and so the true value of the heist may never be known.

			Sky News’ veteran crime correspondent Martin Brunt instantly realized the Hatton Garden Job had all the ingredients of a great story. A classic old-fashioned criminal enterprise. No one hurt. And a massive payday for the team of villains who’d pulled it off. This one was going to run and run.

			But not even Brunt could have predicted that the Hatton Garden Job would end up being hailed as the Crime of the Century.

		

	
		
			Part One: THE HISTORY

			The bandit is an outsider and a rebel, a poor man who refuses to accept the normal rules of poverty and establishes his freedom by means of the only resources within the reach of the poor, strength, bravery, cunning and determination. This draws him close to the poor; he is one of them. It sets him in opposition to the hierarchy of power, wealth and influence: he is not one of them.

			E.J. Hobsbawm, author of Bandits

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			CRIME’S LABYRINTH

			In the middle of a road on the boundary between London’s Clerkenwell and Hatton Garden – in the place once known as Little Italy – is a manhole cover through which you can hear the sound of the River Fleet, which still flows beneath this part of the city. Warrior monks once had a wharf upon the Fleet where they moored their ships, returning weary from distant lands to tend verdant estates upon the hillsides descending to the river valley. In time, these religious communities gave way to Renaissance palaces, superseded by prisons for the unacceptable people and fine brick terraces for the artisans, all surrounded by squalor and thievery, as this fast expanding area overcame plagues and fires while the river delved through its midst.

			This spider’s web of subterranean streets and tunnels fifty feet beneath what today is Hatton Garden have provided criminals with an escape route for at least the past 500 years. Traders who work in the area often say they’re amazed the whole place hasn’t caved in from the weight of the gold and heavy metal above all these ancient, watery passageways honeycombing the ground beneath their feet.

			Walk through the streets of Hatton Garden at any time of the day or night and you cannot fail to notice the history of this ancient district of London. Down the narrow alleyways and cobbled streets winding between the tall buildings strode many names from English history, including the most famous crime writer of all, Charles Dickens.

			Round the corner from Hatton Garden itself is number 48 Doughty Street – once the London home of Dickens. His two eldest children were born here and it’s where he wrote many of his most famous books, inspired by his real-life experiences in Hatton Garden, Bloomsbury and Holborn.

			Fagin’s Kitchen in Oliver Twist was located at number 8 Saffron Hill and owned in real-life by De Beers, until it was demolished to make way for an office block in the late 1980s. Dickens based the notorious Fagin on a man called Ikey Soloman, a well-known fence and criminal who ran a gang of pickpocketing children stealing for food, clothing and shelter.

			Number 54 Hatton Garden was the police court house featured in Oliver Twist and presided over by lawmaker Mr Fang, who in real life was the cold and calculating magistrate, Mr A. S. Laing. Dickens used some clever subterfuge in order to meet the hated magistrate, which provoked such a violent outburst of anger from Laing that he was subsequently removed from his post. Dickens also frequently visited The One Tun pub in Saffron Hill and ‘converted’ many of those real-life regulars into characters for his books.

			But you have to step back another 300 years to find out why this area was called Hatton Garden in the first place. Just off Ely Place is a narrow alleyway leading through to Hatton Garden known as Mitre Alley. Midway along this alley is a pub called the The Olde Mitre Tavern, built by Bishop Goodrich of Ely in 1546 to entertain his servants. It was constructed around a cherry tree and it’s where Elizabeth I had secret trysts with her lover Sir Christopher Hatton before she gave him the land now known as Hatton Garden.

			Hatton was a bit of a celebrity landowner back in those days, thanks in part to sponsoring Sir Francis Drake’s round-the-world voyage. After his death and following the Great Fire of London in the 1660s, Hatton’s family began building houses on what was then still known as Hatton Street. It would only be renamed Hatton Garden 200 years later.

			But crime has always been in the heart and soul of Hatton Garden . . .

			On a Sunday evening in December 1678, a Hatton Garden-based carpenter called Wartton, opened his front door to six armed men. They said they were looking for Catholics, but when he asked to see their warrant, one of them said there was no time to show him as ‘the Traytors might escape’. After searching every room in the house, the gang of men declared: ‘It was money we came for, and money we will have.’ Then they opened Wartton’s front door to ‘about half a score’ of their accomplices, and warned the household there was no point making any fuss because others in the gang were outside watching the streets.

			Wartton and his family were locked in a room while the thieves ripped through the house. The gang eventually made off with his daughter’s rings (valued at £100) and 380 ounces of plate.

			The following Tuesday a woman offered to sell ‘a considerable parcel of Plate’ to a Hatton Garden trader and took him to a house in nearby Shoe Lane. But the trader had informed the authorities, who raided the house, arrested five men and found the stolen plate in the cellar. The thieves were dispatched to Newgate prison where one managed to escape dressed in ­woman’s clothes, despite being weighed down with sixty-pound irons. The others were executed at Tyburn Gate.

			Late in the eighteenth century, a Bedfordshire labourer called William Smith (just over five feet tall, with grey eyes and a ‘fresh complexion’, according to the criminal register) was tried for a ‘singular and daring’ robbery committed on a banker’s clerk in Hatton Garden. By this time robberies in the area were so commonplace that the police virtually gave up patrolling the streets.

			In November 1881, the Hatton Garden post office was robbed of a mailbag containing registered letters and packets, including a large consignment of diamonds destined for the continent. The value of goods stolen was estimated at £80,000, which is more than £60 million in today’s currency.

			At the end of the nineteenth century, De Beers chose to sell all its diamonds through Hatton Garden, creating a culture of related trades that persists to this day. As a result, it attracted a tight-knit community of Hasidic Jews, who were the master-craftsmen able to produce a wide range of jewellery.

			Then in 1913 came the Hatton Garden pearl robbery. It set the scene for a century of hard-hitting crimes – high-profile thefts of large sums and valuables that required detailed planning and a team to carry them out. On this occasion, the target was ‘the most famous necklace of pearls in the world’, valued by Lloyd’s at £150,000. It had been sent from Paris to a Hatton Garden trader called Max Mayer, but when he opened the registered package, he found it contained eleven sugar lumps. The mastermind of this cunning plot was diamond merchant Joseph ‘Cammi’ Grizzard, who was caught after a sting operation and given seven years penal servitude; shorter sentences in those days, but harsher regimes.

			Until the Second World War, business in Hatton Garden was often conducted on the street, or in one of several local kosher cafes. Prices were usually agreed with a handshake and a cry of ‘Mazel’. It wasn’t until after the war that a plethora of jewellery shops opened in Hatton Garden, shifting the business away from manufacturing for the wholesale market towards the retail trade, especially for engagement and wedding rings. In all, at least 300 separate companies and sixty shops – many of them run by Orthodox Jews – emerged by the 1950s.

			Back then, Hatton Garden’s reputation was built around its dealers in precious stones, which were nearly always diamonds. So not surprisingly, security became of paramount importance to all local traders.

			At the start of holidays such as Easter and Passover, many of those with workshops and offices perched above the jewellers that lined Hatton Garden itself made the short walk to 88–90 Hatton Garden, where a well-respected local company called the Hatton Garden Safe Deposit Limited ran an underground vault from 1954. It had been specially constructed ten years earlier and provided metal boxes for traders to store their valuables in.

			The company who owned the vault even persuaded BBC TV to film a news item after they took it over since it was the biggest and most unique vault in the country at that time. That black-and-white footage shows fashionable furniture in an office that led to the vault, which helped make the location look glamorous and, even more importantly, safe.

			The vault soon proved extremely popular as many dealers preferred to keep their diamonds under lock and key when they were not around. The local underworld also got to hear about the vault. So it wasn’t such a big surprise when – three years after that opening in 1954 – a gang of three men attempted to break open the Hatton Garden vault. They failed and fled the building before anyone could catch them and the incident further reassured locals that the vault was the safest place to keep their valuables.

			By this time, depositors regularly darted anxiously in through the back door of 88–90 Hatton Garden and down to the vault to make their deposits as discreetly as possible. Few declared even to the vault’s owners what they put in the small brick-sized metal safety deposit boxes on the basis that loose lips sink ships.

			But it was an open secret that not all the boxes in the underground vault of the Hatton Garden Safe Deposit Limited contained ‘100 per cent legal goods’.

			Clients paid a relatively small annual fee of less than £100 for a medium-sized box inside the vault. They had to give their name, address and identification. But there never has been any requirement to state what was in the box. Private rooms without CCTV cameras were provided for clients to open their property, giving rise to speculation that box owners were storing anything from piles of cash to firearms.

			Customers later described going down into the vault in Hatton Garden as being like entering the secret world of a James Bond baddie. Some private diamond dealers would walk into the building with their own bodyguards while carrying expensive gems. And no one questioned the security of the vault.

			One customer later explained: ‘It is a secure steel vault – a room lined with hundreds of boxes. People can keep absolutely anything there: it could be a new Rolex, it could be a family heirloom, but for most around here it will be the tools of their trade – diamonds.’

			Business was booming for the Hatton Garden Safe Deposit company in the 1950s. Clients were given a personalised fob and code to gain access through two doors to a reception where staff behind bulletproof glass identified clients as they gave their biometric data to enter the vault.

			‘Even if you penetrated the outer wall, which you couldn’t, there were laser beams, motion sensors – if anyone tried to break in, an armed response was supposed to arrive within minutes,’ explained another former staff member.

			In the dingy fluorescent light of the Hatton Garden Safe Deposit company offices, an attendant waited behind a barred window to deal with each customer, blissfully unaware that the vault continued to be of great interest to the wrong sort of people.

			For only a short distance from this picturesque Olde Worlde corner of London and just across the nearby River Thames, was a veritable breeding ground for criminals, many of whom had always kept a close eye on Hatton Garden.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			London’s Badlands

			Brian Henry Reader – who would later be dubbed the mastermind of the Hatton Garden Job – was born in the riverside tenements of Deptford, in June 1939, just three months before the outbreak of the Second World War. He was the eldest child of Doris and Henry Reader, who’d married nine months earlier and went on to have another son Colin and daughters Doreen and Sharon. It’s often been said Reader got his first lessons in crime from his father, a renowned ‘ducker and diver’ who dealt in stolen goods.

			Reader picked up twisted values as a young child during those war years, when few men were around and even less police, resulting in what can be described as a moral vacuum. Many associates and friends of some of the men who later became famous for the Hatton Garden Job said their childhoods were empty of family values because there simply were no complete families during the war.

			In the nearby docklands, stealing was accepted – virtually encouraged – because it helped impoverished people survive. Most were still imbued in the ethos of thievery, which had been instilled in them by those communities where they’d been born. Being honest didn’t help you survive in a slum like Deptford or any of the other rundown Thames-side tenements.

			At the end of the war, Reader’s spiv father abandoned the family leaving Reader – aged just seven – as the oldest male in the household. It was a heavy burden to carry for one so young.

			Deptford never really shook off the stench of Victorian poverty until the combined efforts of Hitler’s bombing raids and the economic realities of life in post-war Britain effectively flattened much of its slums into submission. After the Second World 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 sprouting up in the cleaner air and wider fields where South East London met the so-called Garden of England, Kent. 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.

			It has to be said that most of the suburbs with names like Bromley and Bexleyheath on the border between South London and Kent were a bit dull. Compared with the harsh, dilapidated streets of Deptford, Bermondsey, Walworth, Rotherhithe and Waterloo, however, they must have seemed like heaven. These new suburbs even retained a few traditional reminders of London life like a fine range of pubs, chippies and pie and eel shops, and enough memories of the capital and its history to make sure these new residents felt at home.

			Reader was brought up in these new post-war suburban wastelands that were supposed to bring stability and happiness for all their inhabitants. But as one old South East London resident pointed out: ‘You could take Brian Reader out of Deptford but you could never take Deptford out of Brian Reader.’

			No wonder that in the newly developed South London suburbs, corner sweetshops became fair game for kids who’d loiter outside them after school most afternoons. They’d steal empty bottles of Tizer by slipping through the side gates to the back yard where all the empties were stored. Then they’d walk brazenly in through the front of the shop and claim the penny deposit per bottle, buying sweets with the money. These so-called ‘Cheeky Charlies’ were perceptive and streetwise characters from a young age. And their remarkably sharp powers of observation would be put to good use in later years.

			Back then Brian Reader and his mates looked up to the old criminal ‘faces’ who emerged immediately after the war. These were larger than life characters dubbed by newspapers with outlandish names such as the ‘King of the Underworld’ and the ‘King of the Dog Dopers’.

			Back in the suburbs, long before they left school Reader and his contemporaries would earn extra pocket money working part-time jobs such as early-morning newspaper rounds . This would help fuel their obsession with earning much larger sums of cash when they grew up. Children like Brian Reader soon ‘graduated’ to stolen bicycle parts, nicking radios out of cars and even shoplifting. Everything was fair game but cigarettes, spirits and clothing were the ‘big earners’. Railway containers were raided at night and their contents would end up on local street markets the following day.

			The details are sketchy but Reader later admitted to some of his associates that his first conviction came at the age of eleven when he was caught breaking into five shops. That most probably made him a hero in the eyes of many of his friends.

			As ex-robber Billy later explained: ‘Being nicked at that age helped elevate the young crooks to a position of great influence among their mates.’

			When talking to those who in later life committed some of the biggest robberies in British criminal history, they all agreed that from an early age they’d boast to anyone who’d listen what they wanted to do when they grew up. ‘Earn a big fat wedge of cash,’ was always the reply.

			Brian Reader and his friends formed gangs and dodged train and bus fares to get up to central London to steal wallets and people’s belongings from tourist coaches parked in places like Constitution Hill, near Buckingham Palace. So-called scallywags like Reader made as much as five pounds a day by selling everything onto a ‘fence’, an older man who handled stolen goods.

			Fences were Dickensian-type characters renowned as good organizers and greatly respected in these post-war working class communities. Such a ‘career’ was considered a very profitable and crafty way to make good money out of crime without getting your hands dirty.

			Meanwhile Brian Reader and his mates also nicked lead off roofs and collected scrap to sell down at the riverside yards that sprung up where Hitler’s bombs had flattened buildings during the Blitz. But characters like Reader and his chums preferred to be out and about on the streets of South London, looking for opportunities, rather than scrabbling precariously around on rooftops. One of his school friends later explained: ‘Brian had these sharp, beady little eyes that darted around in all directions, scanning the streets on the lookout for trouble or a chance to get up to a bit of mischief.’

			By the early 1950s, dockworkers on both sides of the Thames – east and south – started losing their jobs as the post-war recession dragged the country downwards. Wages plummeted and even more people turned to crime in order to survive. Soon London’s new heroes were the ‘pavement artists’ – robbers – who’d scoop a few hundred pounds from a Post Office stick-up and then buy everyone a round of celebratory drinks in the local pub.

			True, they’d sometimes get caught by police, stand trial at places like the Old Bailey and go down for a stretch. But, as ex-robber Billy later recalled: ‘At least they lived in style. We was quite in awe of those types of villains back then. They had guts and courage.’ Many in the community were furious about the lengthy sentences handed down to such criminals, who were in many ways considered latter-day Robin Hoods.

			At the age of fifteen, Brian Reader left school and became a butcher’s boy but it wouldn’t turn out to be a long-term career for him. He was more interested in getting out and about with his mates and making some real cash.

			In the 1950s, the relationship between the police and petty criminals was a civilized one, at least on the surface. A lot of coppers and villains had been brought up in the same neighbourhoods and many went to the same schools. They’d often bump into each other in the local pub and exchange pleasantries, despite often being ‘nicked’ the previous week.

			There were no professional security companies to protect money 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. Workers often informed their criminal associates about the transportation of large sums of money in exchange ‘for a drink’.

			And in the middle of this heady criminal environment, prison became a breeding ground for even bigger robberies as villains linked up with new partners-in-crime while serving time.

			The most legendary ‘job’ of this era was the one old-time professional London villains call, even to this day, ‘the Mother of all robberies’. It was a lorry hijack committed in September 1954, outside the KLM Airline offices in Holborn, just around the corner from Hatton Garden. It was to become the precursor for some of the UK’s most notorious hold-ups. Brian Reader lapped up all the details reported on the front pages of every newspaper at the time.

			Raiders got away with two boxes containing £45,500 in gold bullion, a haul that would have been worth millions today. The sheer audacity of the KLM job left the great British public gasping, amid cries of how London’s underworld was ruling the streets at this time.

			The long arm of the law eventually located the van used in the KLM raid plus a couple of sets of false number plates, but nothing else. When Scotland’s Yard’s illustrious Flying Squad rounded up all the usual suspects they discovered every one of them had a cast-iron alibi and no trace of the gold was ever discovered. No wonder many in the London underworld proclaimed it to be the perfect crime.

			One of Brian Reader’s favourite hobbies at this time was attending the local greyhound track (known as ‘going to the dogs’), where he and his associates liked to gamble. Dog tracks back then were a hotbed for local villains. Ever-observant and perceptive youths like him loved to watch these tough, edgy older characters in their sheepskin coats, who seemed to carry endless bundles of five pound notes around in their pockets.

			Then, in the middle of this colourful existence, Brian Reader was called up by the armed forces as conscription still existed in the UK. He twice tried to fail his medical but the army didn’t fall for it and so, in early 1955, Reader was faced with at least eighteen months away from his favourite South London haunts.

			Reader was outraged by the very notion of conscription. He’d come from a family whose numbers had been seriously depleted in the trenches of the so-called Great War of 1914–18. He had no desire to serve Queen and country. He’d already had a taste of earning decent money as a criminal and also feared that someone else might move in on his ‘patch’ while he was away in the army.

			Reader was put in a unit for troublesome recruits. Typically, Reader finally accepted his fate and decided to keep his head down and try to learn a few new skills while he was in the army. He was particularly interested in explosives and weaponry and ‘cutting’ through metal and the equipment needed for such activities. It had dawned on Reader that he could pick up some invaluable experience, which might help him when he got back to London at the end of his national service.

			It was said back then that many youths would be ‘knocked into shape’ by their experiences in the services. But in the case of Brian Reader and many of his South London associates, nothing could be further from the truth. They didn’t become conformist after suffering at the hands of brutal sergeant majors. Instead, they became even more insubordinate and resentful when they returned to the civilian world.

			By the time he was back on his manor, Reader only had one thing on his mind; to earn a living ‘ducking and diving’ through the mean streets of South East London. Back in the civilian world he was soon on the lookout for more recruits to his cause. It was clear Reader already had an intense work ethic. He and his contemporaries were all opportunists, determined not to live within the ‘normal’ world where salaries were rock bottom and people struggled to survive.

			Naturally, as Reader’s circle of acquaintances grew, so did his dodgy habits. When one classmate from his school days got a job in a garage he started supplying Reader with stolen car parts. But few in the community frowned upon such activities at this time.

			Reader often recruited other bright, quick-witted youths with an eye for the main chance. In some ways, he was a bit of a Fagin-type character back in those days, working with teams of younger criminals out on the streets of London.

			Back then most men under the age of 25 had an obsession with owning a motor car and Brian Reader was no exception. His father hadn’t been able to afford one, which made Reader doubly determined to own ‘a good pair of wheels’. But characters like Reader tended not to bother visiting the local car showroom. Instead, they’d look around for a car that took their fancy and ‘nick it’. Reader himself became well known for driving around in a different car virtually every week.

			And in the middle of all this, Reader and his friends retained an unhealthy disregard for anyone in authority. As far as Reader was concerned, policemen, judges and Home Office officials were all ‘the enemy’. They were all out to stop him and his mates from doing what they did best – thieving.

			Brian Reader may have been the consummate young opportunist criminal from an early age, but all that was watered down when he had his head turned by a pretty girl from Dulwich called Lyn. She worked in a local turf accountants where Reader was a daily punter. When they first began ‘courting’, Lyn’s family tried to put her off Reader ‘the scallywag’. It wasn’t surprising that this drove Brian and Lyn further into each other’s arms.

			With a girlfriend and sometimes his own mother to impress, Brian Reader must have felt a lot of pressure to bring home a ‘decent salary’. It’s no wonder, then, that Reader had to delve even deeper into the underworld to earn the money he required to keep his dependants afloat.

			No doubt Brian Reader’s sweetheart Lyn craved a ‘normal’ life. She must have known her boyfriend was up to no good but he always brought home a ‘decent wedge’, so she would have found it hard to criticize him. To be fair, Reader’s number one priority was Lyn and he saw himself as the hard-working breadwinner in their relationship for almost the next fifty years.

			At one stage, Reader even agreed to have another go at making a living in a ‘straight profession’. This time it was as an apprentice jeweller in Hatton Garden, of all places. But Reader objected to what he considered to be slave labour wages of £3 a week and walked away from the job after a couple of weeks. He felt he had been badly treated and held a grudge against Hatton Garden as a result.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Watching and Listening

			By 1962, Brian Reader had become a regular at the Chop House restaurant in Clerkenwell, where London’s gangsters would congregate, including the Kray twins. It was a short distance from Hatton Garden, which the villains often talked about. Reader already knew from his brief career in the jewellery trade that great riches were just waiting to be stolen from there.

			The Chop House had its own unique, heady environment although the shy, almost reclusive Reader must have seemed a very small ‘player’ in the eyes of the notorious villains who assembled there most days. However, Reader treated this venue very much like he did when he went to the dogs as a teenager. Reader enjoyed listening, watching and learning. He was absorbing the rules of the game, the people in the know.

			The criminal ascendancy of the Brian Readers of that world owed much to the transitional period that Britain had been going through at that time. People – especially the poor – were still struggling despite a newly introduced welfare state. That forced characters like Reader to go out on the streets and look for new challenges – and that’s when banks started to become extremely popular targets for the South East London underworld.

			Bank raids back then were usually carried out in the dead of night, with a ‘master cutter’ – as Brian Reader was later described by a Flying Squad detective who once arrested him – pitting his wits against whatever security precautions happened to be in place at the time.

			But as lock design and other security improved, tackling a safe became a much tougher challenge. Even the use of the bank robber’s ‘best friend’ – gelignite – was no longer considered a sound bet thanks to a device that when triggered by the force of an explosion would throw extra bolts across the safe door.

			Professional robbers then began using oxyacetylene torches to get around this problem. But these proved slow and cumbersome and, on occasion, would actually reduce the safe’s contents to charred paper before the door could even be ripped open.

			As a result, criminals started carrying out more daring across-the-counter bank raids. Breaking open safes hadn’t required any confrontation on the part of the robbers. But going into a bank in broad daylight meant it was essential for the robbers to be in control – and that’s when firearms began appearing with more regularity on the streets of London.

			Banks responded by installing reinforced glass screens to protect their cashiers. London villains soon noted that armed raids in banks were higher risk, even though the rewards were generally lower. That’s when the capital’s so-called professional criminals began looking for new, more lucrative targets. Cash in transit seemed the perfect answer.

			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 the vans. A popular target was the pension run to Post Offices, although the pickings were still not usually much more than a few hundred pounds.

			But besides the cash there was another much longer-term reward for a career as a robber – underworld notoriety. Picking up the evening paper from a street vendor and seeing a screaming headline POST OFFICE VAN HIJACK meant that locals would often be full of admiration for the villains who’d pulled off this sort of daring job.

			However, a bunch of South London criminals well known to Brian Reader were about to put all those van hold-ups in the shade with a robbery that would capture the nation’s imagination more than any other crime before it.

			*

			Brian Reader was 24 years old when the Great Train Robbery occurred in August 1963. No doubt he and many other young villains would have loved nothing more than to be involved in the heist. Reader had met many of the gang at pubs and clubs in and around the Old Kent Road, in the heart of South East London.

			Despite the police eventually rounding up the entire mob, the Great Train Robbery was still considered the most successful and glamorous heist in British criminal history.

			The lengthy sentences eventually handed down to the robbers were supposed to send out a message to the London underworld that such outrageous crimes would not be tolerated. But instead they spurred characters like Brian Reader on, making them even more determined to follow in the footsteps of their heroes.

			But despite his underworld career, Brian Reader still wanted to lead a normal, traditional life at home with Lyn, to whom he was engaged to marry by this time. Reader enjoyed his home comforts and deeply disapproved of some of the habits of ­London’s thriving post-war underworld. Many younger ­criminals back then had started taking purple hearts (a mixture of amphetamine and barbiturates) but Reader looked on all drugs as ‘the devil’s candy’. It was all about ‘control’ and Reader couldn’t see the point of putting yourself in such a vulnerable, weakened state, especially in the dark alleyways and powder-keg pubs frequented by him and his contemporaries.

			Around this time in the mid-1960s, Brian Reader was arrested and charged with handling stolen goods. Few details of the case are known, except that Reader received a suspended sentence and his arrest by all accounts did little to put him off his chosen life of crime.

			It seemed that the Great Train Robbery had single-handedly helped heists take on a romantic hue all of their own and even made the underworld seem positively glamorous. Many people looked on the train robbers as modern-day Robin Hoods striking blows against the traditional enemy: the coppers, the filth, the cozzers and all the other derogatory names the police were called.

			In 1964, Reader married childhood sweetheart Lyn and by all accounts he was a loyal, faithful husband who went home most nights. It seems he rarely went to the sort of nightclubs so often frequented by his friends in the underworld. ‘He was a quiet family man and he did everything for them,’ said one old friend. Reader’s son Paul was born some months after their wedding and their daughter, a year later.

			Around this time, new specialized security firms began taking on the responsibility of transferring money in transit. Armoured vans replaced vulnerable clerks carrying briefcases or driving burnt-out old jalopies. These new security vans and their guards were to become primary targets for professional criminals.

			Soon a bunch of South East London ‘firms’ were dominating the ‘business’ in the capital. Wealthy, older criminals often financed these hold-ups but they would never dare tell the experts how to go about their work. These ‘blaggers’ were considered consummate professionals.

			Such characters were celebrated and referred to in the underworld as heroes because many saw them as getting one back on the Establishment. South East London pubs like The Frog and Nightgown, The Connoisseur, The Prince of Wales and The Beehive in Peckham all became notorious haunts for villains like Brian Reader and his associates. In some lesser known pubs, guns could be obtained virtually over the counter. Many of those same taverns were also considered virtual no-go areas by the police.

			And in the middle of this urban ‘war’ lived South London’s most legendary crime family of all, the Richardsons. They were treated like royalty south of the Thames. During the 1960s, the Richardsons ran a hugely profitable empire stretching from South London scrapyards and West End drinking clubs to gold mines in South Africa. Their leader Charlie Richardson was known as the hardest man in South London. Even the East London-based Kray twins were wary about venturing onto his turf.

			But when, in the late 1960s, Charlie and his brother Eddie got themselves sent down for a long stretch, a lot of younger hoods known to Brian Reader saw an opportunity to move up the underworld ladder. As one senior Flying Squad officer from that era explained: ‘The whole place opened up. Tight-lipped younger villains with strong personalities decided to move in.’

			And this new breed of professional criminal didn’t play by the same rules, either. Many of them were not afraid to start running feuds with certain police officers, who were forever trying to arrest them for a variety of petty offences. The police of this era were often accused of resorting to framing these younger villains to ensure they took the would-be gangsters off the streets.

			Other up-and-coming criminals took a more pragmatic approach. They wanted to keep certain policemen on their side so they won over ‘friendly coppers’ by tipping them off on certain minor crimes they’d heard about. These artful crooks reckoned they would then be left to their own devices on other, bigger jobs. It was nothing more than cynical back-scratching. But it left many criminals known to Brian Reader open to accusations that they were ‘grasses’. Later in life this would come back to haunt Reader and some of his associates.

			Professional gangs of robbers – carefully selected and constantly on the lookout for lucrative targets – were undoubtedly taking over the underworld inhabited by Brian Reader and his contemporaries during the late 1960s. These characters didn’t run nightclubs in Soho or protection rackets or pimp women. They treated robbing banks and security vans as their chosen career path.

			Crime in the UK at this time was approaching epidemic proportions, especially in London. Tens of millions of pounds worth of stolen property changed hands virtually every week. Violent offences were up by more than 10 per cent each year from 1965, and the number of drug convictions was gradually beginning to rise, although it was not yet the popular ‘earner’ it would eventually become.

			Better-organized criminal networks emerged, often run by outsiders, rather than blood relatives. They were prepared to finance every aspect of major crimes such as robbery. Hijacked goods lorries carrying items such as cigarettes and alcohol were another popular source of income at the time. Usually the driver would be bunged a few bob in advance to ensure a successful raid.

			Many in the South East London underworld were not afraid of going to prison if they were caught ‘bang to rights’, either. They often shrugged their shoulders and accepted that jail was inevitable and when it happened, they’d take their ‘bird’ (sentence) and deal with it. But British prisons in the late sixties were much more dangerous places than they are today.

			On 24 October 1969 a massive disturbance erupted after inmates in Parkhurst, on the Isle of Wight, began protesting about conditions. For forty terrifying minutes, seven members of staff were held captive by riot-crazed inmates. One prisoner came within a whisker of slitting the throat of an officer. Nine inmates – including a bunch of London ‘faces’ known to Brian Reader – eventually surrendered. Accounts of their ‘daring’ behaviour spread like wildfire through the pubs and drinking clubs of the Old Kent Road.

			Many professional villains in prison at this time believed the authorities were trying to break their spirit in a bid to prevent them planning new crimes with other inmates. No wonder many criminals other main preoccupation inside prison was keeping fit. Every time they did a press-up they saw it as a mark of defiance against the system.

			By 1970, Brian Reader was known to Scotland Yard and in underworld circles as an ambitious character on the up and up. That year he took wife Lyn to Paris one weekend because he did not want to be implicated in a job planned by a rival mob. A photograph of the glamorous coupled enjoying dinner at a top restaurant, plus passport stamps, provided him with an air-tight alibi when the police came calling.

			Out on the streets of London the latest breed of clinical, well-organized professional robber didn’t hesitate to strike fear and trepidation into their victims. Often they did that confident that they had some London police officer ‘in their pockets’, just in case they were in need of any ‘help’.

			By this time, security company guards were always equipped with batons and truncheons when escorting large quantities of cash. So the blaggers stepped up the level of threats and actual violence in order to continue robbing with impunity on the streets of London. That meant firing guns if and when required.

			Britain’s Swinging Sixties must have seemed like a distant dream by this time. New Conservative Prime Minister Edward Heath was struggling with the country’s economy as the UK veered from one crisis to the next with alarming regularity. Striking miners and others taking industrial action were accused of crippling the nation.

			When Heath participated in the British victory in the Admiral’s Cup yacht race in the summer of 1971, it outraged many working folk, who believed he should have been glued to his desk at Number Ten with unemployment threatening to top the one million mark for the first time in Britain’s history.

			In the second week of September 1971, the troubles in Northern Ireland escalated following the death of fourteen-year-old Annette McGavigan, fatally wounded by a gunshot in crossfire between British soldiers and the IRA.

			In that same September week, a team of professional London ‘blaggers’ pulled off what was to be hailed as the heist of the decade. Their target was the Lloyds Bank in Baker Street, central London. Many believe Brian Reader played a role in this robbery but he denies it categorically. However, since it was probably the robbery that most closely resembles the Hatton Garden Job forty-four years later, it still deserves a big mention here. Baker Street was less than a mile from Hatton Garden and renowned as the home of Britain’s most famous fictional detective, Sherlock Holmes.

			The bank robbers had rented a leather goods shop called Le Sac, located just two doors down from Lloyds Bank and then tunnelled a distance of approximately 50 feet under the fried chicken restaurant between them and the bank. They’d deliberately decided to dig over the weekend to avoid anyone hearing the noise of their equipment.
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Hatton Garden heist: how it ha

The building where the theft took place
was made up of a number of businesses,
with a communal entrance. The safety
deposit business was in the basement.

The gang entered the
building through a
communal entrance

They disabled the
communal lift on
the second floor

They used the lift
shaft to climb down
into the basement

The gang used a heavy duty
drill {a Hilti DD350) to bore
a hole 50cm deep, 25cm high
and 45cm wide to gain
access to the vault

They forced open
shutter doors into
the basement

After the raid the vault was covered in dust and debris and the floor
strewn with discarded safety deposit boxes and numerous power
tools, including an angle grinder, concrete drills and crowbars
Source: Metropolitan Police m
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