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  Preface




  IF, AS EDWARD Gibbon supposed, history is ‘little more than the register of the crimes, follies, and misfortunes of mankind’, Britain

  in the twenty-five years following the Second World War had a generous share of it. If statistics or word of mouth were to be believed, that share increased considerably in the remaining thirty

  years of the century. By the end of that century, governments who were unable to control crime tilted the scales of justice to ensure that when a suspect was caught, the probability of a conviction

  should be increased. Finally, the law was changed to remove the presumption of innocence so far as to inform the jurors of a defendant’s previous convictions. ‘Do you find this crook

  guilty or not guilty?’ as one commentator put it.




  In public esteem, the vogue for ‘The Great Defender’, whether Sir Edward Marshall Hall or Sir Norman Birkett, who won acquittals against the odds and sometimes against the evidence,

  had passed. Among mass entertainment, programmes like Crimewatch put their audiences firmly on the side of the hunters against the hunted. The observation that it was better for a hundred of

  the guilty to go free than for one innocent to be convicted was made with some hesitation. In parallel, an unprecedented number of those convicted were later shown to have been not guilty of the

  crimes alleged, from murder downwards.




  Librarians and booksellers had been accustomed to divide ‘fiction’ from ‘crime fiction’. At the end of the century, in life as in literature, crime was no longer a

  sideshow. People were frightened by it and by the failure of an increasingly unseen and unresponsive police force to curb it. Political parties hastened to put it ‘at the top of the

  agenda’.




  It was sometimes argued that there was no more crime than in the past, when it had often not been reported. This might be true of any period but the claim rested on a lack of evidence. An

  unreported crime might or might not have been committed. The truth would certainly not be tested by judicial process. Of course, statistics alone might be open to question, as some acts were

  criminalized and others decriminalized. Yet, for example, the rise in crimes of violence in London from 2,500 in 1946 to 25,000 in 1977 hardly suggested that the situation was no worse. Fifty years

  after the war, governments needed no convincing. Regiments of surveillance cameras and plans for compulsory identity cards were the symptoms of a society which could no longer be taken on trust by

  its rulers, who seemed less and less its representatives. The roots of this change lay partly in the availability of the apparatus of control, for which the war of 1939–45 had been a proving

  ground, and partly in the acknowledgement of crime as a main constituent in the history of the years which followed that war.




  It is not invariably true that history cannot be written soon after the events which constitute it. Yet the landscape of the period between 1945 and 1970 becomes clearer as it recedes. In

  England, the dominating feature of the entire century remains the Second World War, which in one sense did not end until the fall of Communism and the Berlin Wall in 1989. Until then, it was

  unthinkable that the armies of Britain and the United States should withdraw from Germany. Indeed, it was thought impossible to abolish the conscription of young men for military service for almost

  twenty years after 1945.




  The history of the period 1945 to 1970 began with several years of post-war austerity and a wide sense of wartime promises betrayed. Some people even thought the war had not been worth fighting.

  Why was Britain the land of rationing and shortages, when the United States, France and even Germany had done away with such things? Unhappily for the Labour government this resentment more or less

  matched its term of office from 1945 until 1951. ‘Tell me the old, old story,’ sang the crowds to Clement Attlee at public meetings before his election defeat. What was thought and said

  privately during six post-war years was far more corrosive than any public debate. There followed a decade of comparative affluence balanced by reformist ideas and campaigns, leading to Harold

  Macmillan’s ‘never had it so good’ speech of 1957 and the first meetings of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament.




  Thereafter, the first talent of the 1960s appeared to be self-advertisement, which not only purloined the reformism of the previous decade but sought to persuade the exploited that they were

  actually having the time of their lives. They were ‘swinging’ years, though as Maurice Baring remarked of the 1890s, neither he nor his friends felt any more ‘naughty’ or

  ‘gay’ than at any other time and often far more downtrodden. In the 1960s, the youthful costumes of Carnaby Street, when run through the fingers, felt like nothing so much as the cheap

  and threadbare clothes on sale to the imprisoned population of East Germany. In this, as in other areas of commerce, the entrepreneurs of the decade clung to the faith that a fool and his –

  or, indeed, her – money are soon parted.




  It was certainly a time enlivened by the spectacle of the earnest middle-aged striving to keep in step with the music of the young. It was not much enlivened by ‘happenings’, which

  seemed so often to be peculiarly uneventful. Despite the promise of nirvana as a narcotic haze or perpetual orgasm, it was an age apt to leave the impression of people standing around waiting for

  something or someone to turn up. The good time, if that was what it had been, ended in reaction. The Manson murders of 1968 sullied the image of hippiedom and the summer of love in the United

  States, where an outraged silent majority carried Richard Nixon to power that autumn. Chairman Mao, an icon of Britain’s middle-class ‘student revolution’ of 1968, played host to

  him. In 1970, the British tired of the Wilson government and turned to Edward Heath. The Conservative party was to rule for all but six of the next twenty-seven years.




  If there was a post-war social revolution, so far as it could be matched to a decade, its effects were most evident in the 1950s. The young marched in protest at the execution of Derek Bentley.

  A Campaign for the Abolition of Capital Punishment was led by Gerald Gardiner QC, a future Lord Chancellor. By 1957, the Conservative government had restricted capital murder to specific

  categories, in the Homicide Act. The young marched in protest again as Sir Anthony Eden took the nation to war against Egypt in 1956. The invasion was intended to regain the Suez Canal,

  nationalized by President Nasser through whose country it ran. Eden acted in the face of American opposition and with the desperate assurance that Britain was equal to confronting the Soviet Union

  unaided. To oppose the government on the streets at a time when its troops were fighting an enemy was a novelty but a good many of the marchers had just completed two years’ military service

  and had no wish to go back.




  Though it advertised itself as the decade of the ‘Angry Young Man’, in the persons and writings of John Wain, Kingsley Amis, Colin Wilson, John Osborne and Kenneth Tynan, these young

  men appeared to have very little to be angry about and many of them proved to be nature’s conservatives. Those of all ages marched again in ex-service duffel coats as the fledgling CND, led

  by Bertrand Russell, J. B. Priestley and Canon Collins, attracted general attention for the first time. In sexual morality, the Wolfenden Committee considered changes in the law to legalize

  homosexuality and reform prostitution. A new Obscene Publications Act in 1959 removed a good deal of literary censorship. It often seemed true that while the campaigns and reforms of the 1960s were

  likely to benefit the campaigners personally, those of the 1950s were more altruistic: the abolition of hanging, nuclear disarmament, even the birth and growth of the Oxford Committee for Famine

  Relief.




  The chapters which follow are an account of the underworlds existing in Britain during twenty-five post-war years. By 1970 many of the problems and solutions of the years ahead were already in

  place. Though the so-called fall of Scotland Yard in the 1970s is often cited as if it were the beginning of a general corruption of the police force, those who were guilty had little to teach the

  leaders of the Brighton police scandal of 1957. Drugs were to become the intractable menace of the late century but no more so than they had been when amphetamines eased the path to violence and

  murder for Teddy Boys and their successors by the late 1950s.




  In another sphere, the Moors Murders trial in 1966 and the less celebrated Cannock Chase murder investigation of 1969 were precursors of a fear by parents for their children which was to change

  profoundly the social life and daily habits of the century’s final decades. It was believed by many that children must not be allowed to play outside their homes without supervision and, by

  governments, that no adult beyond the family could be trusted with a child unless first approved by the authorities. Whether this was a response to a new and unexplained threat to children by

  predators or to sensationalism and hysteria, the fears were genuinely and tenaciously held. To that extent, such cases as the Moors Murders were the first chapter in a story which belonged to the

  decades that followed the post-war years.




  Crime is no monolith. Governments are apt to encourage a belief in the Mafia or its rivals as tightly organized business conglomerates. The elderly widow must re-identify herself to her bank or

  investment company to ensure that she is not laundering the proceeds of major crime. Ungrateful though it may seem, such organizations are more than capable of looking after themselves without

  employing her to launder the trivial sums passing through her account. What use the information may be to sales forces or tax inspectors is another matter.




  The evidence of the post-war years reveals a series of underworlds, concerned with robbery, or prostitution, or drugs, or protection, but often overlapping. In this period they converge with the

  cultural pretensions of Teddy Boys and their kind. A major theme of post-war crime was ‘the violent young’, whose presence was seen in aggravated robbery, theft with violence, gang

  fights and murder in ‘dance halls’, usually no more than the bleak huts of youth clubs with a record player and a stack of discs. As young men in the early 1950s, the Kray twins were no

  different from thousands of Teddy Boys who went to a Saturday dance for a fight. Despite his later fame as a protection racketeer, whose underling Jack ‘The Hat’ McVitie peddled drugs

  on his behalf, Reggie Kray was also a young post-war spiv and ‘hammerer’ at fake auctions. There was no necessary demarcation between these underworlds or branches of ‘the

  underworld’, though demarcation disputes were not uncommon.




  Major crime is and always has been disproportionately concentrated in London and its surroundings. Beyond these, there had been gangs before the war in Glasgow, for example, well rooted in

  religious sectarianism. These had been suppressed, but the post-war gang leader Arthur Thompson was a major figure in the city’s crime and worked in loose alliance with the Krays. Elsewhere,

  as in Liverpool or Cardiff, the nature of crime was less ambitious and often not of a kind to be reported to the police. Routine drug dealing or pimping, rather than well-planned major robberies,

  were the trades of dockland, where even a brothel was usually no more than the back of a client’s car and ‘pimps’ were sometimes no more than fifteen, supervising girls who were

  no older and sometimes no more than thirteen. London was the natural terrain of major professional villainy.




  Yet it was also true, even before the war, that criminals increasingly operated across the country. This was the method of racecourse protection gangs and led to warfare between them.

  Subsequently, the underworld leader Jack Spot was active in Leeds as well as London. The Krays, largely occupied with the East End and Soho, also protected clubs in Birmingham and Leicester.

  Oxford, Southend, Brighton and the South Coast became natural and easy extensions of the capital’s drugs trade, as they did of its armed robberies. Criminal mobility and the motor car had

  been factors in crime at least since the gangsters Frederick Browne and ‘Two Gun Pat’ Kennedy were hanged in 1928 for shooting PC George Gutteridge. The globalization of criminal

  activity received a well-publicized boost when members of the Mafia came to London to discuss cooperation with the Kray twins.




  As a subject, the post-war underworld may be adjusted to suit individual preferences. In some views, it extended no further than that period of austerity, the heyday of the spiv, which scarcely

  outlived the end of rationing in 1954. Perhaps in its effects on rising crime and by producing a new and more belligerent generation of criminals at that time, its effects lasted through much of

  the century. Most forms of crime that were to preoccupy the nation during the last thirty years of the century were evident in some form by 1970. That year was less a frontier than a stretch of

  highway between two points, receding and approaching. P. J. Helm in Europe: 1450–1660 (1973) remarks that history is like the spectrum. The importance of setting a date, as in choosing

  a colour, is a matter of selection. Orange may be seen equally well as ‘the decline and fall of red’ or ‘the rise and triumph of yellow’. It is in this sense that 1970

  suggests the end of a post-war period merging with the birth of a more affluent and self-regarding age, still perhaps too close to be given a definitive title.




  As a matter of personal experience, during eighteen months of my military service in the 1950s, one of six members of the billet was a nineteen-year-old professional criminal from the East End

  of London. He subsequently appeared on the front page of a mass-circulation newspaper, having been arrested and tried on charges of armed robbery. It was a serious matter and yet it was rather like

  reading of a school contemporary who, by his own lights, had done well in the world. In this case, he remembered the advice which he had passed on to us all at nineteen. When confronted by the law,

  answer no questions but ask, ‘Where’s yer Weedin’ witnesses?’ If they have none, he said, there is no case. So it proved for him. He had arranged his alleged robberies in

  such a way that he was seen only by the person whom he robbed and so he was acquitted for lack of corroboration. His response failed him at least once as a serviceman, resulting in a three-month

  absence at Her Majesty’s Military Prison, Colchester.




  Like the Krays and their competitors, he inhabited more than one world. As a pioneer of the Teddy Boy suit, his invariable invitation on a Saturday evening was, ‘Coming down the dance hall

  for a fight?’ Those to be fought were the local civilian youths, no match for his fists or flick knife, and it was proposed that the evening should progress to car theft and criminal damage.

  No amount of imprisonment or consignment to the guardroom seemed to have the least deterrent effect. A law-abiding youth would fear being caught and would tremble at the consequences. That fear

  seemed unknown to him. There came a point where he passed through an invisible barrier. Playing poker all night and sleeping all day, regardless of parades and duties, he became a soldier of the

  Queen whom the authorities abandoned to his own wilful eccentricities.




  It is a great pleasure to acknowledge those to whose kindness and assistance I have been indebted in writing this book. As in the case of An Underworld at War, two

  institutions have made it possible. The Bodleian Library and particularly the staff of the Map Room have provided a mass of source material and desks large enough to accommodate it. I am grateful

  to all of them for their patience and helpfulness. For the past two years, my work has been made immeasurably easier by my colleagues at Cardiff University, particularly Professor Martin Kayman and

  Dr Martin Coyle of the School of English Communications and Philosophy and Professor Richard Whipp of the Cardiff Business School. My thanks go also to Ms Jean Verrier, Mr Dean Burnett, Mr Nathan

  Heslop and Mr Robert Thomas.




  The Cardiff Business School and the Law Library have provided valuable background material. To those of us who live at some distance from copyright libraries and primary sources, work of this

  kind depends on systematic gathering of material through inter-library loan and other means. Once again, it is a pleasure to acknowledge the Information Services of Cardiff University, especially

  Ms Sue Anstey, Ms Sue Austin, Ms Sarah Bithell, Ms Helen D’Artillac Brill, Mr Tom Dawkes, Ms Sue Elias, Mrs Chris Hennessy, Mr Peter Keelan, Mrs Ann Lowery, Ms Vicky Stallard and Mrs Ann

  Thomas. As in the case of its predecessor, this book could not have been written without their help.




  I am most grateful to Mr Nigel Griffiths and Ms Kirstie Ayers of Group 4 Securicor for very useful information and for the material included in the firm’s company history, Securicor:

  The People Business by Sarah Underwood, published by CPL Books, 1997.




  Friends and colleagues who have supplied me with information and material include Mr and Mrs Ben Bass of Greyne House Books, Marshfield, Mrs Marie Elmer of Clifford Elmer Books, Mr Derek Hart,

  Mr Graeme Holmes and Dr Linda Shakespeare. To all of them I express my thanks, as to those who have supplied information not attributed here.




  Among libraries and institutions who have supplied me with material, I should like to acknowledge Bath Central Library; the Bodleian Law Library and Modern Papers Room; Brighton and Hove

  Libraries; the British Library Document Supply Centre; the British Library Newspaper Division; Brixton Central Library; Cambridge University Library; Camden Reference Library; Cardiff Central

  Library; the City of Bristol Reference Library; Hackney Reference Library; Kensington Reference Library; Leeds City Libraries; Manchester City Libraries; the Public Record Office; Romford Reference

  Library; Tower Hamlets Local History and Archives, and the City of Westminster Library.




  I have greatly appreciated the advice of Mr Bill Hamilton of A. M. Heath Ltd, the encouragement of Mrs Caroline Knox of John Murray Publishers, the advice and help of her colleagues, Mrs

  Catherine Benwell, Mr Howard Davies, Ms Sam Evans, Ms Caroline Westmore and Mr Gordon Wise, and the characteristic enthusiasm of Dr Howard Gotlieb, Director of the Howard Gotlieb Archival Research

  Center at Boston University. My greatest debt, as always, is to my family.




  





  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              We may have lost the Ashes, productivity may be lagging, our sportsmen may finish last in many things. But one made-in-Britain skill remains supreme. Our

              safebreakers are the best in the world.




              Peter Ellis, Weekend, April 1963


            


          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              If society does not control criminals, criminals will control society.




              Judge John Tudor Rees,




              Surrey Quarter Sessions, 14 March 1950


            


          


        


      


    


  




  





  




  Chapter One




  After the War




  THROUGHOUT THE SECOND World War, the British people looked forward to the new world which was to follow, rather than to a resumption of the life

  they had known before. Throughout the conflict they called this sunlit future ‘after the war’. To those who had never experienced the war, it would seem a banal phrase. Yet it summed up

  the dreams of millions, almost as if they had spoken of heaven above, where everything would somehow come right. Crooners and dance bands promised them that there would be blue skies over the white

  cliffs of Dover, the lights would go on again in London, they and their loved ones would meet again, never more to part. Not least, the good things withdrawn from the lives of ordinary people

  ‘for the duration’ would be restored. Those who had been too poor to taste the good things before 1939 would now have their share. Even before the fighting had ended, there were

  glimpses of this New Jerusalem, seen in the visions of those who were now spoken of respectfully as ‘planners’.




  By the beginning of 1943, a Ministry of Town and Country Planning had been set up. In the following year, a fundamental reform of the school system was undertaken by a new Education Act. There

  would be longer and more specialized schooling for all – and it was to be free, which had not always been the case with pre-war state education. A free health service would protect all,

  ‘from cradle to grave’, as the slogan promised. An end to killer diseases like smallpox, cholera, diphtheria and polio was in sight. Nowhere was this wartime dream more seductive than

  in the promises of the planners. Bright and airy new towns, set among the fields of the Home Counties, would replace the blitzed slums of London’s East End. The three-headed monster of

  disease, unemployment and squalid housing was to be slain by new medical provision, skilled trades and modern design.




  For those who found such a future hard to envisage, the Ministry of Information adopted the cartoon techniques of Walt Disney to portray in its films a future of round-faced smiling children,

  babies in prams, aproned mothers and pipe-smoking fathers, in a landscape of fields and trees. Everything from school milk and orange juice to civic amenities or clean public transport had its

  place in the new settlements.




  It was not the role of propaganda to explain how the new world would be paid for by a nation which faced bankruptcy at the war’s end. Too often it sounded as if the good things were to be

  a matter of right, a prize for winning the war, rather than the reward of self-sacrifice and hard work in the future. The plan also left out of account those who did not give a toss for the new

  order. Its propagandists were usually content with passing references to the selfish rich or the privileged classes of the pre-war years. There was no glimpse of a serpent in the planners’

  Garden of Eden. Yet the war had shown how easily a section of society might be criminalized when faced by real shortages and tempted by a black market. Millions had been grateful for ‘a

  little extra’ or something ‘off the ration’, for their families or children if not for themselves. The years of post-war austerity would inflict privations which most people found

  worse than wartime itself.




  Rationing was to be an integral part of the new world, for nine years after the war, as opposed to five years during it. Meat was rationed from 1940 until the summer of 1954. One class of

  ‘friendly butcher’ made a modest fortune from it. As the housewife reached the counter, he would move his knife along the cut of meat. Then he would smile at his loyal ‘regular

  customer’, move the knife a fraction further, and say softly, ‘A little bit extra this week!’ Gratefully, she would take the addition to her ration and pay ‘a little bit

  extra’ as well.




  By September 1950, the truth came out. The housewife thought she had been favoured. After the butcher’s generosity, it would have seemed absurd to weigh the meat on getting home. Had she

  done so, she would have found that it was exactly the ration she was entitled to. She had not been given extra, merely charged extra. Even had she discovered this, she was now an accomplice in

  breaking the Defence Regulations. Some butchers were said to be earning a bonus of £10 or £20 a week in this way, when £5 was still a good average wage, and they had been doing so

  since meat rationing was introduced in 1940.1




  No vision of a New Jerusalem was likely to allow for the existence of crime. If people were treated better, would they not behave better? Yet in one view, there were so many post-war regulations

  and controls waiting to be broken that, as the Chairman of the Conservative Association in Mile End told his members in 1947, ‘They have made criminals of us all.’ There were

  proliferating technical and strict liability offences, where innocence of criminal intention was no defence. Far worse, the statistics of armed robbery and violent crime in 1944–5 showed a 40

  per cent increase among those whose intention was never in doubt. It seemed a dismal prospect for the peace to come.2




  The war had two general effects on the attitudes of the majority. First, it radicalized many of them, particularly those who were in the services. They had seen their superiors at close quarters

  and were not always impressed by the sight. Even the heroes of the war were no longer inviolate. During the election campaign of June 1945, while the war against Japan continued, Winston Churchill

  as incumbent prime minister made an appearance in Walworth Road. The East End crowds, who had cheered him on the cinema screens a few years before, hissed him and scratched his car. The electoral

  defeat of the greatest political leader in the nation’s history was so decisive that people wondered whether the Conservative party could ever win again.




  The Labour party seemed a safe and conscientious custodian of political resentment. Yet one of the most interesting aspects of the 1945 election was seen in seats like Rhondda East. The Labour

  candidate in this mining constituency might have expected a 20,000 majority against a Conservative opponent. He scraped home by a mere 972 votes. But there was no Conservative candidate. The Labour

  member had almost lost to Harry Pollitt, General Secretary of the Communist Party. Indeed, the Communists took both West Fife and Stepney from Labour. The determination of working people not to go

  back to pre-war ways, nor to be ‘pushed around’, and ultimately to have what they believed to be theirs by right had seldom been more evident.




  This did not, of course, make criminals of the huge majority of ordinary people, except to the extent to which they were prepared to break irksome regulations, as they had done in the services.

  Sometimes this revived the custom of service life known euphemistically as scrounging or ‘liberating’. Soldiers lived in camp, which was their home, however temporarily. If a hungry man

  helped himself to food from the stores, it was an offence, yet it seemed hardly worse than helping himself in the larder of his family home. By an easy extension, the argument applied to acquiring

  clothing or an extra blanket from the bedding store, even to borrowing transport or using petrol, let alone taking anything that was ‘lying about’, ‘spare’ or

  ‘gash’. This was not like stealing a widow’s silver and leaving her to weep over the loss. The only victim was the Army – or any other arm of the services or government.

  Such organizations felt no distress and so, the logic ran, there was no victim. ‘What they don’t know about, they won’t miss.’




  In time of peace it was criminal to rob a bank or swindle a football pool. Yet, provided that no individual was hurt or distressed, it might be argued by the robber that there was no real

  victim. The loss would be covered by the insurers and that, as Professor Marcus remarks in The Ladykillers (1955), is merely a farthing on everybody’s policy. Neither radicalism nor

  institutional dishonesty became the code of post-war behaviour. Their effect was to chip away at the established morality to which most people had traditionally allied themselves.




  A more dramatic challenge followed the end of hostilities. Some men who had learnt the arts of war continued to exercise them in the new peace. This was not done only from greed or the desire

  for gain. Some robbers who were to spend many years in prison might have made as good a living by honest means. Yet leading a bank raid, blowing a safe, let alone hijacking a mail train brought the

  high-octane excitement of active service.




  Many of these assaults, if carried out against the enemy in war, would have turned such men into heroes. Peta Fordham, attending the trial of the Great Train Robbers in 1964, saw in Gordon Goody

  the presence and abilities of a natural commando leader. One of the counsel at the trial thought that in wartime Goody would probably have won the VC, rather than a sentence of thirty years in

  prison. Those who hijacked the mail train and those who sailed an ancient explosive-laden destroyer into the River Loire to ram the gates of the St Nazaire dry dock in 1942 showed a number of

  qualities in common. Had the Great Train Robbers been parachuted into wartime Germany and come home with £2,500,000 in banknotes from a hijacked train, they would have ranked high on the list

  of the nation’s heroes.3




  The difference between prisoners of war staging a breakout from camps in Germany and convicts escaping from Wandsworth in 1961 was hardly greater. A leader of the breakout at Wandsworth was

  Niven Craig, a young armed robber of the 1950s, known as ‘The Velvet Kid’. A mock fight was staged in the mailbag shop. When warders moved to break it up, they were overpowered, bound

  and gagged. Ten prisoners, including Craig and two armed robbers, were handed ropes by other inmates to let themselves down from the windows of the workshop into the yard. They formed up smartly

  into a double file and marched past the staff married quarters, as though they were a working party. They reached the prison wall, where they had hidden a further set of ropes. They scaled the wall

  and reached Magdalen Road. A car provided by an ex-prisoner was waiting. By the time the warders were discovered, trussed up in the mailbag room, the escapers had vanished. Mingling bluff and

  agility, it might have been a classic wartime escape.




  There was a further curiosity in the case of Niven Craig. At the age of fourteen, he had been sent to an approved school. It was 1940, the nation’s finest hour. He and another boy escaped

  and broke into a Home Guard store to get weapons. Making their way to the coast, they stole a rowing boat and prepared to set out across the English Channel to fight the Germans in occupied France.

  The two boys were picked up as they began their crossing and came to no harm. Yet they had behaved with the same patriotic bravado that might inspire a commando raid or an aerial dogfight.




  Not long afterwards, Captain W. E. Johns, famous to every schoolboy for his novels featuring ‘Biggles of the RAF’, and to wartime schoolgirls for ‘Worrals of the WAAFs’,

  wrote the first of a new series, King of the Commandos, published in 1943. Niven Craig might have been the model for its hero. Nigel Norman Peters, also fourteen, is a public schoolboy at

  Brendall’s School in Essex when the Dunkirk evacuation begins. Every craft of every size from a nearby creek has put to sea to assist the rescue of the Army from the beaches of France. Two

  masters from the school have set out in a leaky wherry. Three prefects have slipped away in a dinghy. The rising excitement is more than any ‘normal healthy boy’ can watch without

  wanting to take part. The child-hero jumps aboard a small pleasure craft and becomes stranded in France while searching for his soldier-father on the beach. He joins a partnership of the resistance

  movement and commando raiders, led by the formidable ‘Gimlet’ King. The series of novels ended with the coming of peace, never to reveal whether its frustrated wartime hero was tempted

  to become one of the post-war public-school cat burglars pursued by Detective Inspector John Capstick and the Ghost Squad in 1946.4




  Of all the disappointments in the peace which had promised so much, few were more alarming than the increase in serious crimes which might threaten anyone. The published figures were always

  depressing and sometimes frightening. Many of the young grew restless in a land where what had once been laudable as well as exciting was now forbidden. The adrenalin of battle gave way to a world

  of free National Health orange juice and counselling by thoughtful probation officers. More disturbing than its mere statistics, the quality of crime appeared to have changed since the last days of

  peace in 1939. Though the four most famous post-war psychopaths – Heath, Haigh, Hume and Christie – were to have relatively few victims, something of their brutal derangement appeared

  to affect the criminal class as a whole.




  If newspapers were to be believed, it was only necessary to visit the post office in order to be attacked and put in hospital – or worse – as a cosh gang raided the premises. It was

  increasingly common to be drawing money at a bank counter when several masked thugs piled out of a car and ransacked the tills, grievously wounding or shooting dead anyone who dared to stop them.

  Worst of all was the fear of waking at night with a torch in the face and an intruder’s voice demanding the key to the safe or the whereabouts of money. True, these threats in the late 1940s

  were not as savage as they were to become. They did not yet include such persuasion as inflicting injuries on a baby in its high chair, the threatened rape of a daughter or the chopping off of a

  victim’s feet, even the promise to castrate the man of the house, in order to extract the family cash from its concealment.




  A natural source of reassurance was the comforting image of law and order. The strength of the Metropolitan Police might be at its lowest since 1885 but cinema screens portrayed a Flying Squad

  equipped with the latest and most powerful Hillman and Humber Snipe saloon cars. Crime reporters hinted at the secret ‘Ghost Squad’, and spoke knowingly of such thief-takers as George

  Hatherill, Ted Greeno, Reginald Spooner, John Capstick, and a score of men to whose surnames was added the sobriquet, ‘of the Yard’.




  One incident more vividly than any other in the first two post-war years bore the stamp of violent crime as it was and would be. It inspired a film classic, The Blue Lamp (1948), and one

  of the most enduring characters ever to appear on television in Dixon of Dock Green. In fiction, it supplied the criminal habitat of such novels as A. J. La Bern’s It Always Rains

  on Sunday (1947) and Norman Collins’ London Belongs to Me (1948), both soon translated to the screen. In reality, it pitted one of the worst London gangs against a Scotland Yard

  man known to millions. It involved guns and forensic science, as well as the most famous pathologist of the age, Sir Bernard Spilsbury, and the greatest firearms expert, Robert Churchill. Ominously

  for the future, the oldest of the criminals convicted was twenty-three, the youngest seventeen.




  This drama of gangsters and street crime became known rather blandly as the ‘D’Antiquis Case’, a title lacking the sonority of a ‘ripper’ or ‘brides in the

  bath’. Yet it had as profound a resonance in the hearts of those who lived through its moment of fame. There were far worse assaults on law and order in the post-war future, for which reason

  it faded from public memory within a decade. Yet in the summer of 1947, it seemed a parable of post-war Britain.




  





  




  Chapter Two




  The Shadow of a Gunman
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  THE EARLY MONTHS of 1947 showed austerity at its worst. In the last few days of January snow showers were forecast. Snow then fell as it had not

  fallen since 1880. The temperature in London dropped to sixteen degrees below freezing. It was the middle of March before the thaw and the floods came. Meantime the country was icebound, the drifts

  closing roads and railways. Scotland was cut off, while a single road through Birmingham linked London to the North. Buses ran limited services in the cities and in London it was sometimes

  necessary to cut off electric power to the tube when, for example, frozen snow was so deep that it short-circuited the system and a length of the rail at Putney glowed red-hot. In all this, a

  carload of fugitive robbers still managed to outpace the law, having rammed the police at 50 mph after a ten-mile chase through slippery streets on the night of 11 February.




  There had been strikes before Christmas, which now resulted in fuel shortages and lay-offs. Even when the stoppage ended, it proved impossible to transport enough coal from the pits. Coal or

  coke that reached power plants and factories often froze like rock to the metal trucks. Moreover, the best coal had gone for export. After the first great ‘shutdown’ of electricity

  supplies on Monday 7 February, two million workers were laid off. Three days later, the government ordered the closing of cinemas during the day, banned greyhound racing to ease the demand on

  power, and took the BBC’s first television service off the air. On 5 March, in the worst conditions on the railways for a quarter of a century, passengers fainted in overcrowded carriages

  that were iced up and stranded. State-run ‘British Restaurants’ offered soup-kitchen fare. Never was it plainer that the cost of war had brought Britain to the verge of bankruptcy.




  There was a weary reception for slogans urging the people to ‘Battle Together For Britain’ or ‘All Pull Together And We’ll Pull the Country Through’. They found

  little response among black marketeers, who were pulling through very nicely on their own account. The ‘spivs’ and ‘drones’ of newspaper cartoons, with their trilby hats,

  sharp suits and padded shoulders, remained a comically acceptable face of the underworld. The less amiable aspect of that world was the new and universal culture of the gun.




  Firearms, rarely seen in pre-war robbery, were everywhere. Luger automatic pistols, capable of firing Sten-gun ammunition, had been taken by the thousand from the defeated Wehrmacht as souvenirs

  of victory. Small arms from the British or American armies were common, including the Bulldog Special revolver and the Webley .455. Some weapons, like the Eley .455 and its bullets, dated from the

  war of 1914–18. According to the ballistics expert Robert Churchill, a lot of the ammunition fired by criminals in the streets of London during 1947 was over fifty years old. Some rounds

  failed to detonate but those that went off were no less lethal because of age.




  Older guns could still be bought as ‘antiques’. Starting pistols might be modified to fire live bullets. Folding shotguns were readily obtainable. Shotguns were not yet commonly used

  by criminals because it was so easy to get handguns and more convenient to carry them. In 1952, Christopher Craig as a schoolboy of sixteen had already owned forty such guns. They were swapped like

  toys in school playgrounds. In 1946, when the Commissioner of Metropolitan Police, Sir Harold Scott, allowed a London amnesty for illegal firearms, 76,000 were handed in with more than 2,000,000

  rounds of ammunition. The rest were retained by those who had a purpose for them.




  As the press reiterated, it was the finger on the trigger rather than the gun and its bullets that committed murder. A breed of young criminals had been trained in war to be tough and

  resourceful; a younger generation that had missed the conflict now profited by their example.




  If any area of London was regarded as a breeding ground for violent crime, it was south of the river, beyond the wharves and warehouses from London Bridge to Greenwich. Among their honest

  citizens, the bombed-out streets and temporary housing in Bermondsey and Deptford, Lewisham and New Cross, harboured more delinquents to the square mile than any other district. Or so it was

  believed by those like Superintendent G. W. Cornish who witnessed the pre-war rise of ‘Monkey’ Benneyworth and the Elephant Boys. Immigration from Europe into the East End had persuaded

  many native criminals to move ‘over the water’.




  By the end of March, the long winter had given way to a fine spring. On 25 April, as a preliminary to the greater crime, three young men with scarves over the lower part of their faces like

  bandits in an old-fashioned Western film burst into A. B. Davis Ltd, a jeweller’s shop in the busy Bayswater shopping thoroughfare of Queensway. A fourth man waited outside as lookout. The

  three men in the shop held up the staff with handguns, while they looted the firm’s plate and jewellery. All four got clear in a stolen car parked outside. A car was usually stolen just

  before a robbery so that its owner had no chance to report the loss. In this case, it was abandoned a short distance away and the four young criminals completed their escape as passengers on a

  London bus. The bags they had with them contained plate and jewellery worth £4,517, the price of a pair of modest suburban houses.




  Shop assistants and passers-by had been advised not to resist such robbers. The Commissioner of Metropolitan Police warned the public that armed thieves of this type would shoot their way in and

  out after the manner of a gangster film. Not for the first time, it seemed that the cinema had a lot to answer for in the matter of soaring crime figures. Yet anger as well as fear over these

  incidents had grown since the war’s end. This was not the world for which the nation had fought and its heroes had died. The individual citizen would often take action with a courage that

  might occasionally have fatal consequences.




  2




  Four days after the Queensway robbery, at midday on 29 April, the little cafés in the central London thoroughfare of Charlotte Street were busy with shop assistants and

  office workers during their Tuesday lunch-hour. There was heavy traffic on this route between Oxford Street and the Euston Road. Charlotte Street ran parallel to Tottenham Court Road, just to its

  west. Tottenham Street, with its plain façades of London brick, greengrocers or newsagents at street level and offices above, ran west from Tottenham Court Road, crossing Charlotte Street

  and continuing to Cleveland Street.




  During the blitz, a number of buildings in the area had been hit. Some were demolished entirely and others reduced to nothing but a patched-up ground-floor relic. A bomb had wiped out the

  premises on the north-west corner of the Charlotte Street and Tottenham Street crossing. Next to this empty site was a one-storey survival of the original buildings with a distinctly temporary

  appearance. Above the fire-blackened brick of the front was a signboard, ‘Jays the Jewellers’. It looked more like a pawnbroker’s premises, which it also was, than the

  conventional image of a ‘West End Jeweller’. A plain wooden sign hanging over a shabby door at one end discreetly announced ‘Pledge Entrance’.




  By 2.30 p.m. most of the crowds had gone back to work and the sixty-year-old managing director of Jays, Alfred Stock, had returned from lunch. He unlocked the door of the safe to put away

  several items. Behind him in showcases were rings to the value of £2,000 – about eight years’ income for the average worker. With him in the shop was the manager, Bert Keates, ten

  years older than Mr Stock. Neither had noticed the black pre-war Vauxhall saloon crossing Charlotte Street and pulling up outside. Nor had they seen a passer-by peering through the window at the

  display of rings.




  A moment later the door burst open and a drama of cinematic unreality began. Three young men entered, wearing mackintoshes and with scarves over their mouths and chins. They had revolvers in

  their hands. One shouted, ‘This is a stick-up! Get ’em up and keep quiet!’ Another leapt the counter, making for the safe. Mr Stock slammed the door shut, so that it automatically

  locked. The youth who had leapt the counter shouted at him for the keys. Mr Stock made no movement. The raider grappled with him, knocked him to the ground and began to club the old man’s

  head with a revolver butt.




  The manager, Bert Keates, picked up a stool and threw it at one of the masked figures. It missed, but the youth fired back. Passing Mr Keates, the bullet embedded itself in the woodwork of the

  shop. The explosion of the gun brought assistants from the rear of the premises, five men and a woman. Someone set off the burglar alarm. Mr Stock and the first youth were struggling on the floor

  by the safe. Another masked raider shouted, ‘It’s too hot! I’m scramming!’




  One of them threw his revolver at the assistants behind the counter. Then, pushing Mr Keates aside, the three masked youths fled through the doorway, into the street and jumped into the Vauxhall

  saloon. A customer who witnessed the incident in the shop ran out, shouting, ‘Police! Police! Stop them!’ Other bystanders took up the cry, ‘Stop them!’1




  Outside the shop, the scene was confused. The engine of the car started but, before it could move, a passing lorry driver saw the commotion. He drove his lorry across the path of the car,

  blocking it in. The car driver then tried to reverse down Tottenham Street. In his agitation, he missed the clutch, sending the car backwards in a jump and jamming the gears. Abandoning their

  vehicle, the three men scrambled out. They were still wearing scarves across their faces and two of them were waving guns as they began to run down the centre of Tottenham Street in single file,

  towards the main thoroughfare of Tottenham Court Road. At the first crossing, a motorcyclist was coming down Charlotte Street. Seeing three men waving guns at the crowd and hearing the alarm bell,

  he turned on to the pavement, angled his bike across it and switched off the engine, one foot on the ground.




  Events were now measured in split seconds. The fugitives, about to turn into Charlotte Street, saw their path blocked. Two ran round the motorbike, the third, without hesitation or warning,

  raised his revolver and shot the motorcyclist in the head at point-blank range. In that second, the bungled jewel raid became capital murder. As the dying man fell, the would-be robbers turned back

  into Tottenham Street, running between the pavement crowds towards Tottenham Court Road.




  Among the bystanders lining the pavement was Charles Grimshaw, an accountant. As the three runners passed him, he stepped out from behind a parked car and managed to trip the second one, who

  fell full-length, his gun clattering clear. Grimshaw leapt on him and a struggle began. The leader of the three turned back and kicked the accountant in the head. Then the youth with whom the man

  had grappled scrambled up, snatched the gun, aimed it at Grimshaw and shouted, ‘Keep off!’ With the scarves on their faces slipping lower, they ran into Charlotte Mews. Finding no way

  through, they rushed back, and were soon lost to view in Tottenham Court Road.2




  Alec D’Antiquis, the motorcyclist, lay in Charlotte Street, his body in the roadway, his head pillowed on the edge of the pavement, his lips covered by blood that had dried black. The

  bullet had entered his head between the left temple and the eyebrow. To those who comforted him, he said, ‘I’m all right. Stop them. I did my best.’ Then he lost consciousness. He

  was thirty-four years old, married with six children. With his war-service gratuity, he had started a motorcycle repair business in Colliers Wood, south-west London. He had recently run into the

  road to stop a bolting horse and had once rescued a child from a burning house. He was the stuff of which the brave post-war world should have been made. 3




  The first policeman at the scene took off his jacket and covered the fallen man for warmth. An ambulance arrived and D’Antiquis was lifted into it. He died about ten minutes after reaching

  the nearby Middlesex Hospital. Inspector Bob Higgins at Tottenham Court Road police station took divisional charge of the investigation and alerted Scotland Yard.




  Chief Inspector Robert Fabian returned to his Whitehall office from lunch. Forty-five years old, a veteran of murder investigations and the Flying Squad, he had a formidable reputation and a

  gentle manner. He had received the King’s Police Medal for single-handedly defusing an IRA bomb in Piccadilly in 1939. In 1956, he was to become more famous than any of his colleagues when

  his career became the basis for two series of the popular television drama, Fabian of the Yard, in which he was portrayed by the actor Bruce Seton. In April 1947, he was deputizing for a

  senior officer, Superintendent Tom Barratt, then on holiday. The message from Higgins described ‘a nasty job in Charlotte Street’. D’Antiquis was in hospital and ‘going to

  die’.4




  Fabian ordered the Yard’s photographic department to Charlotte Street, as well as the divisional surgeon and Superintendent Fred Cherrill, the foremost fingerprint expert. Within a few

  hours the difficulties were plain. There were no fingerprints on the Vauxhall saloon, stolen from Charlotte Street just before the attempted robbery. There were none in the shop, except a set on

  the gun that a raider had thrown at the shop assistants. Criminal records found no match for the prints. The Forensic Science Laboratory at Hendon used a micro-camera on the car’s upholstery

  and reported not ‘a shred’ of a clue.




  The raid had the stamp of amateurism, which infinitely multiplied the possible suspects. Fabian thought it might be the work of deserters, on the run from the Military Police. Whoever the young

  men were, their incompetence as armed robbers was almost more of a threat than their criminality. Though there was little clue to their identity, no reader of the press could doubt what sort of

  criminals they were. These were young thugs with a history of robbery and violence, careful of their own skins and indifferent to those of others, the new gangsters from whom extreme penalties must

  be exacted. What they were was as much a matter of public concern as who they might be.




  On the evening of the murder, Fabian attended Sir Bernard Spilsbury’s post-mortem. The bullet that had killed D’Antiquis was identified as coming from a .320 calibre revolver. The

  other bullet in the woodwork of the shop had been fired by a revolver of .455 calibre. The third revolver, which one raider had thrown at the assistants, was available for examination. Robert

  Churchill found it loaded with such a variety of ammunition that it was almost impossible to fire it at all.5




  If modern science was little use, old-fashioned eyewitnesses at first did no better. Twenty-three gave statements to Inspector Higgins at Tottenham Court Road. They described variously,

  ‘Three enormous men . . . Three dodgy little fellows . . . I think one was lame . . . They all ran like blazes . . . All wearing raincoats . . . They wore battledress jackets . . . Definitely

  foreigners, swarthy . . . They were blond and wore no hats . . . Caps pulled down over their eyes . . .’ The witnesses had only seconds rather than minutes to note the suspects and their

  conduct.6




  Fabian set up his headquarters at Tottenham Court Road police station. Three days later he had made little progress, when a young man in a black leather jacket walked up to the sergeant’s

  desk and asked, ‘Do you want to know anything about two young fellows I saw disappear into a building off the Tottenham Court Road – just after the murder? They had handkerchiefs

  knotted round their chins.’




  The man was Albert Grubb, a taxi driver. He had been driving a fare along Tottenham Court Road just after 2.30 p.m. on 29 April. Though his flag was down, a man with what he first thought was a

  bandage round his chin jumped on the running board as the traffic came to a halt at the lights. Afterwards Albert Grubb thought it was not a bandage but a handkerchief. He shouted at the man that

  he was booked and he pointed at the flag. The man muttered something and jumped off.




  Waiting in the stationary traffic, the taxi driver saw the man and a companion go into an office block, Brook House, 191 Tottenham Court Road. He also saw them come out again soon afterwards.

  One of them had a raincoat when he entered the building but not when he came out. It was late in the day when Fabian heard this story and Brook House was locked up for the night. Next morning he

  and Higgins, in a Flying Squad car, parked outside at dawn. The first arrival was a porter, Leonard Joel. He knew nothing about two men in the building on Tuesday afternoon but had found a key

  while sweeping up on Thursday. Fabian told one of his men to try it in the ignition of the stolen Vauxhall. It fitted.




  The next arrival was an office boy, Brian Cox, who was standing in the doorway of the building on Tuesday afternoon, shortly before 3 p.m. Two men brushed past him as they came in. The taller

  was wearing a raincoat. They went upstairs and he saw them looking out of the stairway windows from time to time. They were still on the stairs as he went up soon afterwards, one sitting on a

  window ledge and the other leaning against a wall. One man asked him if ‘a Mr Williams’ was in. The boy said he did not know any Mr Williams. He remembered that the taller man no longer

  wore a raincoat.




  As a bonus, a delivery driver, Percy Skinner, was at the door of Brook House when the boy saw the two men go in. Traced by the police, Mr Skinner remembered one man in a raincoat and later

  without it.7




  Four witnesses had seen the two suspects without scarves across their faces. In the next few hours, CID officers searched Brook House meticulously. Having worked their way up without success,

  they reached the top floor and entered a painter’s lumber-room among the offices. Behind a dusty counter, someone had stuffed a bundle of clothing: a raincoat, a cap and a scarf folded into a

  triangle with its ends knotted together. Fabian examined the lining of the coat and cap but in both cases the maker’s name had been cut out. While this made identification more difficult, it

  strengthened the link with the crime.




  The Commissioner of Metropolitan Police, Sir Harold Scott, had called a conference of senior officers the day after the murder. He warned them it was now or never that such armed crime as had

  killed D’Antiquis must be stamped out. Every CID officer in the capital, not on essential duties, was assigned to the case. Scott issued a public statement promising full police protection to

  anyone prepared to give information about the killers. It was an admission of how little evidence had been gathered but also an invitation to the underworld to hand over its rogue elements for

  justice. At one point, four thousand officers in the London area were involved in the investigation. Most were maintaining pressure on the routine activities of minor criminals, and watching clubs

  or pubs. Sooner or later, the underworld might regard the killers as a greater nuisance to its own ranks than to the general public. But no one talked. Fabian and his officers turned again to the

  evidence.




  The raincoat found at Brook House was of the commonest kind worn by millions of men of all ages in the late 1940s, a light fawn mackintosh lined with tartan weave. The grey cap, gloves and scarf

  offered still less hope. However, the clothes were taken to the Forensic Science Laboratory at Hendon. The laboratory reported that there was no identification in the raincoat, cap, scarf or

  gloves.




  Like many thousands of similar coats, this one had been made in Leeds by Montague Burton for distribution to the firm’s retail stores in almost every town and city. Fabian had it

  unstitched. There was nothing to be found in the lining but inside one of the seams a maker’s cloth stock-ticket had been sewn in with a number on it, 7800. Fabian sent this to Montague

  Burton in Leeds by police car. The firm’s records showed that the coat had gone to one of its branches in London, probably to Montague Burton in Bermondsey or to the firm’s shop in

  Deptford High Street.




  In 1947 it was still impossible to buy clothes legally without surrendering numbered clothing coupons, issued as a ration card. There was a continuing black market in printed forgeries. Because

  of this widespread counterfeiting, tailors’ and outfitters’ shops noted down the name on the ration card from which they cut the coupons. Montague Burton in Deptford High Street had the

  names of those who had bought raincoats from them in the past year or so.




  Fabian scanned the list from all Montague Burton stores in the London area. Some purchasers with criminal records were visited but all had alibis for 29 April. However, there was one name which

  no one seemed able to identify, though it matched no criminal record. The name was Kemp Thomas. This raincoat had been bought at Montague Burton in Deptford High Street on 30 December 1946. Fabian

  looked again and realized that in this case the clerk had copied down the names in the wrong order, putting the surname first, as it appeared on the ration card. He checked his own coupon card:

  Fabian Robert. Put the other way round, he recognized Thomas Kemp. Kemp was not a known criminal but his two brothers-in-law, Thomas ‘Tommy’ Jenkins and Charles Henry ‘Harry

  Boy’ Jenkins, had impressive records. Fabian’s identification of these two was not so much a feat of memory as the fruit of twenty-five years’ daily experience of the London

  underworld.




  He confirmed Kemp’s address, a tenement in Park Buildings, Bermondsey. Mrs Kemp was at home. Fabian showed her the raincoat and asked if it belonged to her husband. Vera Kemp said that it

  looked like his but he had lost it at a public house five weeks earlier. Fabian appeared satisfied. He went back to the car and drove off. However, before entering Park Buildings he had positioned

  a CID officer in a second car to watch the woman’s movements. As Fabian’s car disappeared, Mrs Kemp came out and was trailed to another block of flats. She was there for some time and

  then went home. Fabian’s man checked the flat she had visited. It was let to a family named Jenkins.8




  3




  The elder of two brothers, Tommy Jenkins, was currently serving eight years for manslaughter. This followed a £2,563 lunchtime smash-and-grab raid on a jeweller’s

  shop in Birchin Lane, in the financial district of the City of London, in 1944. A naval officer, Captain Ralph Binney, had stepped out into the middle of the road to block the path of the getaway

  car. The car drove at him, knocking him down and trapping him underneath the chassis. He was dragged down Lombard Street, over London Bridge, and into Tooley Street where he was thrown clear. He

  died three hours later from his injuries. The Binney Medal for civilian bravery in assisting the police was instituted in memory of his courage. A passenger in the car was Tommy Jenkins. The

  driver, Ronald Hedley, was sentenced to death for murder but reprieved. It was suspected but not proved that Tommy Jenkins’ younger brother, Charles Henry ‘Harry Boy’ Jenkins,

  twenty-one years old, was also in the car.




  Tommy Jenkins was still in prison. Harry Jenkins, now twenty-three, also had a criminal record for violence. The brothers had belonged to a well-known but loosely organized group, ‘The

  Elephant Boys’, a name derived from a South London racecourse and protection racket of the 1920s and 1930s, the self-styled Elephant Gang of ‘Monkey’ Benneyworth, ‘The

  Trimmer’, and Georgie Sewell. These Elephant and Castle thugs had fought a long war with fist and razor against Darby Sabini’s gang from Clerkenwell’s ‘Little Italy’.

  That was over and the Elephant Boys now drank in Clerkenwell Road pubs which had once been forbidden territory.




  Harry Jenkins had been known to the police from childhood. He had been involved in robbery, had two convictions for assaulting the police and had broken a policeman’s jaw. He liked to be

  known as ‘The King of Borstal’ and had been released from his latest sentence only a week before the killing of Alec D’Antiquis. He had held his coming-out party at the Griffin,

  in Clerkenwell Road.




  Thomas Kemp was picked up before he reached home that night, driven to Tottenham Court Road and questioned. He said he had been unable to find his raincoat the previous week. He thought he had

  left it at the cinema. Fabian pointed out that his wife had said the coat had been lost in a public house five weeks earlier. ‘Who’s making the mistake?’ ‘We both

  are,’ Kemp conceded. ‘She lent it to her brother, Harry Jenkins.’9




  Fabian and his men drove to Bermondsey next day, Sunday morning 11 May. They sealed off the flat and rang the bell. When Harry Jenkins came to the door, Fabian said simply, ‘Come on. We

  want you inside.’ Jenkins came quietly. With the Sunday church bells ringing, he was driven to Tottenham Court Road and shown the raincoat. He told Fabian, ‘Except for saying that it

  looks like Tom’s, I am not saying anything more now, as it all looks serious to me.’ He would answer no further questions.10




  He was put in a cell while his known associates were brought in. A boy of seventeen, Terence Rolt, said he had been ill on 29 April and had spent the day in bed. Twenty-year-old Christopher

  Geraghty came to the station of his own accord and said he had been suffering from boils and was housebound on 29 April. Like the others, these two were released. In 1945, Geraghty had been sent

  back to Borstal for three years. This followed a £6,000 armed jewel robbery in the West End at Catchpole & Williams, Grafton Street, and another far £1,300 at H. & A. Kimball in

  the City of London. At Grafton Street, he had beaten the manager unconscious.




  The decisive evidence against Jenkins or an accomplice could only come from identification. Twenty-three witnesses had seen the gunmen as they ran from the failed robbery to Tottenham Court

  Road, four had seen them without masks at Brook House. The office boy and the delivery driver at Brook House had the further advantage of seeing two of them more than once over a period of

  time.




  Fabian arranged an identification parade at Tottenham Court Road for 11 a.m. on 12 May. Jenkins consented to appear but claimed to have an alibi for the time when D’Antiquis was shot. He

  said, ‘I shan’t tell you where I was until it comes to the last. I am not a “grass” but I am not having this on my own.’11




  For a guilty man, the risk of being viewed by twenty-seven witnesses was considerable. But Jenkins was familiar with the routine of such parades. In 1944, when he and his brother Tommy were said

  to have been in the car which killed Captain Binney, he had faced an identity parade, and a murder charge if picked out. Before the parade began, he had deliberately started a fight in the police

  station and ‘chinned’ one of his guards. There was a free-for-all and he got the worst of it. Before the parade went ahead, he demanded sticking plaster for his facial injuries. With

  Jenkins and every other man masked by plaster the parade was a farce and there was no identification. Injury from the police was better by far than facing a trial for the murder of a public

  hero.




  On the later occasion, Fabian subsequently discovered that Jenkins had asked for a lunchtime edition of a London evening paper to read while he was waiting for the parade. This edition came on

  to the streets at mid-morning and the suspect’s request had seemed innocent enough. It was the trick of a professional. As he was taken to the line-up, Jenkins folded the paper carefully and

  casually slipped it into his jacket pocket. A witness would think that this could not be the man the police had been holding. He was obviously out on the streets a few minutes earlier, buying a

  paper.12




  Jenkins stood in a line of fair-haired men for an hour and ten minutes. He appeared relaxed and confident. Twenty-seven witnesses went past, scrutinizing every face. At the end of the line, each

  was asked whether a suspect seen in Charlotte Street was standing in the parade. Every one of them said he was not.




  Harry Jenkins was released, though Fabian had him tailed day and night. He was followed to his familiar rendezvous, the Griffin in Clerkenwell Road, where he met Geraghty and Rolt. It was

  reported that they talked quietly and looked worried. Next day, Fabian asked Jenkins and his sister Mrs Kemp to come to Tottenham Court Road police station and make statements about the raincoat.

  That afternoon, in the interview room, Jenkins said to his sister, as though giving in reluctantly, ‘Let’s tell Mr Fabian who I lent the coat to.’ He paused and lit a cigarette.

  Fabian noticed that the young man’s fingers were steady and the flame of the match did not flicker. The name he gave was ‘Bill Walsh’.




  Despite boasts of gangland loyalty, it seemed that Harry Jenkins had framed an acquaintance for the murder of D’Antiquis. Why he should have done so was, for the time being, a mystery.

  William Henry Walsh had a long criminal record and had only recently been released from prison. ‘We saw him about a week ago in Southend,’ Vera Kemp added. ‘He’s knocking

  about with a blonde girl who works in a café on the front.’




  Fabian was not entirely surprised by this betrayal. He had, of course, assumed that there was a link between the Queensway jewellers’ shop robbery on 25 April and the shooting in Charlotte

  Street four days later. As if to confirm this, Detective Inspector Fred Hodge, investigating the Queensway case, now produced another informant ‘singing his head off’ about William

  Walsh as one of the Bayswater raiders. If he had gone to Southend, it was probably to fence the proceeds of the Queensway robbery. If two men were now betraying him, the fencing very likely

  involved a double-cross of his accomplices.13




  With Walsh named as a man who might have shot D’Antiquis, squad cars carrying armed officers reached Southend-on-Sea as the May temperatures climbed into the upper eighties. Fabian read

  through the local police station Occurrences Book. As a matter of routine at all police stations, each local officer noted occurrences while he was on the beat or on duty, not merely crimes but

  anything worthy of note. On 25 April at 9.40 p.m., PC Frederick Jauncey had reported the suspicious behaviour of two young men in a Southend telephone kiosk. He had demanded to see their wartime

  identity cards, which were still in force, and had then let them go. The cards named them as Christopher James Geraghty and Michael Joseph Gillam. It seemed that the underworld was already on the

  trail of Walsh, presumably hoping to run the stolen jewellery to earth before the police did.




  If Geraghty and Gillam were two more of the Queensway robbers, they had still not caught up with the absconder. The murder squad raided the Southend house of a fence with whom Walsh was known to

  have done business in the past. They found two rings from the Queensway hold-up. Six police cars converged on another house, in South Church Avenue, whose occupant obligingly suggested that Walsh

  was living with a woman called Doris Hart. There was no sign of either suspect.




  Photographs of William Henry Walsh and Doris Hart were circulated to all police forces, describing them as a couple who were needed to assist inquiries into murder and robbery. The search

  concentrated on Soho, Bermondsey, the Elephant and Castle, Brighton and Southend.14




  Walsh had left Southend even before the Scotland Yard officers arrived. While they hunted for him there, he had been living quietly at home with his wife in Plumstead, in a post-war prefab. On

  16 May, after so much talk of armed police and shoot-outs, he was arrested by a retired policeman and a bicycling constable, while sheltering from the rain under a tree on Plumstead Common. Instead

  of drawing a gun, he said plaintively, ‘What’s all this about?’




  As Walsh was arrested, an eight-year-old boy and his friends found a gun on the foreshore of the Thames at Wapping, near low-water mark. They were playing with it when someone noticed them. It

  was a .320 revolver containing five cartridges and one case. Three cartridges had misfired. Soon afterwards a .455 Bulldog Special was found nearby, loaded with .450 ammunition which was too small

  for proper use. It contained bullets more than fifty years old. Robert Churchill test-fired the guns and compared the bullets with those found at the scene of the Charlotte Street crime. He

  identified the .320 revolver as the murder weapon and the .455 as the gun that fired a shot into the woodwork of Jays the Jewellers.15




  Fabian questioned Walsh at Woolwich police station. When he warned the suspect that the charges would certainly include armed robbery but might easily extend to murder, Walsh, a

  thirty-seven-year-old labourer, paused. He was an opportunist thief now frighteningly out of his depth. He asked for a glass of water. When the water came, he gave in. ‘I can see it’s

  serious. I’ll tell you about my part in the Queensway job, but I’ve nothing to do with the Charlotte Street business.’16




  Walsh admitted being at the Queensway robbery, which he claimed was carried out by Harry Jenkins, Christopher Geraghty and a man he would only call ‘Joe’. His own part was merely to

  stand outside the shop as a lookout. ‘Joe’ was Michael Joseph Gillam, the ex-Borstal Boy seen with Geraghty in the Southend phone kiosk. Because Walsh had double-crossed Jenkins over

  the proceeds, Jenkins had implicated Walsh in murder. Walsh also admitted reconnoitring Jays on behalf of Geraghty, Rolt and Jenkins, but insisted he took no part in the raid. Indeed, he had an

  alibi for that afternoon.




  In the small hours of the next morning, the final arrests began. Geraghty was first. When told at his home in Islington that he was to be questioned by Fabian again, he said, ‘I hope he

  doesn’t think I’m going to open up and get a revolver in my back.’ At 2.30 a.m., seventeen-year-old Terence Rolt was badly shaken by the experience of being dragged from sleep and

  taken away by armed police. As he arrived at the police station, he saw Geraghty in custody and said, ‘I’ll tell you what happened. Chris never meant to kill that man.’ Jenkins,

  bundled from sleep into a Black Maria by six armed policemen, seemed unconcerned. ‘Don’t you guys ever sleep? Do you work night and day?’ he asked wearily. As the van drove

  through the dark South London streets, he burst into song, ‘Night and day, you are the one . . . You, only you, under the sun . . .’ He did not behave like a man who expected to be

  charged with murder.’17




  Christopher Geraghty made a confession of his part in the Charlotte Street killing. He implicated himself, Rolt and another man he would not name, apart from insisting that it was not Jenkins.

  Rolt had driven the getaway car. Geraghty admitted that he himself had fired the shot in the jewellers’ shop as well as the bullet that killed D’Antiquis. He had only meant to frighten

  D’Antiquis. There was no advantage in killing a man if it was possible to scare him off. He evidently hoped that this explanation would reduce the charge to manslaughter. He soon found that

  his excuse was not a valid defence to a charge of murder. In any case, as the judge at his trial pointed out to the jury, Geraghty had not fired high or wide. He had shot his victim in the head at

  close range. The intention to kill could hardly have been plainer.




  Genighty’s story involved himself, Rolt, and the man he would not name. On the night of Saturday 26 April, they had broken into a gunsmith’s in Union Street, near Borough tube

  station. They spent the night choosing guns and ammunition. At noon on Sunday, they sauntered out with their haul, unnoticed. On Tuesday 29 April, they met outside Whitechapel tube station at 11

  a.m. and caught the underground train to Goodge Street. They ‘took sight’ of jewellers’ shops in the area of Tottenham Court Road. Rolt went to Jays but came back saying he

  thought there was only jewellery to the value of £2,000. Geraghty went to look. He thought it was more like £5,000 but there were too many people in the lunchtime crowds. They went to a

  café and had a meal to pass the time.




  Afterwards, Rolt and ‘that other fellow’ stole a car in Charlotte Street. With Geraghty, they drove to Tottenham Street and parked outside Jays. It seemed that Rolt misunderstood the

  plan and thought the raid was to begin at once. Being next to the pavement, he got out and dashed into the shop waving his gun. The others had no choice but to follow. From that moment everything

  had gone wrong.18




  Rolt was told that Geraghty had made a statement implicating him. He made a statement of his own, admitting that he, Jenkins and Geraghty had been present at the crime. Rolt was the only person,

  among witnesses or accused, who placed Jenkins in Charlotte Street. On the evening of Monday 19 May, almost three weeks after the death of Alec D’Antiquis, the three youths were charged with

  his murder. Geraghty and Jenkins, as well as Walsh and Gillam, were also charged with the robbery of A. B. Davis in Queensway, though the charges against Jenkins and Geraghty were not proceeded

  with.




  4




  The murder trial opened at the Old Bailey on 21 July. Forensic evidence was given by Sir Bernard Spilsbury and Robert Churchill, police evidence by Bob Higgins, Fred Hodge and

  Robert Fabian. Geraghty’s defence was that he had not intended to harm Alec D’Antiquis. On his behalf it was argued that he lacked the necessary intent to kill and was guilty only of

  manslaughter. Rolt, at seventeen, was too young to face the death penalty. Harry Jenkins, the only one of the three to give evidence, offered an alibi. He described being at work with his sister on

  29 April from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. This was not Vera Kemp but another sister, Mrs Burns. Seven people had seen him there that day. These alibi witnesses duly gave their evidence.19




  The judge reminded the jury that where three men committed a crime in the course of which a man was killed, in the manner that D’Antiquis had been, it mattered not whose finger pulled the

  trigger. All were equally guilty. As for the plea of manslaughter, where an escaping felon prevents a private person from stopping him, ‘the felon does so at his own risk and is guilty of

  murder if that violent measure results even unintentionally in the death of the victim.’20




  The jury were out for less than an hour. They had not believed Jenkins’ alibi witnesses and returned verdicts of guilty against all three defendants. Jenkins and Geraghty were sentenced to

  death. Rolt, because of his youth, was sentenced to be detained during His Majesty’s pleasure. He was released from prison in 1955. After their appeals in the murder case had been dismissed,

  a reprieve was refused. Harry Jenkins and Christopher Geraghty were hanged at Pentonville prison on 19 September 1947. At the Central Criminal Court on 6 October, William Walsh and Michael Gillam,

  the surviving members of the Queensway raid, pleaded guilty to the robbery, and were sent to prison for five years each.




  Robert Fabian and his admirers saw the case as a check to the use of guns by the post-war young. After Jenkins and Geraghty had been hanged, discarded firearms were found in parks, under bushes,

  in dustbins, dropped through the floors of bombed houses, fished up by Thames River patrolmen in nets from the low-tide mud. Yet a great many more remained in the hands of their owners. The

  deterrent effect of the executions did not save George Black, manager of Lloyds Bank sub-branch in Wells Road, Bristol, from being shot dead on 7 January 1949 by a gunman who escaped with

  £1,444. Nor did it prevent a similar murder in the same city on 13 March in the following year, when a witness was shot dead as he and others chased two gunmen who had robbed the Northview

  branch of Lloyds. The two murderers, twenty-three-year-old Poles living in Bristol, were caught and hanged. The proceeds of the robbery amounted to £28.




  Neither the Bristol bank murders nor the shooting dead of cinema managers at the Bristol Odeon in 1946 and the Liverpool Cameo in 1950 rivalled the earlier crime. As surely as Jack the Ripper

  evoked the Whitechapel slums of the 1880s, the D’Antiquis case formed cinematic images of British crime in the years of post-war austerity. The bomb-shattered ruins of central London and the

  close-packed housing of Plumstead or Bermondsey, the dog tracks, fly-spotted cafés, drab and rationed clothing, evoked its world. In The Blue Lamp, the fallen hero was to be a

  uniformed policeman rather than a public-spirited citizen. Yet the film used such elements of the original case as the identification of the killer by a mackintosh and the discovery of the weapons

  by children playing at the waterside. It also portrayed two of the youthful gangsters. The leader, a sharp-suited, Brylcreemed young gunman, was played by Dirk Bogarde as a bully in his actions and

  a coward in his heart, a cliché of post-war screen drama, as Bernard Lee’s performance was an early personification of the patience and determination of Fabian.




  The film showed justice being done in the end. This was not quite the cliché it might seem. Though detection rates varied between about a quarter and a third of crimes committed, the

  proportion of persistent criminals caught was much higher. It only needed a professional thief or gangster to make one mistake in several crimes to bring him to justice. Billy Hill, who boasted of

  being ‘Boss of Britain’s Underworld’ from the 1930s to the 1950s, spent some sixteen years of his life in prison. Such gang leaders as the Krays and the Richardsons were to spend

  much of their adult lives behind bars. The incompetence of young men like Harry Jenkins, Christopher Geraghty and Terence Rolt was equally self-evident.




  5




  The characteristics of such crimes dovetailed with the apprehensions of many ordinary people. Guns seemed as common as penknives among the criminal young and were used as

  weapons with little more compunction. Crime had taken on the characteristics of war itself. It was a game for the young and the ruthless, in which no quarter need be shown to the enemy. The ease

  with which Geraghty had taken the life of Alec D’Antiquis, or Thomas Jenkins and Ronald Hedley had butchered Captain Binney, was indicative of that.




  It was easy enough to show that there had been violent crime of the most lurid kind during the relatively peaceful years of the 1930s. The gang fight at Lewes racecourse in 1936 with its blatant

  intimidation of witnesses became part of sporting folklore. The Wandsworth Greyhound Stadium murder of the same year was followed by a collective loss of memory among underworld witnesses.

  Robberies far more brutal than that attempted at Jays the Jewellers were carried out by such gangs as The Mayfair Men in 1937. Six young robbers who were residents of Mayfair, two from titled

  families and all from public schools, lured a director of Cartiers to the Hyde Park Hotel. He had brought samples of jewellery for their inspection and approval. In robbing him, they beat his head

  with a mallet until his skull was fractured in six places, not as a last resort but as part of their plan. It was no thanks to them that he did not die of his injuries.




  Of course, it was not much consolation to victims and their families in 1947 or 1950 to be told that their ordeals or bereavements were no worse than some in cases before the war. On the other

  hand, the best that could be said for statistics was that they had yet to demonstrate whether crime was out of control or whether the post-war world was still ‘getting back to normal’.

  Offences like housebreaking and smash-and-grab had dropped between 1932 and 1939. They then increased by a third until 1943 but fell back to 1936 levels in the following year. There then followed a

  formidable upsurge in almost all types of crime, particularly those involving violence, in 1944–5. Only in Scotland was this delayed until after the war.




  Most people’s first concern was at the escalating violence against the person. The annual murder rate in England and Wales had risen only from 135 to 141 in the course of the war. In the

  first three wartime years grievous wounding had risen by 78 per cent overall. It then rose by 44 per cent in 1944 alone and by 65 per cent in 1945. At this rate, such offences would double again in

  less than eighteen months. It would not have reassured the frightened householder in London to know that in the next thirty years, from 1946 to 1977, crimes against the person would increase in the

  metropolis more than tenfold, from 2,155 victims annually to 25,793.




  During the war, 1943 was a turning point. In January 1942, the first American troops had arrived, reaching a total of more than a million in the next two years. With their arrival, the danger of

  a German victory vanished. The mood in the nation grew more relaxed as Britain’s Finest Hour gave way to the Grand Alliance. At the same time, the entire country became a cosmopolitan and

  overcrowded military camp, a fertile breeding-ground for crime. As for the post-war figures, the first years of any peace brought more crimes as the soldiers returned. This had been as true in

  1750, in the aftermath of the War of Austrian Succession, as it was to prove in 1950.




  Future statistics were to show that the first post-war years formed a plateau of high crime figures which declined somewhat in the 1950s. Thereafter, they would go very much higher and stay

  there. Yet in the months after the trial of D’Antiquis’ killers, the nation’s view of itself and the spectacle it presented to the world were of more immediate concern. On 12 June

  1948 a brief but significant announcement was made by the British Board of Film Censors, which still controlled film censorship in the British-occupied zone of Germany. The board had banned the

  showing in Germany of Brighton Rock (1947), based on Graham Greene’s novel, with Richard Attenborough as the teenage gangster Pinkie. The board was not prepared to have the British

  seen yet again by foreigners as ‘a nation of razor-slashers and racecourse thugs’. The language of the statement made the Finest Hour of 1940 seem as remote as the Battle of

  Agincourt.




  





  




  Chapter Three




  Welcome Home
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  THE SOCIAL AND economic reconstruction of Britain, at which the post-war Labour government aimed, would have seemed an heroic project even in a

  time of unusual prosperity. In 1945 the commitment to a welfare state and a programme of mass nationalization was dwarfed by the immediate challenge of demobilizing five million servicemen and

  women. At home, there were scarcely rations for them all. There were certainly no 1918 promises of homes fit for heroes.




  Financial aid from America, essential to the conduct of the war, was the means of financing post-war renewal. However, within a few days of the war’s end, the United States terminated the

  Lend-Lease agreement. The government dispatched a mission to Washington to negotiate a massive ‘American loan’. The left wing of the Labour party was dismayed. During the Washington

  negotiations, Aneurin Bevan would ask from time to time if there was ‘any danger of an agreement tonight’. A prominent backbencher, Sydney Silverman, was to denounce America in the

  House of Commons as behaving like a ‘shabby moneylender’. Unfortunately, John Maynard Keynes spoke the truth in a famous memorandum from the Treasury to the Cabinet when he described

  the country as facing a ‘financial Dunkirk’.1




  Such was the economic reality of the post-war world for those who had returned to it. Only unemployment, the pre-war economic scourge, was no longer a threat. The shortage of skilled labour was

  so acute that within two years the government was begging women to return to industrial work and trying to outlaw unproductive labour. The shortage of workers was to have a bizarre effect on

  attitudes to honesty. In November 1949 two employees of Levers Optical Company were convicted of stealing lenses from the firm. One of the partners begged the magistrate not to send the thieves to

  prison. The company proposed to take them back immediately. Dishonest they might have been but without them Levers could not meet their commitments to the new and struggling National Health

  Service.2




  Reconstruction and the command to ‘export or die’ in pursuit of dollars meant good money for most workers. Yet direct taxation and purchase tax at punitive levels might take an

  unusually large portion of this. There was also less and less to spend the money on legitimately. ‘For export only’ was a standard prohibition, principally on luxury goods. A good many

  were diverted illegally to the home market.




  It was hoped demobilization would be complete in eighteen months, priority being given to age and length of service. Most troops waited philosophically. Sometimes there was disorder, with riots

  at Aldershot and Fort Darland in 1945 and a general refusal by men to board the troopship Orion for further duty. These were followed in 1946 by a general mutiny of the 13th Parachute

  Regiment in Malaya and ‘strikes’ by RAF men at Manipur and several other bases. Closer to home, thousands who were weary of military life after six years deserted without fuss. In 1947

  there were still 18,000 of them at large. In the first year of peace they were augmented by several thousand absentees from the US and Canadian forces. Such men had reason to be grateful to thieves

  and counterfeiters who sold them forged or stolen ration books and identity cards, and whose accomplices they sometimes became. Official embarrassment at having so many deserters on the loose was

  relieved at last by a general amnesty in 1953, on the pretext of celebrating the Coronation of Elizabeth II.




  Minor incidents showed how attitudes had changed in the course of the war. Servicemen returning from overseas were not pleased to find themselves treated by Customs and Excise as rogue

  holidaymakers. The waterguard on duty at points of entry took a confiscatory approach to many returning heroes. Troops waiting in the long dockside queues saw those ahead of them having bottles of

  wine or spirits confiscated and took immediate action. Assuming that some dishonest Customs officer would drink their prize, they decided it was not to be enjoyed by a man who had spent the war, as

  one of them put it, ‘sitting on his fanny in a reserved occupation’, while others did the fighting. The bottles were opened at once and passed round the queues in an atmosphere of

  general revelry and incapacity, which required intervention by military and civilian police.




  Trivial though such incidents might seem, they indicated a more widespread threat to the nation’s revenues. As the liberation of Europe progressed in late 1944, a drive against wholesale

  smuggling had begun. In the last weeks of war and the first months of peace, RAF aircrews ferried home watches and brandy; crews of Royal Navy supply lorries brought back well-tailored black market

  clothing from Germany. One US air transport squadron produced a thousand bottles of duty-free champagne for sale in Chelmsford after a single trip.3




  Rank was no guarantee of honesty. A British smuggling ring broken up in April 1945 included a squadron leader, two flight lieutenants and an army officer. They were fined £1,500 each with

  an alternative of a year in prison after being caught with 771 watches, on which import duty would have been prohibitive. The watches had been bought for £4 each from a café owner in

  Gibraltar, flown back in a Spitfire to a military airfield, and were being sold at £10 each to RAF personnel, as well as in pubs and to cinema queues. The smugglers’ profit in modern

  terms was £36,000 in a single flight. In September 1944 an investigation had already begun into what was called ‘organized smuggling’ at RAF Halton, involving officers and men.

  Six members of Bomber Command at the station were convicted in January 1946. Their cargoes had included champagne, whisky and perfume.4




  Even more serious, in the view of the Treasury, was currency smuggling. When an RAF flight lieutenant was sent to prison in December 1944, he had flown to Paris with £1,450. The franc was

  cheap in France but more expensive in London, where the government tried to discourage speculation. As a result, the flight lieutenant came back with an amount of French currency which he turned

  into £3,210, more than doubling his money in a matter of hours. His profit in modern terms was some £65,000.5




  Despite the work of the RAF Special Investigation Branch, there was little surveillance at many of its airfields and none at all by the Americans, who were outside British jurisdiction anyway.

  Group Captain Nicholas of the Special Investigation Branch warned Customs and Excise that smuggling was ‘rife’. Rare stamps and even dentures were among items recently brought back for

  illegal sale. The Americans continued to fly in large quantities of wine and perfume for their own purposes. As MI5 pointed out, there was little to stop them ferrying uncustomed goods on behalf of

  British servicemen or civilians, as a business arrangement, or even at the behest of the British underworld.6




  Some of those who were now demobbed had spent the war relatively close to home. Millions of others came back with little but the uniforms they wore. Demobilization for all included a visit to

  the Civilian Clothing Store, where tailors measured each man. Every new civilian was equipped with a ‘demob suit’ in light grey chalk-stripe, a sports jacket and flannels, a hat, tie,

  mackintosh, shirts, underwear, shoes, and the minor items of his wardrobe. Before leaving camp, he was issued with a ration of clothing coupons, needed for the next four years, and a travel warrant

  to take him home. Within a few hours, many had sold the demob suit to a spiv for the going rate of £10 and parted with their clothing coupons for sixpence or a shilling each. The spiv would

  get as much as three shillings or three shillings and sixpence by reselling the coupons in a more affluent area. A similar coupon racket had been worked for some time outside factories, when women

  workers sold their coupons during a lunch-hour visit to the pub or after clocking off.




  2




  Those who turned from the duties and sacrifices of war to the rights, entitlements and privileges of peace were no less honourable and decent than their predecessors. Yet the

  1942 Beveridge Report and any number of political speeches from all parties had promised them the rewards of victory which in too many cases were nowhere to be seen. Welfare, health care, better

  housing, improved educational opportunities, and what was now called ‘leisure’ were supposed to be theirs as of right. If they fell ill, National Health Service nurses would come and

  look after them in their own homes. When they grew old, there would be ‘state hotels’ for the elderly.




  Such promises were swiftly undermined by the conditions of the post-war world. Even those who made them did not foresee that food would have to be rationed, in total, for nine years after the

  war, as opposed to five years during it, until July 1954. Rationing had been ended long before in countries like France who were supposed to have ‘lost’ the war. The more generous

  American system had been abolished within a few weeks of the war’s end. ‘Who won the war, anyway?’ was the frequent British complaint. To boost the vital export drive the

  government sponsored a ‘Britain Can Make It’ exhibition of 1947, ungratefully known as ‘Britain Can’t Get It’.




  Even the vanquished, whose aggression was held to have started the conflict, seemed to be doing better than the victors. In May 1946, headlines protested that the Germans were eating white

  bread, unlike the grey rationed loaves of the British diet: ‘The Germans Are Not Starving’ and ‘Has Germany Hidden Food?’ Petrol in Britain was strictly rationed for five

  years after the war. In 1945, a modest allowance of about ninety miles a month had been allowed for private motoring, as if to celebrate peace. Then during 1946–7 private motoring was banned.

  There were no dollars to buy petrol.7




  The diaries of ordinary people, kept under the Mass Observation project, exude a cloud of resentments during the years 1945–8, leading in some cases to the conclusion that the war had not

  been worth winning. The government was resented for shipping food to Germany at the expense of its own people; the Americans were resented for doing themselves very nicely, as it seemed from the

  cinema screen, while Britain struggled for survival; the BBC was resented for its solemn celebrations as the people of India were given their independence in 1947, while ordinary people were

  ‘glad to be shot of them’. Some entries were both anti-Nazi and anti-Semitic, as underground gangs in Palestine began to murder British soldiers, culminating with the hanging of two

  sergeants in an orchard. Jewish leaders in Britain who deplored the atrocities were dismissed as insincere. It was also observed that crime and criminals had become glamorous.8




  As the Army came home, its men heard a far more widespread lament that food was now ‘worse than it was during the war’. In the autumn of 1947, the butter and meat rations were

  further cut and the bacon ration was halved. It was true that bananas and exotic fruits not seen since 1939 had appeared in small quantities and at irregular intervals but the meat ration soon

  included such unpalatable items as Antarctic whalemeat, which tasted of cod liver oil, South African snoek, an unappealing relative of the barracuda, and Russian ‘rock salmon’,

  otherwise known as dog-fish. There was also ‘chicken’ which was actually rabbit, and horsemeat, which on principle most British people felt revolted by and normally used as pet

  food.




  Even in a time of shortages snoek proved unsaleable, despite an official ‘snoek-tasting’ party at the Ministry of Food, presided over by the minister, Dr Edith Summerskill, and a

  government recipe for ‘snoek piquante’. Two years later, the unsold tins were quietly relabelled as cat food. Four thousand unwanted tons of whalemeat sailed the seas in a refrigerated

  cargo vessel, looking for a buyer.




  Bread, never restricted during the war, went ‘on the ration’ in July 1946, at nine ounces a day. On 7 June, during the Whitsun weekend, six-hour queues for bread had been reported in

  London, the first customers taking their places at 4.30 a.m. The Minister of Food warned the country that it had supplies for only eight weeks. Women wondered aloud how they were supposed to feed

  their families, despite radio assurances from officials and experts that the national diet was wholesome and nourishing. To make matters worse in 1946, the government diverted several more food

  ships from Britain to needier parts of the world. Lord Woolton, as chairman of the Conservative party, accused it of being ‘too internationally-minded’.9




  In 1946, Mrs Eleanora Tennant launched a Face The Facts Committee on behalf of housewives and attacked the introduction of bread rationing. When she published a poster listing all the MPs who

  had voted in favour of the measure, the House of Commons held her guilty of a breach of privilege, while admitting that it was ‘on a petty and insignificant scale’. Next year, a

  vicar’s wife in Kent started a Housewives’ League to hold government ministers accountable for mismanagement of the food supply. She attracted thousands of supporters. The government

  reminded the protesters that there had been two bad harvests and a world shortage of wheat.




  Critics pointed out that other countries managed food supplies far better. Unfortunately, few people could go to other countries to see for themselves. The government had imposed a £25

  limit on the holiday allowance to protect the nation’s shrinking dollar reserves. To buy more than the limit of foreign currency was a criminal offence, punishable with fines and

  imprisonment. In the spring of 1947, the victims of a splendidly named currency racketeer on the French Riviera, Max Intrator, were to discover these penalties for themselves. Convictions for

  currency offences rose from 322 in 1946 to 4,583 two years later.




  With the overseas world closed to them, seven million visitors headed for Blackpool during 1947 and many thousands more filled to capacity the new ‘holiday camps’ of Billy Butlin.

  Most of these were former military camps which had been renovated, though at Skegness the blankets still bore the insignia ‘H. M. S. Royal Arthur’. To lighten the austerity gloom,

  Butlin hired the San Carlo Opera Company for the season and, subsequently, the London Symphony Orchestra, conducted by the comedian Vic Oliver.




  The ‘good time’ which most people for the past six years had equated with ‘after the war’ remained ever more elusive. Particular figures in government became targets of

  resentment. The terse and tenacious Prime Minister showed traits of the ‘Major Attlee’ he had been before the war. Among others, Ernest Bevin as Foreign Secretary was spoken of as

  ‘a soak’, while little popularity attached to the austere and lofty presence of Sir Stafford Cripps, Chancellor of the Exchequer, whose unfortunate duty it was to tax and restrict. The

  pound had traditionally traded at about five dollars and it was Cripps in 1949 who announced a dramatic devaluation, pegged at $2.80. Few people could now afford to travel outside the sterling

  area, even had they been permitted to do so.




  There were more immediate objects of dislike. Not all food was rationed and when it was coupon-free a queue formed. A principle of post-war life was, ‘If you see a queue, join it.’

  Some shopkeepers exploited the desperation of housewives and would not open their doors until they felt the queue was long enough, even if it was so long that those at the end got nothing.

  Unsurprisingly, one fishmonger was attacked by an exasperated customer with a wet haddock.




  3




  In a time of severe shortages, it was not hard to make criminals of those who had never thought of themselves as such. By 1947 the Chief Constable of Birmingham attributed

  rising crime to the ease with which stolen goods found a ready market among those who would not normally buy them. George ‘Jack’ Frost, retiring from the Flying Squad at the end of the

  war, identified the cause more precisely. Service life had conditioned men and women to crime. They had learnt for years to get away with what the services called scrounging, ‘but which in

  Civvy Street is theft’.10




  The moral attitude to official property was certainly more relaxed than it had been before 1939. Yet the change went deeper. Before the end of the war, Sir Richard Acland, a former Liberal MP,

  had formed a new political party and had given away his estate to the nation. The Common Wealth party meant exactly what its title implied. It advocated the common ownership of everything that

  could reasonably be owned in common. This was far more revolutionary than anything in the Labour manifesto. During the war, by convention, political parties did not contest by-elections but allowed

  the party of the former MP a clear run. The Common Wealth party ignored this.




  Its policies might sound like an eccentric splinter group of Cromwellian politics three centuries earlier but its candidates did well in by-elections. They were not, on the whole, working-class

  socialists but a new middle class. At the Chelmsford by-election in April 1945, Wing Commander Millington, twenty-eight years old, commander of an operational bomber squadron, was the Common Wealth

  candidate. He seemed an improbable revolutionary but he overturned a government majority of 16,624 and was comfortably elected by 6,431. His party was not to survive the general election of 1945

  but its successes were a pertinent comment on attitudes to wealth, privilege and common property.




  The boundaries of law and criminality in this area were dramatically put to the test in the summer of 1946, almost a year to the day after the last shots of the war were fired. The greatest

  post-war problem, it seemed, was not food. However unappealing the diet, no one starved. Nor was it to be clothing. At the worst, one could ‘make-do-and-mend’. It was certainly not

  employment. The worst damage that the war had done, and the most difficult to repair in the short term, was in what the economists called vaguely ‘the housing stock’. More simply, many

  of those returning from the services were virtually homeless.




  As demobilization continued and men rejoined their families or created new ones, the extent of the deficiency was clear. Houses which had been condemned before the war were still standing, fit

  for nothing but demolition. They would have to be occupied in the emergency. Towns and cities were scarred by thousands of rubble-strewn bomb-sites, some not cleared until well into the 1950s.

  About 250,000 houses had been destroyed by enemy action but about fifteen times that number had been more or less severely damaged. Many thousands would never be habitable again. Even where the

  damage to buildings was less, there had been neither the materials nor the manpower during the war to do more than patch them up. By 16 November 1945, the situation had deteriorated so far that

  Aneurin Bevan, as minister responsible for housing, invited the more fortunate to join a ‘share-your-home’ plan. If a voluntary scheme failed, he threatened to use a Defence Regulation

  to impose wartime billeting again.




  The government had initiated a building programme to produce council houses of a high standard. By 1950, it claimed to have built a million homes since the war but its opponents pointed out that

  more than a third of these represented temporary accommodation. Some were estates of ‘prefabs’, metal bungalows whose sections were made in factories and then bolted together on site.

  Though intended to last only ten or twenty years, a few were still occupied by satisfied tenants sixty years later. ‘One hundred thousand houses a year’ remained an electoral slogan for

  a decade after the war.




  In the summer of 1946 the shortage was at its worst. Two million servicemen and women had been demobbed in twelve months with more joining them every day. There were also 160,000 Polish

  servicemen who chose to stay in Britain rather than return to Communist-ruled Poland. Against this flood the government had done its best. It had built 60,420 houses, two-thirds of them as estates

  of prefabs. It had repaired 100,000 damaged houses and, in all, had housed 210,000 people. There had been 400,000 people in need of rehousing in London alone. Families throughout the country, a

  large proportion of them with small children, found temporary refuge with their relatives or else in sub-standard accommodation. In the summer of 1946, one woman described to a newsreel reporter

  how she and her husband shared a single room with another married couple. Such conditions were little better than the London slums of the 1880s.




  In August 1946, a movement began which in the 1930s might have been denounced as robbery and even now had an air of political revolution. With 40 per cent of its troops demobbed, the Army had

  declared 800 sites redundant, the Royal Air Force added forty-five camps and the Royal Navy another five. They varied from those big enough to become holiday camps to others which were individual

  anti-aircraft batteries or Royal Artillery coastal batteries with living quarters and facilities for the gun crews. Once the services had withdrawn, the property became the responsibility of the

  Ministry of Works.




  For some weeks a number of ‘squatters’, as they were now called, had been living on a former army site near Sheffield and another at Beighton in Derbyshire. No one in authority had

  apparently noticed them or, at least, no one had cared. Then, on the weekend of Saturday 10 August, thirty families moved into army huts near Middlesbrough and were installed there before the local

  authority or anyone else knew what had happened. The invaders were not families of the work-shy but those who had come to take jobs and were without accommodation. There had been no guard on the

  sites because it had not been thought necessary.




  On the same weekend, other families occupied thirty-two army huts at Harnham, near Salisbury, which had stood empty for six months. Eight miners with their wives and children, who had nowhere to

  live and were staying with relatives, moved into Royal Artillery huts at Seaham Harbour. The arrivals were orderly. Men and women chalked their names on the doors of the huts, elected camp

  committees to see that no damage was done, and put seven shillings a week into a ‘rent pool’ to show that they were willing to pay the owners of the accommodation.




  In most camps vacated by the services there was no water supply, sanitation or electricity. Doncaster Rural District Council was the first to turn on water for its new tenants. As news broke of

  the weekend occupations, the movement drew followers from all parts of the country. On Monday 12 August, a hundred squatters took over Vache Camp at Chalfont St Giles, Buckinghamshire. This had

  been prepared by the Ministry of Works for Italian women whom Polish soldiers had met and married in the Mediterranean campaign. Army officers with Military Police escorts visited the camp but made

  no attempt to intervene. These squatters also showed their goodwill by forming a camp committee and putting seven shillings a week into the rent pool. However, the chairman of the committee told

  the press, ‘We must resist any effort to turn us out and by sticking together we can do it. If the local authorities try to move us, they will have a bit of a job now.’11




  The public soon learnt of the conditions from which some squatters had escaped. A Liverpool man had moved with others on 12 August to Nissen huts at a disused anti-aircraft camp near West Derby,

  even though there was no water supply nor was there likely to be, since Liverpool corporation had passed responsibility for that to the War Office. For three years, this man, with his wife and

  daughter, had been living in one room of a Liverpool house, long ago condemned by the sanitary authorities. He saw no other escape and a Nissen hut could be no worse.




  Their actions showed that these were decent and honourable people, desperate at the conditions in which they and their children were living. On the other side, the government protested that such

  camps were only temporarily vacant. They had been intended to house Polish soldiers, as well as their wives, who had nowhere else to live. Some sites had been intended as centres for emergency

  teacher training and others for training badly needed skilled labour. The word ‘anarchy’ was heard, as was the argument that the families who got such accommodation were those who

  pushed themselves forward most vigorously and not necessarily those who might be in greater need but who obeyed the law.




  To impose law in this situation would have been difficult. The movement had gathered speed within hours. Before Monday was over, perhaps because news was breaking throughout the country in radio

  bulletins, fifty families arrived at White City Camp, near Bristol. They stood patiently in the rain while a police inspector, through a loud hailer, instructed them in the law of trespass. Then

  they bypassed the guard on the gate and moved in. By evening, more miners had joined those on the seafront at Seaham, others had occupied a disused miners’ hostel near Doncaster, and a

  further group had taken over a camp near Jarrow.
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