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  Co-author’s Note




  What you are about to read is the true account of an astonishing crime, which in turn sparked off an extraordinary investigation by Scotland Yard’s elite Flying

  Squad.




  It is the inside story of how the robbery was planned and how most of the robbers were tracked down and caught. For the gang it was an initial triumph, but in the end a combination of greed,

  disloyalty and painstaking detective-work was to prove to be their undoing.




  Gotcha! is based largely on the verbal and written testimonies of John and Ronnie Knight, and retired Detective Superintendent Peter Wilton. John Knight planned the robbery, Ronnie Knight

  helped spirit away some of the proceeds, and Peter Wilton was in charge of the crack team of Flying Squad detectives – nicknamed the ‘Dirty Dozen’ – that brought them both

  to book.




  Over the course of a year I had many lengthy interviews with the three men. Most, but not all, of what they told me I have been able to corroborate through Court documents and by talking to

  other witnesses.




  I am particularly grateful to the following former members of the ‘Dirty Dozen’ who gave up their free time to talk to me about their own roles in the police investigation: Colin

  Burke, Bernie Butler, Charlie Collins, Cliff Craig, Malcolm Jeffery, Jim Keeling, Terry Mills, George Moncrieff and Simon Webber.




  I would also like to thank Robert Smith for giving me the opportunity to write this unique book; publisher Gordon Wise for allowing me to realize its potential, and my editor, Ingrid Connell,

  for much wise counsel.




  John and Ronnie Knight have told their side of the story as well as they felt able: that is, without incriminating anyone else. I can state that they never discussed the roles of any of their

  associates with me, not even those who were subsequently convicted for taking part.




  The story is far from ended. Twenty years after the robbery, the police investigation remains open. Two men are still wanted for questioning. One of them, Ronnie Everett, was extradited from

  Spain for other, unrelated drugs offences. However, because of the conditions attached to his extradition from Spain, he cannot be formally charged with the Security Express robbery. Another man

  still wanted for questioning, John Mason, remains in Spain, legally beyond the reach of the British Authorities.




  

  Pete Sawyer




  February 2003


  


  







  PROLOGUE




  Wednesday, 2 March 1983. A fresh spring day. Clouds scudded across the sky, bringing with them the occasional shower of light rain. A group of police officers from Scotland

  Yard’s Drugs Squad were searching a large scrap yard in Dalston, a poor, inner-city district of East London.




  The officers were looking for pills. It was a daunting task. The yard, which was sandwiched between railway viaducts, covered some three acres of ground. It was littered with stacks of steel

  pipes and girders, piles of scaffolding, and the wrecks of motor vehicles. Small fires were lit here and there, filling the air with an acrid stench.




  The yard was a hive of activity. Radios played from the workshops and lock-up garages clad with corrugated iron that were huddled under the Victorian brick arches of the railway. Nearby there

  was a weighbridge for lorries, stores piled high with bales of scrap paper, and lean-to sheds full of unidentifiable pieces of heavy machinery.




  The officers, led by Detective Inspector Ian Malone, gingerly picked their way between the oily puddles and rusted metal towards the yard’s prefab two-storey offices.




  The owner of the yard was a man named Jimmy Knight, who they knew to be a very wealthy man. He had made a fortune out of the scrap metal business and had put the money into a leisure complex in

  Stanmore, North London. The officers thought, wrongly as it later turned out, that Jimmy’s scrap yard was being used to manufacture and hide drugs destined for the club scene.




  They knew that Jimmy Knight had two younger brothers, John and Ronnie. Two other brothers had died some years beforehand: one was murdered in a vicious Soho brawl, and the

  other was struck down by a tumour on the brain. John was quiet and kept himself to himself, seemingly a respectable businessman. Among other things, he ran a garage in North London. Ronnie, by

  contrast, was a very public figure. He was married to actress Barbara Windsor, from the Carry On films, and owned a nightclub in the West End.




  The officers strode into Jimmy Knight’s large untidy office, where they found six chairs roughly arranged to form a semicircle around his desk. It was as if a meeting had been in progress

  and had been quickly broken up, possibly when the officers had been clocked at the yard gates. Plastic cups half full of warm tea littered the desk. To the officers’ minds, whoever had been

  there had left in rather a hurry.




  Jimmy had nothing to say, but the officers’ suspicions were heightened when they found five smartly dressed men lurking in a room nearby, behind a locked door. The men, all in their

  forties, had an air of self-confidence about them that, to the experienced officers, spoke volumes. They’d seen it all before.




  The five were highly evasive, reluctant to tell the police what they were doing, meeting at the yard like that. So the officers took down their details. One man turned out to be a wealthy North

  London property dealer called Terry Perkins. Another man, John Mason, ran a nearby launderette. He was there with his mate Ronnie Everett, the landlord of a pub in the Gray’s Inn Road.




  Another man tried to give the police a false name and address, but he was quickly recognized by one of the officers as Billy Hickson. His identity was confirmed after further questioning at a

  local police station. Hickson had done time for armed robbery.




  The fifth man was Jimmy Knight’s younger brother, John.




  To the officers it was all very intriguing. They knew that the Knight family had some heavy connections, but they were surprised at the set of people they had found hiding in that room. All the

  men had form in one way or another.




  During the thorough search of the yard a box was found containing some specialist glassware, the kind one might use for the chemical synthesis of drugs – or so the

  officers thought. Jimmy Knight was charged but later acquitted. He told the magistrates that the glassware belonged to someone else in the yard. Jimmy said he knew nothing about it. ‘How

  should I know what goes on? All I do is rent out the lock-ups. What the men do inside them is their own business.’




  Despite the police’s suspicions, the five men meeting at the yard that day had done nothing wrong. But still, the meeting was duly logged by the officers. The men’s names were added

  to the Drugs Squad’s intelligence database, purely for its own internal use.




  And no more was thought of it.
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  CURTAIN ROAD




  Back in 1983, Shoreditch, which lies just to the north of the City of London, was best known for its tumbledown warehouses, sweatshops, and boarded-up bombsites. The urban

  renewal schemes of the 1990s, which were to transform the district into a mix of chic New York-style loft apartments and glass-fronted offices, were but twinkles in the eyes of a few farsighted

  property speculators.




  Curtain Road runs right through the heart of Shoreditch, from north to south. The road was named after an Elizabethan playhouse, called the Curtain. In its day the Curtain was the place of great

  drama, drawing crowds of spectators from all over London. There, it is said, Shakespeare acted Henry V in person.




  But the playhouse was not to everyone’s tastes. In the summer of 1597, after a long-running campaign by the aldermen of the City, Queen Elizabeth’s Privy Council ordered that the

  Curtain, along with London’s first-ever permanent theatre, which was called simply, ‘The Theatre’, in nearby Finsbury Fields, be ‘plucke down quite, the stage galleries and

  rooms that are made for people to stand in’ because of ‘very great disorders committed in the common playhouses, both by lewd matters . . . handled on the stages and by resort and

  confluence of bad people’. The owners resisted the order as best they could and the Curtain remained in use for a few more years. The Theatre however closed; its heavy oak timbers were used

  to construct the Globe theatre on the south bank of the Thames, well away from the restraining influence of the aldermen.




  By the end of Queen Victoria’s reign, Shoreditch had become a poor and crowded urban district, full of artisans and tradesmen. Over the ensuing years, Curtain Road

  became renowned for its furniture trade. But the Second World War changed all that. The bombs of the Blitz took a heavy toll on this part of London, leaving behind great swathes of rubble and

  wasteland. And then, in the years after the war, the great docks closed, one by one. The economic lifeblood of the East End sapped away. Warehouses, once full of the goods of empire, became empty,

  derelict shells.




  In the 1950s and 1960s clothes and leather sweatshops sprang up, often crewed by poor Bangladeshi and Pakistani women, whose husbands had been lured to Britain with the promise of a better life.

  They soon discovered that it really wasn’t that simple. They found themselves on the breadline, working all hours God sent, living on squalid, high-rise housing estates in nearby Bethnal

  Green. With scant prospects and little education, you had to be determined and tough to survive. But that had always been the way of the East End. Its harshness was an ideal breeding ground for

  enterprise. And that, of course, included criminal enterprise.




  Come Sunday morning, Curtain Road was chock-a-block with the light vans owned by the East End market traders and hawkers working the Petticoat Lane clothes and Brick Lane bric-a-brac markets,

  which sprawled along the nearby streets. Just before dawn, the traders would congregate in a small café around the corner from Curtain Road. There, at 5 a.m., you could get a mug of hot,

  strong, sweet tea and a fried-egg sandwich. The café was bright, warm, and welcoming. Its neat rows of yellow, Formica-topped tables were always clean. Arranged with military precision on

  each table top were a stamped metal ashtray, glass salt, pepper, and sugar pots, and three ominous-looking squeezy sauce bottles made of dimpled plastic, one red, one yellow, and the other brown.

  The men would cram themselves on to the dolls’-house-sized wooden benches, rolling their roll-ups and gossiping between mouthfuls of white bread.




  To the north of Curtain Road lay Hoxton, a run-down district noted for its pickpockets and petty criminals. On Sundays, con men and fly-by-night hawkers from Hoxton, their

  battered suitcases crammed full of fake goods, would mingle with the market traders in the streets of Shoreditch. There they would notch up their hapless victims, one by one, melting back into the

  crowds, home in time for the Sunday roast.




  For most of the rest of the week Curtain Road was deserted: a ratrun for those in the know wishing to leave the City in a hurry. Occasionally, lone tourists looking for Petticoat Lane would lose

  their way and chance upon the road. But they would never stay long.




  Curtain Road’s main saving grace was that it was just a stone’s throw away from the banks in the City of London, which is why Security Express and several other security firms had

  built their fortress-like warehouses and depots there.




  Business was good for Security Express. Its large, angular, green and yellow vans were a familiar sight on Britain’s high streets, as its uniformed guards with their strongboxes collected

  cash from high street shops and banks up and down the country.




  Under a Conservative Government led by Margaret Thatcher, the economy was beginning to boom again. Britain had defeated Argentina, which had invaded the Falkland Islands Dependency in the South

  Atlantic the previous year. The country was riding on the crest of a wave. Fostered by Thatcher, and spurred on by the success in the Falklands, there was a resurgence of national pride which, for

  most of the 1970s, had been sapped away as Britain slowly relinquished control over its last remaining colonies. By April 1983 the nation was gearing up for a General Election, which Thatcher would

  win by a landslide.




  The City of London was awash with cash, which meant good business for firms like Security Express. In April 1983 the firm posted pre-tax profits of £1.17 million on a turnover of some

  £35 million. The company, owned by a powerful security printer, the De La Rue group, employed more than 2,600 people in its depots and warehouses throughout the country.




  But the Curtain Road depot was the jewel in the crown. The four-storey brick building had reputedly cost many millions of pounds to build and was considered to be state of

  the art. Its ground-floor windows were bricked up. On the first and second floors were offices, and one of these floors was used to make up wage packets that were then sent out by van to shops and

  businesses all over London. At the top of the building was a penthouse flat, used mainly by the company’s top brass and people on training courses.




  The vault was on the ground floor, although if you had asked the locals in the pub they might have told you that it was in the basement. To be truthful, no local was really sure, unless, that

  is, he happened to work at the depot. But the one thing they were sure about was that the vault contained fabulous wealth.




  To one side and at the back of the building was a large asphalt compound, completely enclosed by a ten-foot-high brick wall. Two closed-circuit television cameras, perched high up on the tops of

  poles, cast their beady electric eyes over the compound, which usually had six or seven yellow and green security vans parked in it. Behind the compound rose the stark form of another top security

  depot, taller and perhaps a little grander. This depot was owned by Brinks-Mat.




  At night Curtain Road was eerily silent, aside from the occasional piercing screech of steel wheel upon steel rail as clattering goods trains negotiated the tight curve into nearby Liverpool

  Street Station. The road’s one and only pub emptied promptly at 10.30 p.m., its customers making their excuses and hurrying home to their waiting families.




  A dimly lit cobbled alley, popular with local lovers, ran along the other side of the high wall. Beyond this alley, overlooking the yard, was a flat-roofed, two-storey office block, which had

  been built in the 1960s. The office block was owned by Security Express, but in 1983 it was empty and to let.




  Around midnight, after cleaning up the pub, the landlord would take his dog for a walk. They would walk due north up towards the Security Express depot. Sometimes he would let the dog off its

  lead and it would scamper off down the alley that ran alongside the yard. The landlord would follow, whistling and cursing, stumbling in the dark on the uneven cobblestones.




  On the other side of the high wall, sodium floodlights bathed the Security Express yard in eerie yellow light. The depot was manned at all times. It was said to be

  impenetrable, and even the locals, stalwarts for scepticism, dubbed it ‘Fort Knox’. But the building was to prove the security industry’s equivalent of the Titanic. Its

  greatest security flaw was laid bare by its occupants’ penchant for an early morning cuppa.
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  THE RAID




  It was 7 a.m. on 4 April 1983, Easter Monday. Greg Counsell drove through the wet streets of the City to the Security Express depot in Curtain Road. He parked his white Datsun

  outside the main entrance to the depot.




  It was a bitterly cold day. He tapped impatiently on the glass double doors of the main entrance, his breath misting up the glass. A few moments later, he heard the soft click of the solenoids

  as the doors were unlocked by the young nightwatchman, David Howsam, sitting in the control room. Counsell pushed open the door and hurried inside into the warm lobby.




  ‘Everything all right, David?’ he asked.




  ‘Yeah, fine, Greg. No problems.’




  ‘Anyone up in the penthouse?’ Counsell gestured towards the top floor of the depot.




  ‘Nope.’




  After a few words of polite conversation Howsam left and Counsell was on his own. He was the supervisor for the day. Thirty-seven years old, married and with a young baby, he had worked at

  Security Express for more than six years. Before that, he had worked for a Securicor subsidiary. He was an old hand.




  Most businesses were closed for the bank holiday, so it was going to be quiet. Later on, a few vans were scheduled to make some runs to the Ideal Home Exhibition in West London and to a cash and

  carry, to pick up cash. Counsell was bracing himself for a long day, but neither he nor the other guards knew then just how long the day would turn out to be. It was going to be one of the longest

  days of their lives. Curtain Road was again about to become a stage for great drama.




  Outside the depot, the road was full of the overspill from the surrounding streets as the Petticoat Lane market stallholders found somewhere to park their small vans. There

  was a special market on Easter Bank Holiday Monday, so there were more vans parked in Curtain Road than on a normal weekday, but not as many as there would have been on a Sunday morning, the day of

  the regular market.




  If anyone had been walking along Curtain Road, they might well have noticed that one van in particular was having more difficulty than most in finding somewhere to park. The van had done a

  complete circuit of the road twice. On its second pass, it had slipped into a spot that had just been vacated, next to a red telephone box. The telephone box happened to be almost directly opposite

  the Security Express depot gates. The driver switched off his engine, wound down his window, and waited.




  An astute passer-by might have wondered why the driver had been so keen to park in that particular spot, when there were plenty of other free parking spaces further down the road. Perhaps he

  might also have noticed the van’s curious colour scheme, which at first glance looked strangely similar to that of a Security Express van.




  The van was conspicuous in other ways. It had a double axle at the rear, and was the type of van normally used for moving very heavy goods about. Your average market stall trader certainly

  wouldn’t have used it – they prefer smaller, lighter, more manoeuvrable vehicles.




  And then there was the red telephone box. Every now and then, the driver would cast a quick, impatient glance through the van window at the payphone inside the box. It was as if he were

  expecting a call. In 1983 mobile phones were very new, very rare, and very expensive. What’s more, they were about the size and weight of house bricks.




  But, at that time of the morning, the few passers-by in Curtain Road were far too busy minding their own business to care about the suspicious van with its shifty driver, parked near the

  entrance to the depot.




  £££




  Greg Counsell knew nothing of what was going on outside the depot in the road. He was busy getting on with his daily routine, which revolved around

  the cavernous vault on the ground floor.




  Once inside the yard, Security Express vans with their valuable cargoes of cash and cheques could back right up to the depot building. The vans would reverse down a shallow concrete ramp into a

  meshed-off area, nicknamed by the guards ‘the cage’.




  At one end of ‘the cage’ were electrically operated gates, which sealed off the van from the yard while it was being loaded and unloaded. Securely enclosed, the driver–guards

  would slide trolleys out of the van, through reinforced steel shutters in the depot wall, and into a windowless secure room immediately outside the vault.




  The room was lived in. Stacked lever arch files, crammed full of delivery notes, clung desperately to metal shelving. The walls were adorned with posters and calendars. In one corner was the

  desk used by the vault custodians. Lined up along one wall were empty trolleys, essentially steel-framed, open-topped boxes with wire-mesh sides. They had wheels on them similar to those found on a

  shopping trolley, but larger and more manoeuvrable. The concrete floor of the secure room was coated with the tracks of thousands of rubber skid marks from the wheels.




  The vault itself was reached through a thick steel door. Inside, the contents of the trolleys were sorted, shifted, humped, and stacked into waist-high steel cages. The vault’s bare white

  walls were broken only by a large electric fan, mounted on a steel bracket, which looked down on the rows of cages.




  In one corner were seven safes, at first glance looking like left-luggage lockers; in another corner, a plain old wooden chair and a desk with some clipboards dangling over it on strings. Fixed

  to the wall above the desk were the large white noticeboards by which staff kept track of how much was in the vault – and who it belonged to.




  There were thirty to forty cages in the vault, each one piled high with sealed packets of coin and banknotes, and linen bank bags full of used banknotes and cheques. At any one time the

  vault could hold up to £10 million in cash. A lift connected it directly to the upstairs offices where the wage packets were made up.




  The ground floor of the depot also had a control room, called by the guards the ‘reception’ control room. On weekdays, during normal office hours, a female receptionist would sit

  there minding the phones, but not on a bank holiday or at weekends. At night it was the preserve of the nightwatchman.




  A wide, wooden desk in the control room looked out through a large window on to the building’s main entrance lobby. Most of the desk was taken up with two bulky PBX telephone switchboards,

  which routed calls throughout the building. To the left of the switchboards was an intercom set. Two ordinary telephones, not often used, sat nearby. There were buttons and controls to open the

  doors into the building. The rest of the desk was cluttered with bunches of keys, clipboards, and unwashed coffee mugs. Especially so on bank holidays and at weekends.




  To get into the innards of the depot you had to walk by the window of the control room. If you were recognized you were ‘buzzed in’ through a security door ahead of you. The door led

  into a short corridor, termed by the guards an ‘airlock’. Once in the airlock, you had to press a button to open an inner door. This would only open if the outer door was shut

  tight.




  To the right of the wooden desk were mounted two large closed-circuit television monitors on a heavy metal stand. One gave a clear view of the yard and gates. The other was perpetually on the

  blink, its black-and-white image slowly cycling down the screen. It was usually turned off. The room was stuffy, although a portable electric fan perched on top of the monitors alleviated the worst

  of it.




  Through a door, off to one side of the control room, was a small, grubby kitchenette lit by a single neon striplight, where the guards could make snacks and hot drinks. Two or three empty milk

  bottles were usually stacked along a narrow shelf at the back of the tiny sink unit. The draining board was far too narrow, so plates and bowls would be wedged precariously between the high taps to

  dry. The kettle, and a small oven, its hotplate covered in layers of grease, lived on the ledge to the right of the sink. Lurking underneath was the fridge. The airless and

  windowless loo, blighted by the bank holiday weekend, was through another door.




  To operate all the door controls, alarms, and cameras, you really had to know what you were doing. You couldn’t just walk into the control room, sit down, and start running the depot. The

  control room was all buttons, lights, and levers. Banks of winking yellow lights told the guards that the vaults and the perimeter of the building were unbroken and secure. There were red lights

  and buttons for the fire alarm. And then there were other controls, their functions unidentifiable to the casual observer. The regular guards didn’t even know what some of the buttons

  did.




  The depot had another control room by the electrically operated main entrance gates, through which the vans came into the yard. This control room was equally complex. It was generally used only

  during the daytime when vans were scheduled to deliver. It was known as the ‘main’ or the ‘gate’ control room. Staff entering and leaving the depot normally used the

  entrance alongside, which led directly into the yard.




  The main control room was much like the reception control room, only a little more untidy. The guard would sit at a desk in the corner of the control room on a high swivel chair. A panel on the

  wall in front of him housed the red and green buttons needed to open and shut the gates. Arranged around him on the desk were telephones, intercoms, closed-circuit television monitors, and a

  console for panning the cameras. The room smelt of stale cigarettes and spilt coffee.




  Other control boxes, levers, and switches were arrayed on either side of the desk. Hidden discreetly away underneath the desk was a large and mysterious silver foot pedal. Nearby was a sink

  unit, boiler, and, of course, the kettle. One wall of the room was partially covered with large, black, shiny metal boards. Slotted into the boards were thin metal strips, which gave details of the

  van delivery schedules – dates, locations, pick-up times, and crew names. The staff rota.




  A small hatch in the wall of the room faced Curtain Road. That was where the milkman left the milk bottles in the morning. The hatch was an important part of

  Counsell’s daily routine, because his daily routine normally began with a cuppa. When he was the first person in, one of the first things he did was to go across to the main control room by

  the gate to fetch some fresh milk from the hatch.




  To do that, he needed a rather large bunch of keys. It was a complex procedure. He would switch off the alarms, walk along a corridor, down some stairs, along another corridor, through the large

  basement locker room, up some stairs, and unlock a door at the top. Then he would walk through a crew room, where the van drivers got ready, and unlock a door leading out into the yard. He would

  walk down some steps and across the yard to the gate control room. Then he would unlock the outer door, go through, and unlock the inner door.




  According to Counsell, that April morning’s routine was no different from countless other mornings. He collected milk, sugar, and coffee from the main control room, locked the control-room

  doors, and walked the five yards back across the yard to the steps leading to the back door.




  On the way, he walked past a wide steel gate, behind which were stowed some large industrial bins. The gate, which badly needed a coat of paint, was normally bolted shut. Behind the bins was

  another steel gate, rarely used, which led on to Curtain Road.




  Once back in the reception control room, Counsell made himself a coffee in the grubby kitchenette next door. He was on his own. The vans leaving the depot were not due to start for a few hours,

  so he sat there, just biding his time.




  It was much easier to deal with the van deliveries from the main control room by the gate. So, come mid-morning, Counsell prepared to get ready to switch control rooms. He unlocked the outer

  door leading into the yard and stepped out into the bright daylight. He stood there by the door for a second, wavering, staring at the long steel gate next to him. Perhaps something had caught his

  eye. Perhaps he had noticed that it was ever so slightly ajar.




  Suddenly, from behind the gate, a group of darkly clothed figures emerged. Before Counsell could react, he had been pushed up against the wall of the depot, with medical

  sticking plaster strapped over his eyes. It was the start of his worst nightmare.




  ‘Keep your head to the fucking floor! Look down!’




  Counsell felt something hard and cold pressed to the side of his face.




  ‘Do what you’re told and you won’t get hurt.’




  He was pushed back through the yard door into the depot.




  ‘Is anyone else in the building?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘We saw a light on. Come on! Tell us. It’ll be worse for you if you are telling lies.’




  ‘No. I promise. There’s no one else here.’




  They led him down the stairs into the locker room.




  ‘Where are you taking me?’




  ‘We want to go upstairs.’




  ‘It’s the wrong way.’




  ‘Lift up your blindfold and look on the floor.’




  The men pushed Counsell along the corridor and tried to force him through a door leading into a storeroom.




  ‘That’s not the way either,’ he told them. ‘You have to go upstairs.’




  At the bottom of the stairs they boxed him into a corner. His head was pulled back and cold metal was pressed under his chin.




  ‘You know what this is?’ one of the men said.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Do as you’re told and you won’t get hurt. And don’t touch anything.’




  He was taken into the control room and sat down on a wooden chair in front of the alarm boxes.




  ‘You sure there’s no one in the building?’




  ‘Yes. Just me.’




  The men tied Counsell’s hands behind his back. One of them pushed a gun into his side. ‘What are these boxes for?’ he asked. They lifted the tape up over his eyes so that he

  could see a little. ‘What about these keys?’




  ‘Can I look up?’ he asked. ‘I don’t want to see your faces or nothing.’




  They released his hands. He stood up and pointed out one of the alarm boxes. ‘That’s for the whole building,’ he said. ‘I’ve switched that off already. The other

  one is for the vaults.’




  ‘Tell us about that one.’




  ‘I don’t know anything about it.’




  They sat him back down in his chair.




  ‘How many vans are coming in today?’




  ‘None. We’ve got some going out.’




  ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Greg.’




  ‘Are you sure?’ one of the robbers asked. ‘I thought it was John.’




  They manhandled him over to the wide wooden desk, which looked out on to the lobby, and sat him down in a swivel chair.




  ‘Act normally,’ they told him. ‘Remember, don’t be silly. Don’t do anything silly and you’ll be all right.’




  They removed the plaster from his eyes and untied one of his hands.




  ‘Which button do you press to let the staff in?’




  Counsell moved to point to a small box in front of him.




  ‘Don’t touch it! Don’t fucking touch it!’ they shouted, thinking it was an alarm button.




  Then two of the men swung underneath the wooden desk. Counsell felt the sharp prod of metal in his groin. ‘Do as you’re told or we’ll blow yer fucking balls off.’




  With Counsell sat white-faced at the desk, the men moved around the control room from console to console, button by button, asking Counsell to explain how each and every one worked. ‘We

  know the answers,’ they assured him. ‘We just want to make sure you aren’t lying.’




  ‘There were two vans in yesterday. How many today?’




  ‘I don’t know. The sheet’s in the other control room,’ Counsell replied.




  ‘So that’s four drivers.’ The men started talking among themselves, trying to work out how many guards were likely to show up that day. One of them turned

  back to Counsell. ‘So who else is coming in?’ he asked.




  ‘I don’t know, but the vault staff have to come in.’




  ‘Two vault staff, the same as yesterday?’




  Counsell nodded.




  ‘Does one of them have a bad foot?’




  ‘Yes. Jamie Alcock.’




  ‘Has one of them got an Alsatian?’




  ‘That’s Tommy Thompson. He won’t be in today.’




  ‘Who’s the chap smoking a pipe who drives a white car?’




  ‘That’s John, Tom’s opposite number. He’ll be in later.’




  ‘So who’s got the white dog?’




  ‘Alan Grimes.’




  ‘Does he work in the vaults?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Is he working today?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  To Counsell, the men seemed remarkably well informed. Suddenly, loud bells rang out all over the building and thinking that the alarm had somehow been tripped, the men panicked.

  ‘What’s going on?’ they shouted.




  ‘It’s the telephone,’ Counsell told them.




  ‘You’d better answer it properly. No funny business, mind. Tell whoever it is that you’re with the managers and you can’t talk at the moment.’




  Counsell picked up the receiver. It was Susan, his wife. ‘I can’t talk right now,’ he told her. ‘I have some of the managers with me.’




  ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Don’t forget to bring a loaf of bread home with you.’




  ‘OK. Listen, I have to go.’ He put the phone down.




  ‘Who was it, then? Who was it?’ asked one of the men.




  ‘My wife.’




  ‘What was that call all about. Come on, tell us. Don’t mess us about.’




  ‘My wife!’ Counsell screamed at them. ‘She wants a loaf of flaming bread!’




  ‘OK, OK. It’s cool, he’s cool,’ said one of the men, trying to calm things down.




  ‘Act normally and be polite on the telephone,’ said another of the robbers. ‘Do what you’re told and you won’t get hurt.’ It was by now a familiar

  refrain.




  £££




  At 11 a.m. the first guard arrived at the front entrance. His name was Keith Jordan. Aged forty-one, Jordan was a former lorry driver and had worked for Security Express

  for five years. He was Welsh and had travelled up by train from Newport in South Wales in his uniform that morning. He wasn’t due to start work until 1.30, so, armed with a newspaper, he had

  decided that he would go and have a coffee with whoever was on duty at the depot.




  He rang the doorbell and heard the click of the electronic lock as Counsell let him in. Jordan acknowledged him as he walked through the lobby. Counsell gave him the craziest, most insane smile

  he could muster, and let him into the airlock.




  ‘Tell him not to bloody smile any more,’ said the man standing by the door to the two men crouched underneath Counsell’s desk.




  ‘We’ve got people outside so don’t you go smiling at people like that, or do anything silly, because the first one who gets it will be you,’ they said, prodding him with

  their guns.




  Inside the airlock, the oblivious Jordan pressed a button to open the second door. As he started to walk through, a man wearing a mask with a large, droopy nose confronted him. He pushed a

  sawn-off shotgun into Jordan’s cheek. ‘Don’t struggle.’




  Two more men appeared on either side of him, and the three of them bundled Jordan into the darkened control room. They put sticking plaster over his eyes, spun him round in a chair, and tied his

  hands. ‘Kill the bastard! Shoot him!’ one of the men shouted at him. They all spoke with strange Irish accents. ‘Are you a vault custodian or a driver–guard?’




  Jordan could see where the conversation was leading. So he lied. ‘Driver–guard,’ he said.




  They picked him up and carried him down to the locker room, put a coat down on the tiled floor for him to sit on, tied his hands around a concrete post, and tied his feet

  together.




  ‘Keep calm, don’t struggle and you won’t get hurt,’ said one of the men. ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Taff.’




  ‘Who else is working today?’




  ‘Pat Lynch.’




  ‘How is he coming in? By car?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Who else?’




  ‘Steve Hayes.’




  ‘Is he going to give us any trouble?’




  ‘I don’t think so.’




  ‘Who else?’




  ‘Dave Sawyer.’




  ‘How is he coming in?’




  ‘He’s got his own car.’




  ‘Is he going to give us any trouble?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Who’s the controller?’




  ‘I think it is John Atkinson.’




  ‘Is he the one with the dog?’




  ‘No, that’s Tommy Thompson.’




  ‘What does he look like?’




  ‘He’s got a beard and glasses.’




  ‘Is he going to give us any trouble?’




  ‘I don’t think so.’




  ‘OK. Sit still and don’t struggle,’ they said. ‘We’ll keep that animal upstairs,’ said one of the men, referring to the man who had threatened to shoot him.

  ‘We won’t let him come down here.’




  ‘Someone will be in the room all the time,’ said a man with a quiet voice.




  He left the room. Ten minutes later, he was back. ‘Taffy,’ he said in his quiet voice. ‘You lied.’




  Jordan felt the pit of his stomach go.




  ‘You’re the custodian.’




  ‘Yes . . . I am.’




  ‘So why did you tell us you were the driver–guard?’




  ‘I was confused,’ he said. ‘It was the first thing I could think of.’




  The man seemed to accept that. ‘Do you smoke?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes, roll-ups. They’re in my pocket.’




  The man took the tin out of Jordan’s jacket pocket and rolled him a cigarette, putting it to Jordan’s lips so that he could lick the adhesive. He handed him the roll-up and lit it

  for him. ‘I’ll get you a cup of tea later,’ he said. ‘There’s always someone here, Taffy, so don’t struggle.’ And then he left.




  Jordan could hear two people walking around him. In the background he heard the sound of steel lockers, in which the guards kept their clothing and helmets, being opened.




  ‘You married?’




  ‘Divorced.’




  ‘What do you do socially?’




  ‘I go out for a drink. I like dancing.’




  ‘We’ll put something through your letterbox for you.’




  The man with the quiet voice returned. ‘Where’s the tea and sugar?’ he asked.




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Do they put hot water in the urn outside?’




  ‘Yes.’




  He went away and returned a few minutes later. ‘I’ve got some tea, Taff, but it’s hot. Would you like another roll-up?’




  ‘Yes.’




  The man rolled another cigarette for him just as before. He lit it and let him take a few puffs, and then he held up the cup for him to drink. Jordan took just a few sips. The tea tasted funny.

  It crossed his mind that they might have put something in it.
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  Half an hour later the next guard arrived, Pat Lynch, aged fifty-nine. He had worked for Security Express for around five years. Before that, he had been a milkman.




  Lynch had first gone to the staff entrance by the main gate of the depot, but found the gate control room unoccupied, its metal blinds still drawn. He assumed that he was

  early. ‘The night man must still be here,’ he thought to himself as he walked back up to the building’s main entrance. He peered through the front door and was surprised to see

  Greg Counsell sitting all by himself in the control room. He knew that Counsell wasn’t the usual night man but assumed that, being a bank holiday, there were staff shortages.




  Counsell ‘buzzed’ him in as he had done with Jordan. Lynch was just about to go into the control room to ask what was going on when he, too, was pounced upon by the men lying in

  wait.




  He felt something cold pressed against the back of his neck. He thought someone was larking about, turned, and started laughing when he saw the masked man dressed up in a Security Express helmet

  and jacket. Lynch half turned to walk away. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘stop fucking around!’




  But it was no joke. ‘Stand still!’ growled the man. Lynch saw the sawn-off double-barrelled shotgun pointed at him. He looked questioningly towards Counsell sitting in the control

  room. Counsell shrugged his shoulders and pursed his lips. ‘It’s for real, Pat,’ he said.




  Lynch felt another gun barrel pressed into the small of his back. He put his hands up. ‘All right, guv. I’ll do as you say. I’ll do anything you want. Just don’t hurt

  me.’




  ‘Tie him up,’ said the first man.




  ‘Put your hands behind your back!’




  Lynch was marched off downstairs to the locker rooms. Halfway there, the men sat him down on the stairs. ‘Give us your spectacles.’




  ‘Carry on down. What’s down here?’




  ‘The locker room.’




  ‘How many more of you are coming in this afternoon?’




  ‘There’s four of us.’




  The robber pushed the gun barrel into his neck. ‘Don’t tell lies!’




  ‘I’m not.’




  ‘Who’s in charge?’




  ‘Keith Jordan. There’s Steve Hayes and Dave Sawyer to come as well.’




  ‘How about the bloke with the dog?’




  ‘That’ll be Mr Thompson. He’s in control.’




  They took him into the locker room and stuck brown parcel tape over his eyes.




  ‘Lie down on the floor.’




  ‘I can’t.’




  ‘Get down.’




  He was firmly but gently lowered to the floor.




  Shortly afterwards Lynch heard the sounds of two other guards being made to lie down on the floor. Then there was silence. All he could hear was the pacing up and down of one pair of footsteps.

  A few minutes later he felt a tap on his forehead.




  ‘Your controller’s a long time coming. Where’s Thompson?’




  ‘We usually come in and go straight back out,’ Lynch replied. ‘They’re here when we get back to the depot.’
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  It was approaching lunchtime. Upstairs in the control room one of the men had been showing off a black-barrelled automatic pistol to Counsell. He stood in the doorway

  clicking the bullets together.




  The two men under Counsell’s desk had been whispering to themselves all morning. Now Counsell heard some rustling sounds. ‘Is this your apple?’ one of the men asked.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Mind if I eat it?’




  ‘No,’ said Counsell. ‘Do whatever you want.’




  The man under the desk crunched away at the apple. There was silence, followed by more rustling.




  ‘Can I have your cheese roll?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes. Of course you can.’




  ‘I’ve got a liberty, haven’t I?’ the man said, chuckling. ‘By the way, there’s a thread loose on your coat button.’




  Around 1 p.m. the radio in the control room crackled to life. It was John Atkinson, call sign ‘Zulu 13’, the senior operations controller. Atkinson, aged

  forty-seven, had worked for Security Express for fourteen years, having worked his way up from night patrol driver. He told Counsell that he would be at the depot in half an hour. Atkinson was not

  supposed to be on duty that day but on Good Friday he had swapped shifts with Tommy Thompson.




  ‘Have you opened up the control room in the yard?’ he asked.




  ‘No. I’m still in the front reception.’




  Atkinson was a little puzzled by that as he drove on towards the depot.
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  Just after one o’clock, David Sawyer, also forty-seven, arrived at the front doors of the depot. Sawyer was a fully qualified specialist toolmaker. He had worked for

  an engineering company in Greenwich, but the company closed down just before Christmas 1981. There were only two other companies in the country that did his kind of engineering work. So, after a

  brief spell on the dole and a few months working as a garage forecourt attendant, he landed himself a job at Security Express. He had been there for just under a year.




  On his way in to the depot, Sawyer had noticed that another Security Express yard in nearby Worship Street, where they would park the empty vans, was still locked up. Then, as he drove past the

  main entrance to the depot, he noticed that the blinds were down in the main control room. He knew he was early, so he thought little of it.




  Sawyer walked through the lobby, the airlock, and then into the corridor, which was in complete darkness. Suddenly, he saw two people either side of him. Both put sawn-off shotguns to his ears.

  ‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ the man on his left said, in what Sawyer thought was a southern Irish accent. The man was medium height and wearing a yellow helmet and a round plastic

  mask, the kind you might wear for a fancy-dress party.




  A man walked towards him from the stairs. ‘Don’t do anything stupid and you’ll be all right,’ he said.




  They lifted him up from behind and he was taken down the stairs. He was led into the crew locker room with a gun pressed into his back.




  As he went into the room he saw another man standing there, around six feet tall, of slight build, wearing a dark, full-length raincoat, a woollen balaclava, and a yellow helmet. There was a

  hole where his face should have been. It was like it had been covered with a stocking. He was carrying a long stick.




  ‘Lie down.’




  Sawyer’s glasses were taken from him. He was lying at Pat Lynch’s feet.




  ‘Can you roll me a cigarette?’ Lynch asked.




  The robber obliged. ‘Where’s your baccy?’




  ‘In my anorak pocket.’




  He rolled Lynch a cigarette, letting him have two or three puffs on it before taking it away.




  ‘Anybody else want a roll-up?’ he asked.




  ‘Yeah, me!’ said another guard.




  ‘I hope you’re not giving them all my tobacco.’ said Lynch.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ said the man, ‘I’ll leave you half an ounce behind.’
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  At 1.15, another guard arrived. Twenty-five-year-old Steve Hayes had walked down to the yard in Worship Street, where the empty vans were kept. He saw that it was all

  locked up, went to the main control room by the gates, and found that locked too. So he walked up to the main entrance, nodded an acknowledgement to Counsell, and walked through the airlock door.

  He pressed the button to go through the second door.




  Just as he realized that the corridor was in darkness, he was grabbed from behind. A gun was pushed into his neck, forcing him to bend over. Another man in front of him bent over and pointed a

  sawn-off shotgun at him.




  ‘This is an armed raid,’ one of the men said. ‘Don’t be silly.’




  The man behind him guided him forward and forced him to the stairs. Halfway down the stairs he was made to sit on the stairs. The two men stood above him on the stairs.




  ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Steve.’




  One of the men moved round to his front. Hayes saw that he was wearing a clear rubber mask, which distorted all of his facial features. With both hands he showed him the sawn-off shotgun.




  ‘This is an armed raid. Don’t do anything silly and you won’t get hurt.’




  ‘All right.’




  They pulled him to his feet. ‘Just you go down the stairs and you’ll be all right,’ one of the men told him, speaking with an Irish accent.




  Hayes was steered into the locker room and was pushed face down on to the floor, his hands tied behind his back and his feet tied together.




  A third man came from the front and lifted Hayes’s head up.




  ‘Put your head on this.’ He put a Security Express jacket under his head. Hayes heard the sound of some tape being pulled and then they put it over his eyes. They tapped him on the

  back.




  ‘Just you lie still and you won’t get hurt. We aren’t going to hurt any of you.’




  They left him alone. He could hear someone walking around, making sure everyone was tied up properly and comfortable.




  ‘What’s your starting time, what time do you finish, and what are you supposed to be doing this afternoon?’ one of them asked him.




  ‘I start at one thirty and finish about nine. That’s all I know.’
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  A minute’s drive from the depot, Atkinson again radioed Counsell. ‘I’m one minute away,’ he said. ‘My ETA is 13.30 hours. Which control room

  are you using now?’




  ‘I’m still in the main building,’ Counsell told him.




  ‘Why’s that?’




  ‘I’m waiting for you to come in.’




  By the time he had parked his car and walked up to the front doors Atkinson was riled. That was no answer. Counsell should have been in the gate control room by now.




  He heard the click of the electronic front-door lock and strode into the entrance lobby. He looked into the control room. All the lights were off, but he could just about make out the dim

  silhouette of Counsell standing by his desk. Atkinson walked through the airlock, through the inner door, and into the main corridor. Unusually, the corridor lights were out, so he turned left to

  go into the control room to ask Counsell what was going on. But before he could, he was confronted by a short man, not much over five feet tall, wearing a yellow helmet.




  To Atkinson the man appeared to have no face at all. There was just a black patch where his face should have been. Like Keith before him, at first he thought it was a practical joke. Then he saw

  the light glinting on the twin barrels of a shotgun, which was pointed directly at his throat.




  ‘Get back! Get back!’ the man said in a hoarse whisper.




  Another man appeared at his side and pushed a gun barrel under Atkinson’s ear. He sensed a third person standing behind him and felt another gun in his back.




  All three men were giving him directions at once.




  ‘Go forward!’




  ‘Come back here!’




  ‘Put your hands up!’




  ‘Get your hands down!’




  He was frogmarched over to the stairs leading down to the basement.




  ‘Sit on the steps and put your head down!’




  ‘Go on down the stairs!’




  ‘I’ll blow your head off if you move!’




  He was marched on down the stairs.




  ‘Open your mouth!’




  The man behind him stuffed the smooth barrel of a handgun into it.




  ‘I’ll do as I’m told,’ he choked, ‘but for Chrissake can’t just one of you give the orders?’




  The man took the gun out of Atkinson’s mouth. ‘Look straight in front of you.’ The three men marched him into the locker room, one gun pressed behind his

  ear, another in his back.




  ‘Can I have a pee?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Yeah, let him.’




  ‘Use the waste-paper bin.’




  His glasses were removed and he was taken to the far end of the locker room. There he could make out other guards lying on the floor. A bandage was slapped over his eyes. ‘Kneel down. Lie

  down with your hands behind your back.’ His hands and feet were firmly tied. Someone put a coat under him, to make him feel more comfortable on the hard floor.




  Another man arrived. ‘Don’t you move and don’t try anything,’ he said. ‘There’s two men here with you at all times.’ He spoke in a disguised voice, as

  if he had something in his mouth.




  ‘Why are you late?’




  ‘No reason. I’m on time. It’s one thirty.’




  ‘No. You’re late. The vans are supposed to be going out at one thirty.’




  The man seemed to know the guards’ routine better than Atkinson did.




  ‘What runs are there this afternoon?’ he asked. ‘What about the cash and carry?’




  ‘Which cash and carry?’




  ‘Come on, don’t fuck us about. You know which one. LAM.’




  ‘I don’t know about it. If there’s any paper about, it’s in the yard control room.’




  ‘What time is this cash and carry collection?’




  Atkinson couldn’t reply. He didn’t know.




  The man raised his voice. ‘You know what time it is.’




  ‘It’s any time now,’ Atkinson stammered. ‘They demand an early call. If they don’t get a call they’ll be calling us up.’




  ‘What other calls have you got this afternoon?’




  Atkinson paused to think. ‘Edgware Road and the cash and carry. That’s all.’




  ‘Where’s this cash and carry?’




  ‘Haringey.’




  After each bout of questions the man would go away to consult with one of the others. Atkinson had hesitated after each question, and the robber was getting more and more annoyed. This time, on

  his return, he poked his gun into Atkinson’s knees, then his thigh and the small of his back.




  ‘Don’t you hesitate when I ask you questions,’ he said brusquely. ‘I can get very nasty indeed.’




  Lynch, who was lying nearby, could sense that the man was losing his patience with Atkinson, so he blurted out the answer they were looking for. ‘The dog track,’ he said.




  The robbers then spoke among themselves, deciding what excuse they could use. ‘We can tell them we’re running late,’ they agreed.




  One of them turned back to Atkinson.




  ‘What time are the vault staff coming on duty?’




  ‘Two thirty.’




  ‘Which is the one with the dog?’




  ‘Alan Grimes.’




  ‘What’s he look like?’




  ‘He’s a young fellow.’




  Atkinson got the feeling that the robbers were checking his answers with information they already had.




  There the guards lay, on the cold floor of the locker room. Sometimes they would ask permission to move their arms or legs. Someone would say, ‘Yep,’ or ‘OK.’




  Once, Atkinson tried to move his arms without permission. ‘Lie still!’ said the Irish-sounding voice.




  ‘It’s not worth losing a kneecap for,’ said another, older-sounding man.




  The ties they used on Atkinson were cutting off his circulation. He could feel his right arm going numb. But when it became too bad to be bearable, if asked, one of the men watching over them

  would come over and massage it for him.
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  Up in the control room Counsell was, by now, having to fend off phone calls from irate customers wanting to know where their vans were. One call was

  from the cash and carry. ‘It’s running very late,’ Counsell told the man.




  A while later the man called back. By now he was getting agitated.




  ‘The van has broken down,’ Counsell told him. ‘We’re waiting for a mechanic.’




  ‘Can’t you run another van?’




  ‘That’s not possible, but we’ll have a van out to you by seven o’clock,’ said Counsell, and promised to call him back. ‘I’ll ring back if that is

  acceptable,’ said the man sniffily.




  ‘That’s a good excuse,’ said one of the men under the desk. ‘Keep it up and you won’t get hurt.’




  ‘I’m tired,’ Counsell told them. ‘I hope you bloody hurry up.’




  ‘So are we. It’s been a long night,’ said one. ‘Yeah, fucking tired,’ said the other.




  ‘Is he all right? Is he behaving?’ asked a man with a high-pitched voice, standing at the door.




  ‘Yeah, Greg’s all right,’ chorused the men under the desk, ‘It’s cool. He’s cool.’ One of them touched Counsell’s hand. ‘Don’t

  worry,’ he said in a reassuring voice. ‘It’ll soon be over.’




  Later on they made Counsell a cup of tea.




  ‘When we tell you, close your eyes and look down on the desk,’ they said. Counsell knew that it was the television monitors that they were worried about him seeing. Something was

  happening out in the yard.




  The monitors were later switched off.
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  At around 2.15 the first vault custodian arrived. Two different sets of keys and combinations were needed to get into the vault. Normally, the shift supervisor, the

  ‘Number One’ man, held one set. Another person on the shift, known as the ‘Number Two’ man, held the other set.




  Alan Grimes, married, aged twenty-nine, was the ‘Number Two’ man that day.




  He arrived at Curtain Road, parked his car outside the main entrance and walked towards the reception. He saw that there were no lights on, and so walked towards the main

  gates, but finding the blinds were still down in the main control room, he walked back up to reception.




  Grimes spied Counsell through the window and waved. He walked through the lobby, through the airlock, to be met by three men, all hooded, one wearing a yellow crash helmet. All three held

  sawn-off shotguns at his head.




  ‘Look down!’




  One of the men put sticky plaster over his eyes. ‘Where’s your dog, where’s your dog?’ he shouted. He appeared to have an Irish accent.




  ‘I haven’t brought him today.’




  ‘Is he in the car?’




  ‘I haven’t brought him.’




  ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Alan.’




  ‘Everything will be all right. Just keep calm,’ said a man with a softer voice. To Grimes, he sounded older than the others, perhaps in his forties.




  They took him downstairs into the canteen and sat him down in a blue plastic chair. ‘Where are your keys?’ said the softer-voiced man.




  ‘In my pocket. Should I get them out?’




  One of the men felt around in his pockets.




  ‘Get them out.’




  Grimes handed them over.




  ‘What’s the combination?’




  Grimes was so frightened that he said several different numbers. He was getting confused. ‘I’ve got it written down in my wallet. Do you want me to get it?’




  ‘Yes,’ said the man with the Irish accent.




  Grimes took his wallet out and handed it to the man with the soft voice.




  ‘Is this the combination?’




  ‘I can’t see.’




  They lifted the plaster from his left eye so that he could see a little. The number was handwritten on a white Security Express label.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How does the combination work?’




  He told them the sequence.




  ‘Now can you tell me again?’




  He went through it again and got it muddled.




  ‘Again?’




  He got it wrong again, but they didn’t seem to notice.




  They replaced the plaster. The men were getting impatient. They were beginning to worry about the time. ‘What happens when the vans don’t go out?’ asked the soft-spoken man.

  ‘What do the customers do?’




  ‘They just phone in and try to find out what the delay is,’ Grimes told him.




  ‘What’s the other bloke with the keys like?’




  ‘Jamie Alcock? He’s a bit older. He was in the war, so he might get a bit funny with you.’




  Two of the men left the canteen. One remained, holding a gun to Grimes’s neck. A few minutes later, Grimes heard the sound of a scuffle on the stairs.
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  It was 2.30. Jamie Alcock had arrived at the front entrance of the depot. He was sixty years old and had worked for Security Express for approaching twenty years. Before

  joining, he had been a bus driver based at Peckham Garage. He changed jobs because his wife hated the shift work. Over recent years he had been the victim of no less than four armed raids.




  Alcock wasn’t normally a vault keyholder. But, the day before, the ‘Number One’ man, Vic Vincent, had called him to tell him that, as he wasn’t due in until Tuesday, he

  had left the ‘Number One’ keys and the ‘Number One’ combination in the reception area.




  So, between them, Grimes and Alcock would open the vaults up that day. Thus, Alcock was the man the robbers had been waiting for.




  Alcock walked into the lobby, looked across at Counsell, and saw that Counsell, normally a happy person, was looking pretty damn miserable. As he walked through the inner

  airlock door and into the dark corridor, he saw a man standing straight in front of him. He was about six feet tall. The man put a double-barrelled shotgun to Alcock’s forehead.




  ‘Be quiet and you won’t get hurt.’




  Another man to his right, a little shorter, put a pistol to Alcock’s right temple. The two men walked him down the stairs. As he passed the open door of the canteen he saw Grimes in a

  chair, bending over.




  They removed Alcock’s glasses, put sticky plaster over his eyes, and led him into the storeroom.




  ‘We want the vault keys,’ said the big man. He spoke with a quiet voice. To Alcock it sounded like a Midlands accent.




  ‘I don’t have the keys.’




  ‘Yes, you have the keys.’




  ‘I haven’t.’




  ‘You have.’




  ‘I haven’t.’




  ‘We’ll search him,’ said the man with the handgun, who spoke with an Irish accent.




  They searched Alcock’s pockets and took out his front-door keys, wallet, identity card, and his driving licence, which had his home address on it.




  ‘If we don’t get the keys we have nothing to lose,’ said the man with the English accent, ‘but as for you . . .’ His tone of voice turned threatening. ‘If you

  have to go on an ID parade you’ll recognize no one. We know where you live.’
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  Next door in the canteen, Grimes was still being held with a gun pointed at his neck. The two other men returned to the room. ‘Jamie didn’t have the

  keys,’ they said.




  ‘They must have been left in reception by the previous shift then,’ said Grimes.




  One of the men went upstairs to the control room to check this out.




  By now Counsell was of little further use to the robbers, and had been taken from the reception desk to a partitioned-off area where the alarm boxes were situated. He had

  been made to sit down and face the wall.




  Now, he was confronted by the man from downstairs. ‘Where are the fucking keys?’ he said.




  ‘What keys?’




  ‘They’ve said you’ve got them up here.’




  ‘I don’t know what keys you are talking about,’ said Counsell. ‘I’ve only got the keys to the yard.’




  The man started placing bunches of keys in front of him. ‘Are these them?’




  ‘No.’




  The men rummaged around the control room, looking for keys. They found the bunch of keys Counsell had used to open the door to the yard. ‘Are these them?’




  ‘Yes.’




  The man took the set of keys downstairs to show Grimes in the canteen. He fumbled as he tried to remove the plaster from Grimes’s left eye. It took him several attempts.




  ‘They’re the wrong ones.’




  The man replaced the plaster and, enraged, ran back upstairs to Counsell. He pushed a gun into Counsell’s back. ‘You’re telling lies!’ he shouted. ‘You’re

  fucking us about. These aren’t the keys.’




  ‘They are the only ones I know about.’




  The men were rapidly losing their patience. Time was running out for them. They were worried that sooner or later the customers would stop believing Counsell’s excuses about the late vans

  and call the police.




  Meanwhile, in the storeroom next door to the canteen, Alcock was going through his own private hell. As he was later to recount to police, it involved a can of petrol and a box of matches.




  ‘Here, smell this,’ said the man with the handgun. ‘I’m going to pour it all over you and set you on fire if you don’t give us the keys.’




  ‘The keys are in the building.’




  ‘You liar, you fucking cunt! Bastard!’




  The man poured the petrol over Alcock’s left trouser leg. Then he rattled the box of matches at him. Alcock could feel it soaking into his skin. He was petrified.




  ‘All right, they’re in the cubbyhole in a brown envelope,’ he said.




  ‘Where?’




  ‘In the control room.’




  Few, faced with the prospect of turning into a human torch, would have held out.




  One of the men went upstairs to find the brown envelope. The other took Alcock to the locker room to be tied up with the rest of his colleagues.




  In the control room the men searched the cubbyholes, quickly found the brown envelope and ripped it open. Inside they found the set of Number One keys and a white Security Express label with the

  Number One combination code written on it by hand. ‘We’ve found the keys!’ they shouted. Triumphantly they carried them back downstairs to the canteen to show Grimes. ‘Are

  these the keys?’ they asked, lifting the plaster from his eye.




  ‘Yes.’




  They replaced the plaster. ‘Right. Come with us,’ one man said. ‘We want you to switch off the alarms and open up.’




  Grimes was taken up to the control room. The plaster was removed from his eyes again and he found himself standing behind Counsell and in front of the alarm boxes.




  ‘Switch off the alarms,’ ordered one of the men. ‘Don’t do anything silly. Tell me what you are doing before you do it. Greg has told us that the house alarm is already

  switched off.’




  Grimes could see that the men were getting very jumpy. So he warned them about what would happen so that they wouldn’t panic. ‘When I push the button it may sound like the alarm is

  going off, but it isn’t,’ he said. He switched the alarms off.




  Blindfolded again, Grimes was marched out of the room by some of the men. Meanwhile, Counsell was made to get to his feet.




  ‘You’ve done all right,’ one of the men told him. ‘You’ve saved your mates’ lives by not being silly.’




  Counsell was taken down to the locker room to join his colleagues.




  £££




  Grimes stood at the door of the vault airlock. The men stood behind him and removed the plaster from his left eye. He went to undo the Number One lock.




  ‘Stop! Stop!’ shouted one of the men. ‘You’re supposed to undo Number Two lock first.’




  ‘It doesn’t make any difference once the alarms are off,’ Grimes told them.




  He continued unlocking the door and stepped into the vault airlock. Four or five men piled in behind him. ‘Lock the door behind us,’ said the man with the Irish accent. ‘Now

  unlock the second door.’




  The men stood in silence in front of a grille made of vertical steel bars. Behind the grille was a short passage that led up to the steel safe door of the vault. Grimes opened a gate in the

  grille and they walked through.




  ‘Is there just one vault door?’ asked one of the men as he put the plaster back over Grimes’s eye.




  ‘Yes.’




  They walked Grimes up to the door and removed the plaster from his eye.




  ‘Don’t turn round.’




  Grimes held the two labels with the combination numbers written on them in the palm of his hand. The labels were sopping wet with sweat. Each label had four sets of two figures written on it. He

  spun the two combination dials in turn, turned the heavy wheel, and pulled opened the thick steel door. Immediately behind the vault door was another grille.




  ‘Is there a panic button in the vault?




  ‘No.’




  ‘Are you sure? We’ve been told there is.’




  ‘No, there isn’t.’




  Grimes was walked up to the grille.




  ‘How do you open the grille?’




  Without saying a word, Grimes unlocked it.




  ‘Where’s the light switch?’




  ‘Top right-hand corner.’




  Grimes made a move to show them the light switch but the man pulled him back.




  ‘No you don’t!’ he said. ‘Look at the ground!’




  There was a hum as the starters fired and the fluorescent lights flickered to life, bathing the vault in a greenish hue. For a second, the gang stood there in silence, gazing in awe at the rows

  of trolleys piled high with wrapped coins and linen bags.




  ‘C’mon lads. Start loading. Get the bags. Leave the coins.’




  ‘How do we get into the yard?’ they asked Grimes.




  Grimes gestured. ‘Through the end tub.’ They walked him over to it.




  ‘Is it alarmed?’




  ‘No, it just pulls open.’




  ‘How do I undo the shutter into the yard?’




  ‘It’s the button on the wall over there.’




  One of the men pressed the button. ‘It’s not working.’




  ‘Yes it is. It’s offset.’




  They sat Grimes down at a desk, tied a pair of tights around his eyes, and put a bag over his head.




  ‘Don’t you move. Someone is watching you.’




  Grimes heard the sounds of the trolleys going in and out of the vault for some ten minutes.




  ‘How do you undo the safes at the back in the vault?’




  ‘They’re on time locks. I don’t know if the locks are on. You’ll have to push the button and turn the key to find out.’




  ‘Go in and show me.’




  They led him back into the vault, with the bag over his head, to the seven safes. They took the bag off and lowered the tights from his eyes so that he could open the safes for them. By now, the

  time locks on the safes had been automatically switched off because men were due to be working in the vault that day.




  Covering his head again, the robbers led Grimes out of the vault and sat him down. He could hear them hurtling past him with the trolleys. And then they stopped. After that, he could hear them

  throwing heavy bags to each other, calling each other ‘Paddy’ as they did so. ‘Paddy, don’t go out in the yard without your helmet on,’ said one

  of the robbers.




  ‘Pass me that iron bar,’ said one of the men, speaking in an Irish accent.




  Grimes braced himself, knowing his task was done and expecting the worst. Instead, there was a crash nearby as something was broken open.




  The ransacking of the vault had taken around twenty minutes. When they had finished, two of the men led Grimes back out of the vault to lock the two airlock doors. ‘Look at the

  ground,’ they said, as they removed the bag from his head.




  ‘You’re a good boy,’ said the older man, patting him on the head. ‘Everything will be all right.’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ he added. ‘We’ll let you have something in the post but it won’t be for a little while yet. It’ll be a long time, but don’t

  worry.’




  They took him down to the locker room and tied him up.
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  The guards tied up in the locker room listened despondently to the sound of the trolleys trundling about in the vault above them, their wheels rolling overhead at high

  speeds. The robbers had managed to breach the vault, with all its elaborate security.




  ‘Not long now. Ten minutes,’ said the man watching over them.




  They heard Grimes being brought down to the locker room and tied up. He didn’t have to say a word. The other guards knew exactly how he felt.




  Lynch pleaded to go to the toilet. ‘Turn on your side and go,’ he was told.




  Finally the pacing up and down stopped. The trolleys could no longer be heard above them.




  ‘It’s all gone now,’ said the man guarding them.




  ‘Can I please go to the toilet, mate? I’m bursting,’ asked Lynch, again. He desperately needed a pee. He had been pleading for hours. Finally, they let him, moving a couple of

  the guards out of the way.




  ‘You’ll have to piss on the floor,’ said the man. ‘Here, use this waste bin.’




  Then the robber with the heavily disguised voice came back. He made what amounted to a leaving speech. ‘We’re going now. Don’t you move! And don’t try to rush us as we

  leave. We’ve got a man upstairs. He’s gonna be there for twenty minutes just watching out for you. He’s got a shooter and he’s as fucking mad as they come.’ The

  man’s shoes scuffed on the concrete floor as he turned to go. ‘And don’t pick anyone out,’ he added. ‘I’ve got all your names and addresses.’




  The footsteps receded.




  ‘Someone will be here for three more minutes,’ said a voice from out of the darkness.




  The guards waited for a few minutes. Then one of the guards changed position. ‘Keep still. We’re still here,’ a voice snarled back at him.




  All went quiet. For the next few minutes, the guards remained silent, not daring to move, wondering whether the robbers were still somewhere on the premises.




  ‘Can I have permission to move my hands?’ asked Atkinson.




  No reply.




  ‘Is it all right if I sit up now, mate?’ asked Hayes.




  Still no reply.




  ‘I think they’ve gone,’ said Hayes to Atkinson.




  ‘Yes. I think we’re alone now,’ he replied.




  ‘Right lads, we’re on our own!’ Sighs of relief swept through the locker room as the guards started to move. Hayes sat up and easily got his hands free. Atkinson, too, quickly

  worked his hands free. They set about untying the others.




  All of them had been bound with the same type of silk stocking. Six were tied up on the floor. Counsell and Grimes had been given the dubious honour of being tied to chairs.




  As he was promised, Lynch found his tobacco pouch on the stairs, neatly placed inside his upturned helmet. But Alcock never recovered the keys to his front door. Fearful of the threat made by

  the robbers, Security Express later paid for him to change his locks.




  The pay phone in the locker room had been sabotaged, its mouthpiece and earpiece deftly removed. Other phones in the immediate vicinity had also been wrecked. The guards

  had to go up to another control room, the top control room, to find a phone still working. Between them Counsell and Jordan raised the alarm.




  And then all hell broke loose.
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  It was just after 3.30 p.m. The curious-looking green and yellow van with the double rear axle sped northwards through the quiet streets of Shoreditch. Two cars followed

  closely behind. The van stopped twice on the way, dropping off two passengers. The men collected their cars, parked at the side of the road, and made their own way to a pre-arranged secret

  rendezvous.
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  WILTON OF THE FLYING SQUAD




  From the outside it seemed like a perfectly ordinary building, a nondescript office or perhaps a local council depot. It was only the security vans turning through the electric

  gates into the yard that gave away what it was really used for.




  From the front door it was just a few short steps up into the foyer. There, you had a glass window through which the controller could see who was coming in and out. Once you were inside there

  were gates, buttons, rooms, lockers, and all sorts of twists and turns as you went down stairs towards the vaults.




  The question Detective Chief Inspector Peter Wilton found himself asking as he walked around the building was, ‘Would any team of robbers go into a building not knowing something about

  what was inside?’ Peter thought not. All his years of experience in the job told him that.




  Stockily built, with tousled dark hair, brown eyes, and a determined jawline, Peter was based at one of the Flying Squad’s satellite offices in Walthamstow, East London, just a few miles

  from Curtain Road. Gregarious, a keen sportsman, yet extremely dedicated to his work, he was a popular figure at the station.




  There had been only a skeleton staff on duty that day when the call had come through from Scotland Yard. Being a bank holiday, most businesses were closed, so there was little for the Flying

  Squad officers to do. Some sat around playing cards, whiling away the time until they could head home to their wives and children. Others were cleaning their cars in the station yard.




  The call from Scotland Yard was taken by one Detective Sergeant Paddle. At first he thought it was a wind-up, and anyway, for the Flying Squad to accept an investigation

  the crime had to fall within certain categories. The men had to be armed and the cash had to be either in transit or from a bank, building society, or post office. Besides, it was a bank holiday,

  and Paddle was going to play hard to get.




  ‘There’s been a robbery on the vaults at Security Express.’




  ‘Oh yes?’ replied Paddle, in his strong West Country accent. ‘Sounds like a burglary to me.’




  ‘Well, they were heavily armed and they tried to pour petrol over one of the guards to make him surrender the keys.’




  ‘Oh, sounds bloody serious, that.’




  ‘Oh yes, and another thing. The value of cash stolen could be approaching eight million.’




  Paddle paused in thought. ‘Best we get down there then, hadn’t we?’ he said.




  And so started one of the most protracted and intense investigations in the history of the Flying Squad, the Metropolitan Police’s crack team of detectives.




  One would have imagined squad cars racing to the scene but that was not how it was. The officers made their way to Curtain Road in whatever vehicles they could muster. Some were allowed to drive

  their own cars while they were on duty, so one officer, Detective Constable Simon Webber, who was to play an important role in the enquiry, poodled along there in his big old Volvo estate, call

  sign 888.




  Several officers, Peter one of them, had their bank holiday spoilt because they were called back into the office. Peter had been at a family reunion 200 miles away in Somerset. At 4.30 p.m. the

  office had called him at his parents’ home and told him to get back to London as fast as he could make it. He arrived at Curtain Road at around seven o’clock in the evening.




  The scene he met was one of utter chaos. The young whippets in uniform from nearby City Road station were already there. There were scene-of-crime officers crawling all over the place on their

  hands and knees, searching for clues. There were police photographers snapping away at everything in sight. And then there were the team managers, such as Peter, who were supposed to organize it

  all. It was a daunting task. And camped outside in the gathering darkness behind the police lines were the press in their hordes, braying for something to print –

  anything – for tomorrow’s first editions.




  Peter briefly interviewed most of the staff that had been tied up. Some were badly shaken, others not so. He talked to Greg Counsell, who, to Peter, seemed strangely calm, considering that he

  had endured several hours of sitting in his office with a shotgun pointed at his crotch. He talked to the guards who had come into the offices, only to be confronted by masked raiders pointing

  firearms at them, blindfolded, and tied up in the locker room.




  He knew, right from the outset, that there were going to be no clues at the scene of the crime that would help the investigation. This had been a highly professional job, skilfully planned and

  executed with great precision. Fingerprints were out of the question. Identification was out of the question: none of the guards saw any faces.




  But one thing was becoming clear to Peter as he walked around that depot. Throughout the evening, the estimate for the amount of cash stolen was rising and rising, which would make it the

  biggest cash robbery ever in the United Kingdom. The press loved that headline.




  Peter worked through the night and on into the following evening, gathering what little evidence was to hand. It was the longest continuous working shift he had ever done – something like

  twenty-eight hours. For Peter the case was to be the highlight of a career stretching over thirty years. It was to tax his mind for the next seven years. He would never have imagined when he had

  started out on the uniformed beat all those years ago that he would ever get to be involved in such a lengthy, complex and high-profile enquiry.
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  That evening, Flying Squad officers set about taking detailed statements from the eight guards who had been held hostage. All were pretty shaken up by their ordeal. The

  officers pieced together what had happened to them as best they could.




  It quickly became apparent that the robbers had a well-worked-out strategy in place. For the gang it had been a game of patience as they waited for the drivers and then the

  vault custodians to report for duty. Peter could well imagine the scene . . . the quiet control room . . . just the faint ticking sound of the electric clock on the wall, and the harsh buzzing of

  the electric solenoids as the guards came through the security doors, one by one, to be met by a masked man brandishing what looked like a shotgun. As they trooped in, the guards were blindfolded,

  gagged with insulating tape, and taken downstairs by one of the robbers, to the locker room.




  The robbers were edgy yet friendly. For most of the day they showed a surprising amount of respect towards the guards. Each of the men asked the guards their first names and had called them by

  their first names. Seemingly, they had bent over backwards to be as compassionate towards the guards as they dared. The officers heard how they had made them tea, rolled them cigarettes, and placed

  clothes under them to make them more comfortable on the hard locker-room floor. One had even walked around the locker room massaging the guards’ limbs and wrists when their bindings had cut

  off their circulation.




  But there could be no doubt that the robbers had turned vicious towards the end, when they realized that James Alcock did not have the other half of the keys and combination needed to open the

  vault. By then, the gang must have been getting desperate. They knew they were running out of time. The customers awaiting the van pick-ups would eventually have become suspicious of

  Counsell’s endless excuses and raised the alarm.
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