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For Lesley and Dandy 


– a winning double






 


Under the influence of uncontrollable ecstasy,
 

the players gamble their wives, their children 


and ultimately themselves into captivity.
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Preface


The race is not always to the swift, 


nor the battle to the strong, 


but that’s the way to bet.





DAMON RUNYON’S PARAPHRASE OF ECCLESIASTES




More than a dozen years or so ago I wrote a series of newspaper 

articles about the ongoing mystery of Lord Lucan. At 

the time my inquiries involved the Clermont Club, and I heard 

the name John Burke mentioned. A one-time director of the 

club, he knew all the famous and infamous members and their 

stories but had ‘retired; the word was he wanted to protect his 

secrets. There were ‘reasons’.


Later, when I worked with Christine Keeler on her bestselling 

autobiography, The Truth At Last, she told me of 

the characters who inhabited the Star Tavern in Belgravia, 

including John Burke, whom she liked. He was, she said, a 

gentleman, who knew everybody but also knew how to keep 

secrets. At the same time a series of rather racy drawings by 

Stephen Ward, considered by some the most important and 

central character in the Profumo affair, were put up for sale.




I traced the seller, Michael ‘Dandy Kim’ Caborn-Water-field. One of the more colourful characters in the country, he 

told me endless stories of London in the 1950s, 1960s, and 

1970s. One involved a man called Bobby McKew with whom 

Kim had spent time in jail in the South of France – a little something to do with a robbery at Hollywood film tycoon Jack 

Warner’s Riviera mansion.


McKew, it transpired, was as legendary as Kim, but in a 

far less flamboyant way. He knew people that people didn’t 

want to know. He played his cards quietly, kept his own 

counsel. Against all his instincts Bobby joined me and Kim 

for lunch on the King’s Road in Chelsea. With him was his 

long-time friend and fellow Irishman John Burke.


It was then that the two men, who had met in Dublin, 

began to tell me the story of the ‘Big Edge’, one of the most 

outrageous but brilliant crooked schemes of the twentieth 

century. It was also hugely successful, generating tens of 

millions of pounds in profits in today’s money. As John 

Burke put it: ‘It was brilliantly designed. It was psychologically 

and mathematically brilliant. Einstein would have been proud 

of it.’


The story involved a colourful cast of characters: rogues, 

villains, chancers, con men, aristocrats, people who delighted 

in devilment. Almost all were gamblers of one sort of another, 

a gallery of eccentrics worthy of Dickens at his most ingenious 

and Damon Runyon at his most fanciful.


In truth, it was a tale not just stranger but far more 

fascinating than fiction, more intriguing than the legend so far 

recorded about the people and events involved.


This, then, is the story of the ‘Big Edge’.





Douglas Thompson, 2007


www.dougiethompson.com






 








Chemin de Fer


The Rules for Those Who Wish to Follow Them





Chemin de fer, known as chemmy, is utterly extravagant in its 

madness. It is a game of daring and nerve, of impetuosity – a 

true game of chance. It’s as simple as betting on which number 

of bus will come around the corner first.


All face cards and tens count as zero. The aces count as 

one, and the rest as they are numbered: two, three, four, five, 

six, seven, eight, and nine.


If in counting the cards the total amounted to double 

figures, the ten would be dropped, a seven and six would 

count as three, a six and four as zero.


Nine is the best number, and called, along with a count of 

eight, as a ‘natural’. The gamble is an even-money bet on 

which of two players is closest to nine.


Even if a player draws a third card, that decision involves 

no talent. The rules of the game, the tableau, which in casinos 

must be followed exactly, dictates mathematically correct play: 

whether to draw or rest.


Six packs of cards are normally used for a shoe. The croupier 

never handles the cards directly before a ‘coup’, a hand; 

he may move them down the table with his palette. Before the 

start of every shoe he shuffles the cards, a player cuts them by 

placing one card at random in the deck (something a clever 

croupier can ‘break’), and places them in the shoe.


The cards in each coup, initially two each, are dealt by 

whichever player holds the ‘bank’; he strokes them singly 

from the wooden shoe, which has a weight at the back and 

a metal mesh in front. He is gambling against whoever at the 

table calls ‘banco’, and any player can do that. If the player 

who calls ‘banco’ loses he can immediately call ‘suivi’ and play 

again. This can go on until the bank loses.


Chemin de fer (French for ‘railway’ – the image of the shoe 

as a train travelling around the table) is the companion game 

of baccarat, once the grand gambling game in French casinos. 

The house provides a croupier to advise players of the rules. 

It also supplies all the necessary gaming equipment: table, 

chairs, the shoe (called the sabot) and the cards. For that, the 

house takes a percentage commission (the cagnotte, or rake) of 

5 per cent on all winning bank hands. The house also guarantees 

to pay the winners.




Each player can be a banker in turn. The player who is 

acting as the bank is responsible with his/her own money for 

all losing bets, as well as collecting all winning bank bets.


The instructions and terms used in the game are in French. 

In a casino or gambling club chemmy is played on a kidneyshaped 

table covered with a green beige cloth. The croupier 

sits in the middle; there are nine seats for the players, the 

space on the table in front of them being marked with the numbers 

one to nine. There can be fewer players seated at the table, 

but never more than nine.


There is a slot in the table beside the croupier’s place 

leading to a cabinet locked into the table into which the 

croupier drops the cagnotte (later a table charge). There is 

also a nine-inch-diameter hole in the centre of the table into 

which a removable, cylindrical metal container, flat on top 

and about two feet deep under the table, is placed. It has a slit 

into which the cards are dropped by the croupier after each 

coup.





The first bank goes to the player sitting at the right of the 

croupier, at number one. He puts in the middle of the table 

chips (cash is never seen in smart games) to the value for 

which he wishes to open his bank (his bet).


The player sitting at number two seat has first choice of 

taking the bet and after that precedence to do so moves 

anticlockwise – but anyone at the table can call the bet by 

saying ‘banco’.


The bank deals two cards alternately to his opponent and 

himself. They are dealt face down. The caller looks at his 

cards and if the joint count is either eight or nine he turns 

them over, as does the bank. There is then no further action; 

the better hand wins.


If there are no ‘naturals’, the caller can stay put – reste – or 

ask for a third card. The bank has exactly the same judgement 

to make.


The tableau, a copy of which is usually attached to the 

chemmy shoe, tells both players what is mathematically the 

correct strategy to adopt in almost every situation. There are 

a few situations where mathematically the alternatives of resting 

or drawing (avalante) make no difference to the chance of 

winning, and the gambler makes a choice. In casinos it was 

obligatory to adhere strictly to the tableau; in London, the 

games did not always hold as closely to the rules.


After a winning coup or coups the bank remains with the 

same person; after the first losing coup it passes automatically 

one place to the right – the train moves around the table.






 








Prologue: The Edge of Wonderland


Cheats don’t prosper, but they have a big edge.





SYDNEY SUMMERS, 1955





They led the American Ray Ryan up the exquisite staircase, 

one of architect William Kent’s most applauded achievements, 

to the Salle Privée which sat off a landing between the first and 

second floor at 44 Berkeley Square, London.


It was after dinner at the Clermont Club, and by 10.20 p.m. 

some of the other card players, in dinner jackets and dark 

lounge suits, had already arrived. Chatter, thick unfiltered 

cigarette smoke and the clink of iced drinks drifted around the 

classically elegant room.


Ryan was the tough, laconic ‘founder’ of Palm Springs in 

California. Once an oil wildcatter, he was now a wealthy 

man, the friend of movie stars, co-owner (with Oscar-winner 

William Holden) of the Mount Kenya Safari Club and boyfriend 

of Princess Alexander Hohenlohe (one-time actress 

and society playgirl Patricia ‘Honeychile’ Wilder). This particular 

evening he was extremely relaxed. He was a regular 

player when in London and was regarded by everybody at the 

Clermont as an all-round good guy.


Yet the plan that Christmastime in 1963 was not just to 

lead him up Kent’s architectural wonder of a staircase, but up 

the garden path; to cheat him of £50,000, the equivalent in 

2007 of £1 million.


It was a question, John Aspinall, the owner of the Clermont, 

told his fellow director and long-time gambling partner 

John Burke, of ‘needs must’. At that time gambling clubs were 

allowed to give long-term credit, so, despite the extravagantly 

affluent appearance of the Clermont, the company’s cash 

profit was poor.


John Aspinall had borrowed $200,000 from Ryan in May 

1963, to cement the Clermont’s reputation as the city’s most 

exclusive gambling club and support his own position in 

London society. He had assumed that when Ryan returned 

to London he would ask for the loan to be repaid. The snag 

was that Aspinall could not afford to pay Ryan back. Instead 

he would ‘win’ back his debt, with some interest.


Which was why when Ryan took his seat to the right 

of the croupier, at number one, at the chemin de fer table 

in the Salle Privxée, an Italian card sharp called Biondi sat 

at the croupier’s left, at number nine. The salon had been 

turned into a private gaming area that evening for the first 

time.


Around the table, Ryan could see John Aspinall and other 

players like John Ambler, publisher John ‘Mike’ Ryan, the 

stockbroker Stephen Raphael and his prote´ge´ Richard John 

Bingham, the future 7th Earl of Lucan, whom Raphael had 

taught to play poker at the Hamilton Club in Park Lane. But 

tonight, 20 December 1963, it was chemmy, the game of 

choice in the London of the day, the ultimate game of chance 

when players went one to one. Players can swiftly win – or 

lose – enormous amounts of money.


The table set-up had been arranged so that Ryan couldn’t 

make much eye contact with Biondi, who Aspinall had 

recruited through an international businessman, a questionable 

golf gambler and shady precious metals dealer who was said 

to be the inspiration for Ian Fleming’s Bond villain Goldfinger. 

With his agile imagination Aspinall had introduced Biondi, who looked like a sleek, middle-aged, mild-mannered European 

businessman, as a friend of the Italian car tycoon Gianni 

Agnelli.


Biondi had collected the specially patterned, cellophaned 

Caro playing cards (every casino had its own upmarket 

‘brand’ delivered regularly from the company’s headquarters 

at 252 Boulevard Voltaire, Paris) from his contact at the 

Clermont on 19 December. He then ‘treated’ the cards so he 

could ‘read’ them and they were returned, seemingly innocent 

and untampered with, on the day of the private game.


For Ray Ryan it was meant to be a night of fun. He was 

an easy-going, colourful character; a seasoned gambler, he’d 

been around. Aspinall kept up the conversation at the table 

with typical embellishments. Biondi was a professional, and 

when he took the bank he stroked the cards out of the shoe 

with a practised, pink and manicured hand.


The cards turned for around ninety minutes in the private 

salon while downstairs in the stunning, splendid Grand Salon, 

other players, overseen by John Burke on this busy evening, 

chanced their luck at two chemmy tables.


In the Ray Ryan game, luck had nothing to do with it. 

Every play made by Biondi was dictated by his ability to ‘read’ 

the cards. He creamed off the winning coups and left the 

losing ones to his victim. With everyone playing on credit in 

the small, exclusive casino, Ryan began to call for more credit 

slip ‘markers’ and only a short time into the game had signed 

four, each for £5,000. (He had originally staked himself with 

a £5,000 ‘marker’ for playing chips.)


But Ryan was no easy ‘mark’. He’d been involved in the 

early days of gambling in Las Vegas when most of the desert 

town was controlled by the Mob. He’d grown up in the 

toughest gambling schools and had played with sharks before. 

Biondi just wasn’t a good enough mechanic to fool and steal 

£50,000 from this man who had won, and lost, massive sums of money at gaming tables around the world. Less than two 

hours had gone by when Ryan sensed something was wrong. 

Or maybe he spotted a wrong movement. Perhaps it was 

simply his gambler’s antennae warning him that all was not 

as it should be. He put down his cards and with his hands flat 

on the table raised himself from his chair. His grey eyes 

narrowed and he looked over at John Aspinall, who still wore 

his shameless, engaging smile. Quietly, he said: ‘Can I have a 

word, John?’


The two men left the private salon. Ryan took Aspinall 

downstairs and into a little room at the back of the caisse, the 

cashier’s office. In a quiet voice he told Aspinall that he knew 

what was going on. Aspinall said nothing, made no attempt to 

deny it.


Then Ryan asked for his ‘markers’. There was a lot going 

on around the caisse. Aspinall called to John Burke and asked 

him to retrieve them from the caissier, the cashier Jim Gore, 

who had just returned from a tea break. Nearby was a watchful, 

helpful man who lent the cashier a hand on busy nights 

like this, allowing Gore to take short breaks.


The part-time cashier was not a man to whom John 

Aspinall or John Burke paid much attention, although he was 

very useful. To them, to Aspinall especially, he had the status 

of a well-connected concierge. Certainly this night Aspinall, as 

he was confronted by Ray Ryan, did not notice him in the 

background, his eyes constantly frisking the casino. Neither 

did John Burke, who was busily explaining to the concerned 

Jim Gore – who didn’t just dish out signed papers to anybody 

and was nervous because he had to keep exact books – that 

Aspinall would take responsibility.


Aspinall, still silent, handed the markers to Ryan, who tore 

them up and put them in his pocket. A careful man, he didn’t 

like the idea of having his signature even on torn pieces of paper in the Clermont. Aspinall remained quiet. What could 

he say?


Ryan looked at him and said, ‘John, steal whatever you 

want, but don’t rob the man who saved your life.’


With that Ryan walked out into the cold night air. He 

made no fuss. If he had done so it could have been the end 

of the Clermont, then arguably Europe’s most glamorous 

gambling club, and of Aspinall’s social and financial ambitions: 

Ryan, had he wanted, could have brought down the whole 

house of cards.


‘He was an amazing man,’ said John Burke. ‘He could have 

caused a major scandal but he just shrugged it off; he had 

been around and expected people to try and cheat him in 

casinos, but John Aspinall he considered a friend. That 

annoyed him but he never once raised his voice. His attitude 

was one of disappointment, of being let down. He had a 

remarkable philosophy.’


As did Aspinall. He was a tough guy. Although badly 

shaken by what had happened, his first concern was that the 

show must go on. There was still a game to play upstairs, 

where there were two empty seats. Biondi, fearful that he 

was going to be caught up in a scandal, had vanished. The 

Clermont’s star ‘house’ player, Peter West, was recruited to 

take his place at the table, and Aspinall rejoined the game and 

played on as if nothing at all had happened.


Biondi took with him £7,550 worth of Clermont chips that 

he had ‘won’. He returned to the Clermont on 23 December 

and attempted to cash in. A furious Aspinall – Biondi 

had failed in his mission – instructed the cashiers to refuse 

to pay.


A week later the Secretary of the Clermont Club received 

a solicitor’s letter, from Summer and Co., 25 Dover Street, 

Piccadilly, demanding payment of the £7,550. It was ignored. Another letter was delivered by hand on 10 January 1964. It, 

too, was ignored, but behind the scenes a £1,000 payoff was 

made to Biondi in return for his ‘chips’.


The settlement was engineered by a gambler called Leslie 

Price but known to Aspinall and Burke and everyone else in 

the gambling world as the Vicar. Price had his own reason for 

enjoying Aspinall’s discomfort and it was he who had introduced 

Biondi to the West End legal firm. When that got no 

result he made a phone call to the Clermont:


‘Aspers, I hear you’re in a spot of bother.’


‘What would that be, Vicar?’


‘Difficult chaps, these Italians.’


‘What can you do about it, Vicar?’


‘I can fix that for a couple of grand. That’ll get your chips 

back and you’ll never be bothered about it again.’


‘Five hundred pounds.’


‘Let’s call it a grand and be friends.’


‘A thousand pounds it is.’


Biondi accepted this. He also, somewhat reluctantly, 

accepted some advice to leave the country and never return to 

England again. It was, in the circumstances, astute of him. 

The man who had told him to get out of town was the quietly 

intimidating Billy Hill, the controller of London’s underworld 

and one of the most powerful gangsters in Europe.


One of his senior henchmen drove former boxer and 

‘minder’ Bobby Warren to call on Biondi at the flat he was 

staying at in Chelsea Reach with some travel hints. Biondi 

didn’t require any more encouragement to find his passport.


‘Perhaps Biondi wasn’t much of a card cheat,’ said John 

Burke, ‘but he wasn’t a total fool. Better to get out than end 

up in the Thames.’


Hill, who looked as sleek as Humphrey Bogart in his 

gangster movie heyday, was quietly spoken but could be so chilling it was said he peed iced water. Like the screen idol, 

he almost always had a cigarette, a Capstan Full Strength, in 

his hand or in the corner of his mouth. He was 14 when he 

committed his first stabbing, and since then he had bullied 

and battered and cut his way to the top of London’s gangland; 

had carved his place in crime history, often using his 

shiv to place a V for Victory on his victim’s face. He specialized 

in protection rackets earning from West End nightclubs, 

drinking dens, bookmakers and illegal gambling joints known 

as spielers. He had powerful connections with the French and 

American Mafia.


Now, at the age of fifty-three, he was supposedly ‘retired’. 

The reality was that from his home in Moscow Road, 

Bayswater, he was simply more careful and corporate in his 

dealings; he was London crime’s chief executive officer, who 

would advise and finance robberies and other enterprises but 

found even richer pickings available from Britain’s growing 

casino culture.


Which is why Biondi had to be thrown out of the country. 

What if there had been a scandal at the Clermont? It would 

just have drawn unwanted attention to Hill’s own endeavours 

at other gambling clubs in London and Glasgow. The Italian 

had to go, before he messed up on the doorstep again.


The Ray Ryan debacle had seriously annoyed Billy Hill, 

something sensible people did not do, because he himself had 

always wanted to operate within the Clermont. Previously, he 

had asked his number two, , to contact his 

friend and fellow Irishman John Burke. Hill also knew Aspinall’s 

confidante from drinking with him at the Star Tavern in 

Belgravia where spivs, questionable toffs and Scotland Yard 

officers mingled most evenings with the pub’s rich and 

respectable clientele.


‘I told Bill that John Burke would never go for it, that he was six-and-eight, straight,’ said . ‘Bill accepted 

that and we pursued our business elsewhere. He didn’t put it 

out of his mind though.’


Hill knew all about the Ray Ryan affair because he had a 

man inside the Clermont Club who monitored everything, 

as he had everywhere there was profit to be made. This was 

the part-time cashier, a clever shadow of a player, whose 

motivation was never compromized. It was always financial. 

He changed name according to country, and had so many 

different ones that they just called him Mr Money. That was 

his business: making money, moving money. Mr Money connected 

those who inherited wealth, those who got lucky with it 

and even some who earned it, with those who would casually 

take it away from them.


A refugee from Hitler’s regime, with almost perfect English, 

he was a currency operator and jewellery fence. Aspinall 

was one of his better customers for stolen items, bought for 

the ‘fence’ price but insured for the full price against a rainy 

day.


Mr Money had first established his financial credentials in 

London, making his first big stake though a simple con. His 

girlfriend worked as maid to the wife of a shipping tycoon who 

liked to gamble in Monte Carlo. There was strict currency 

control at the time, and it was a serious criminal offence to 

break the rules. Yet, for a fee, Mr Money could do just that. 

His girlfriend introduced the tycoon to her ‘Swiss banker’, 

who was given £25,000 – a vast sum in the 1950s – to transfer 

to the South of France. When Mr Money and the cash 

vanished the victim could not go to the police. He was an 

accessory to a crime, and was not the kind of person to employ 

gangsters to retrieve his cash from the con man, so he had to 

accept what had happened.


Although a stocky figure, Mr Money was clever at remaining 

in the background, an unpretentious chameleon; working both sides of the street, as it were, he was on Billy Hill’s weekly 

payroll as well as the Clermont’s. Neither Aspinall nor John 

Burke was aware of his underworld connection.




Mr Money lived only a short walk from Moscow Road. 

He would visit Billy Hill regularly – Hill often didn’t leave his 

flat for weeks at a time – to offer information and to be 

rewarded with two or three hundred pounds: the amount 

always depended on Hill’s mood rather than on the information 

itself. Still, on the morning of 21 December as he 

rushed over to Moscow Road, Mr Money anticipated much 

profit in the news he had to share about the previous evening’s 

entertainment at the Clermont. He knew that, although the 

Clermont was smaller than other London casinos, the enormous 

amounts of money gambled there every evening made it 

the ultimate prize.


Hill was enjoying a pot of tea when his breathless informant 

arrived. The gangster called for another cup as Mr Money 

hurriedly made him aware of Aspinall’s attempt to rob Ryan 

and his desperation for cash.


Over that midmorning pot of tea, the wily Billy Hill sensed 

an opportunity.






 








1. THE PLAYERS


Trust everybody, but always cut the cards.





MR DOOLEY, 1950S DUBLIN PUB PHILOSOPHER





Picturing a teenaged Bobby McKew digging up turf board to 

fuel the fires of his home city of Dublin, it’s difficult to imagine 

he’d later be known as ‘the Chelsea Scallywag’: dapper, with 

perfect manners, clever, quick-witted, a man whose sociability 

and tact would allow him to be Billy Hill’s lieutenant, the son-in-law of South African millionaire industrialist ‘Lucky’ Jack 

Gerber and the close friend of movie stars and aristocrats. Yet 

he’s always been a man of single-minded enterprise. Whatever 

has been thrown at him he has dealt with in a no-nonsense, 

practical way. He has accepted the knocks – and there have 

been a few, mostly self-inflicted – and ridden them out.


His father was in the movies. Robert McKew Senior 

worked for Rank and was in charge of the distribution of films 

to Irish cinemas. The powerful film executive thought his son 

might follow him into show business, which, in some ways, he 

eventually did. He lived with his father and his mother, Iris, 

and his two older sisters, Joy and Paddy, in the highly respectable 

Dublin suburb of Blackrock. The adored only boy in this 

comfortable, successful family went to Mountjoy College, a 

prominent Protestant school, but says his father got fed up 

with paying for him to do little but play sport and told him: 

‘I’m not sending you to Trinity College to play bloody rugby.’





The solid-thinking businessman hoped his son would join 

him at Rank, but instead Robert Junior got a job as a labourer, 

taking what work came around, but especially digging turf 

board, which kept him fit and put money in his pocket. When 

not working, he’d meet up with friends in the pubs around 

town, usually Davy Byrne’s just off Grafton Street. Bobby 

often encountered John Burke, as they moved in a similar set. 

They were both restless young men, keen for company and 

intrigued with the world. Bobby McKew wasn’t sure what he 

wanted, other than more excitement than he was getting in 

Dublin. John Burke simply wanted to play cards, to socialize, 

but also yearned for a bigger playing board. Among the friends 

they’d meet most evenings was John Ryan, the brother of the 

actress Kathleen Ryan.


Kathleen was renowned as a great beauty of her time. Her 

prominent Tipperary family had opened a shop on Dublin’s 

Parnell Street in the 1920s, the first of a chain known as the 

‘Monument Creamery’. She was a prize in every way. In her 

decade-long career she appeared in several films, including 

her 1947 debut opposite James Mason in Carol Reed’s eloquent 

classic, Odd Man Out.


One of her admirers was the gifted safe-cracker and Second 

World War double agent Eddie Chapman, who was more 

colourful than a rainbow and a dab hand with gelignite and 

the ladies. He treated them both delicately and to good effect. 

The safe-cracker came to Ireland to pursue Kathleen Ryan 

and one evening in Davy Byrne’s her brother introduced 

Chapman to his 19-year-old friend Bobby McKew.


‘Eddie always wanted the best,’ said McKew. ‘She was an 

utterly gorgeous, long-red-haired girl and Eddie was friendly 

with her. She lived with her mother Agnes Veronica and Eddie 

had to be careful with his courtship. But he didn’t mind. He 

was a handsome man and had great charm and birds used to 

throw themselves at him.’





The young Dubliner was fascinated by Chapman and his 

incredible, seductive stories of events which were still fresh in 

everybody’s minds. This was contemporary excitement, lavish 

true-life adventure. Eddie Chapman, the only Englishman to 

have been awarded the Iron Cross, directly from Hitler, had 

much to teach. He’d worked for Winston Churchill stealing 

Nazi secrets, and MI5 regularly had to decline his offers to 

assassinate Hitler. In 1997, his MI5 wartime files were released 

by the UK Public Records Office. Christopher Plummer had 

played Chapman in the rather wooden 1966 film, Triple Cross. 

The British Intelligence file on the agent codenamed ‘ZigZag’ 

is much more entertaining:


‘The story of many a spy is commonplace and drab; the 

story of Chapman is different. In fiction it would be rejected 

as improbable. The subject is a crook, but as a crook he is by 

no means a failure and in his own estimation is something of a 

prince of the underworld. He plays for high stakes and would 

have the world know it. Of fear he knows nothing. Adventure 

to Chapman is the breath of life. Given adventure, he has the 

courage to achieve the unbelievable.’


Chapman, who was born in a village near Newcastle, 

had deserted from the Coldstream Guards in the 1930s and 

metamorphosed from a professional soldier into a highly 

successful professional crook, leader of London’s infamous 

‘Gelignite Gang’, whose trademark was to use the newly 

popular American chewing gum to attach the explosives. His 

MI5 personal file disclosed new details of his life before he 

became a spy. He had served a series of prison sentences, 

mostly for robberies, although one came after ‘he behaved in 

Hyde Park in a manner likely to offend the virtuous public 

and was caught in flagrante delicto’.


He was arrested in Scotland after blowing the half-ton 

Chubb safe of the headquarters of the Edinburgh Cooperative 

Society. After endless scrapes and scraps he fled to Jersey, where he was eventually jailed for cracking the safe of a large 

dance hall. In prison he used his burglary knack to make keys 

that allowed him to move freely at night between the men’s 

and the women’s prisons and pursue the only thing he enjoyed 

more than blowing up safes.


After the Germans occupied the Channel Islands in 1940, 

he saw an opportunity for some form of freedom and offered 

his services to the Germans as a spy. He was convincing 

enough for the German authorities to move him from Jersey 

to France, where he was trained in the dark arts of espionage. 

As a subterfuge, the Nazis pretended to have executed him. In 

reality, he was sent back into Britain with orders to blow up 

the De Havilland aircraft factory in Hatfield, Hertfordshire. 

He handed himself over to MI5, who decided to play him 

back against the Germans, using him to provide false information 

as part of the Double Cross system. They staged a 

fake explosion at the aircraft factory and Chapman returned 

to Germany a hero. He was then sent back to England as an 

agent for the second time and fed his German handlers false 

information about the effects of the V-1 and V-2 rockets 

blitzing Britain. He is credited with saving the lives of many, 

many Londoners.


‘The Germans came to love Chapman but although 

he went cynically through all the forms he did not reciprocate. 

Chapman loved himself, loved adventure and loved 

his country, probably in that order.’ His MI5 file continues, 

‘The outstanding feature of the case is the courage of Chapman.’


Bobby McKew, who in 2007 regularly visited Chapman’s 

widow Betty, has no doubts about that: ‘They never admitted 

how good he was. My goodness, he went back to Germany! 

How crazy was that! And then he returned supposedly to 

guide in the V-bombs. He misled the Nazis and saved 

thousands of lives. To me he was a big hero. Yet the authorities didn’t even give him a pension until 1994 – three years 

before he died.’


The charges against Chapman (for emptying more than 

forty safes) were dropped after the war, saving him a possible 

twenty-year prison term. In time, Chapman became the young 

Bobby McKew’s mentor. Bobby told me the story over afternoon 

tea at a hotel near his home in Chelsea: ‘Eddie became 

like an older brother to me. I stayed friendly with him all his 

life. He taught me how to blow up safes, dope greyhounds 

and a lot more.’


Much, much more.


Chapman was also tough, as Bobby McKew learned early 

on in their friendship. In those early days in Dublin it was 

common for young men to get into a fight after a pint too 

many, but it was carried out in a gentlemanly way. The two 

combatants would take their coats off, go outside, knock the 

hell out of each other, and then go back into the pub with 

missing teeth or a bust-up nose, but the best of friends. It was, 

Bobby acknowledges now, pointless and stupid. Yet there 

would be more serious arguments in his life with which he 

learned to deal more effectively. The lesson came from 

Chapman.


‘One night, I was 21 then, I was in the bar with Eddie and 

I got into a ruck with this fella about I don’t remember what, 

and we did the usual and went outside. He was a big lad but 

big people have never frightened me – you can’t miss ’em. We 

were standing off before going at it when Eddie appeared. 

He had a tyre iron in his hand and he just bounced it off the 

side of the other guy’s head. He dropped like a sack of 

potatoes. People were watching, had never seen anything like 

it. Eddie said, “Now, that’ll save you a lot of trouble.” He was 

right, and I’ve never forgotten that. What’s the point of getting 

broken about and your teeth knocked out? Better to get in first 

and get it over and done with.’





In the weeks that followed Bobby felt stifled by Dublin, 

and to ease his boredom – and to please his parents – he 

agreed to take a job with the publicity department of the Rank 

Organization in London. He found it less than fascinating, but 

lasted nine months.


Bobby knew few people in London but he would meet 

Eddie Chapman for a drink. Chapman made some introductions, 

one of them to Billy Hill.







John Burke was 6 years old when he first picked up a pack of 

playing cards at the family home in the south of County 

Tipperary, and the mathematics and thrill of games of chance 

became a lifelong obsession.


He was born into a prominent Irish family, many of whose 

members devoted a large part of their lives to horses, racing 

and hunting. The family money came from business and 

property investments. His father, Richard Burke, was Master 

of the Tipperary Fox Hounds, one the premier packs in the 

country, for more than thirty years.


It was still the nineteenth century when Richard Burke 

graduated in law from Trinity College and took the long 

trip to San Francisco to practise. His only connection there 

was his former nanny, Helen O’Brien, who was now working 

for a wealthy Californian family. He decided to visit her. 

It proved to be a romantic decision. Her charge then was the 

18-year-old beauty Margaret Donahue, daughter of one of the 

founders of the Bay city. It was, say the family, love at first 

sight and they were soon married.


The Donahues owned a bank and many of the streets of 

San Francisco. A superb horseman, Richard Burke introduced 

fox-hunting to California, in the Donahue-owned Menlow Park 

which is now part of Silicon Valley. However, says his son, 

Richard Burke MFH was not a man of business, and despite all the opportunities offered by the Donahue family yearned 

to hunt back home in County Tipperary. With his new wife 

he returned to Ireland and they set up home and enjoyed a 

financially carefree life. They had four children, but tragically 

Margaret Donahue died giving birth to their last child.




Richard Burke married again in 1913 and had another 

four children, and John Burke, born in September 1926, was 

the youngest. His father was nearly 70 years old when he was 

born. His highly intelligent Irish mother, Sheila Geoghegan, 

was a suffragette who had worked with Emily Pankhurst; 

she was living in London when she married Richard Burke. 

Her youngest son was rather doted upon and would sit, as a 

boy, playing bridge with his father.


John’s brother Edward became a chartered accountant and 

in 2007 was retired in France; his sister Eve married Arthur 

Goodbody, an academic who inherited a series of businesses. 

He sold them and bought an Irish estate, where he took up 

farming. His sister Sheila kept her maiden name by marrying 

a namesake. After her marriage to Ulick Burke the couple 

established their own estate, and in 2007 she was training and 

racing horses in County Tipperary.


John, who was given an excellent education and studied 

engineering, did not overly concern himself with acquiring a 

profession. After an exceptional life, in 2007 he was living 

with his partner Caroline in the mists of Ireland, where we 

talked for dozens of hours:


‘I was always thought of as something of a ne’er-do-well. 

I loved gambling and I was a good bridge player. I suppose I 

was a layabout. I was studying engineering but didn’t find it 

that fascinating. The cards were much more intriguing. For 

me, from early on, it was always about percentages. It rather 

blinded me to being what people would regard as sensible in 

terms of career and future.


‘I was fooling around in Dublin. I got a job at one point selling calculators, which I rather enjoyed because I do like 

numbers – life really is all about odds. Yes, there is luck but it 

is percentages, often tiny ones, which count most.


‘I shared a flat in Dublin with Richard Parkes. He was 

one of the nicest people I have ever known. He was English 

but his family lived near Dublin and we were great friends. I 

played a lot of cards, often at Trinity College, with, among 

others, two divinity students, who would leave the game on a 

Saturday night and Sunday morning for about an hour to do 

God, and then gamble again. I suppose they were hedging 

their bets.’ John Burke’s talent at the card table won him a 

place on the Irish Bridge Team and he represented his country 

in international matches. Each year there was the opportunity 

to play at the top level in European capitals. One year, aged 

22, he attended a bridge congress in Copenhagen. On the way 

back to Dublin he stopped off in London. He liked it, and 

stayed for a week.


Five years later, in 1953, the International Congress was in 

Finland. On the way home from Helsinki he again stopped in 

London. ‘It turned into a fifty-year holiday . . .’


Today, London society is much changed from the circles 

he mixed in then, where the characters he met could have 

been drawn from the novels of Evelyn Waugh and were, in 

some cases, the inspiration for Waugh and other writers. It 

was a world inhabited by the gifted and the deluded, the 

famous and the infamous; where you could be rich one day 

and poor the next and vice versa: you couldn’t bet on it either 

way. There could never be any odds available. Or much public 

gambling.


As the nation struggled out of the lingering aura of austerity 

there were no casinos or betting shops (cash betting except 

at the tracks was illegal); no one-armed bandits, no spread 

betting or betting exchanges like Betfair (where more than 

£300 million was wagered via their website on the 2006 World Cup). Even the housewife’s choice, bingo halls, had not yet 

arrived on a scene governed by gaming laws established more 

than a century earlier. Under the 1854 Gaming Act groups 

could gather and play cards, and gamble on anything they 

liked, but the hosts or organizers of the games could not 

charge for providing the facilities. That was illegal. Of course, 

that didn’t prevent such enterprises.


For John Burke and , London in the 1950s 

was like two cities: there was the rarified world of Belgravia, 

Mayfair and Chelsea, where the inhabitants had money and 

glamour and double-barrelled names. Gentlemen were still 

gentlemen, with their sacred code of honour. A gentleman 

would always honour a gambling debt, whereas his tailor or 

wine merchant might have to wait to be paid. Tradesmen 

were, well, tradesmen. At the same time, the capital was also 

a city of myriad dark corners and double-barrelled shotguns, 

of bohemian Soho with its spivs, pubs and clubs and its clip 

joints where tinsel and morality were casually stripped off. 

Gangsters would cut, shoot and kill – often each other – for 

power and profit. Each territory had its own rules and risks. 

Yet they often made a compatible connection.


That London was a village compared to the sprawling 

metropolis of the twenty-first century; Hampstead was an out-of-town trip, and there was no congestion on the roads to 

charge for. Of course, few people had cars. The average price 

of a house was £2,081. A skilled worker took home about £11 

a week – the equivalent in today’s money of £161. An income 

tax rate of 45 per cent did not help. Foreign travel was unheard 

of for most people. A flight between London and Paris cost 

£10 – nearly a week’s wages. Trains still ran on steam, but a 

programme of electrification was being introduced.


London had the intrigue of wartime Lisbon and the action 

of pre-war Berlin. It was a potent mix. It wasn’t so much 

Who’s Who as Who was Really Who? There was certainly a sense of anything goes, an overspill of the Blitz mentality, of 

the blackout; for the wide boys, the chancers at every level, 

there were many opportunities. The cold war was chilling 

nicely and many ordinary people were still suffering postwar 

deprivation; food rationing did not end until midnight on 

4 July 1954. Yet an extraordinary mix of aristocracy, landowners 

and villains were rolling in cash.


John Burke, a tall, elegant man who quietly kept his own 

counsel, found friends in both camps – as did many others. 

Mark Sykes, a man of aristocratic connections and a leading 

rascal of the times (he was the inspiration for Robin Cook’s 

landmark 1962 novel, The Crust on its Uppers), is certain the 

connection followed on from the war, where officers and other 

ranks relied so tremendously on each other.


‘It was a very positive thing at that time,’ he says today. ‘It 

hadn’t happened since the days of William Crockford, since 

Regency times – and it hasn’t happened since. It was a time of 

toffs and spivs, the other lot didn’t matter one bit. The upper 

classes and the lower classes always get on well because they 

hate the middle classes. They regarded them as terribly pretentious. 

Which they are, of course, they are.’


Indeed, ‘suburban’ appeared to be the dirtiest word of 

that time; John Osborne’s plays, the Northern novels, and 

real-life dramas of the 1950s and into the 1960s reflected a 

view that the only lives worth living were ones of privilege or 

those of the working class. It was working-class lads, actors 

like Albert Finney (Saturday Night and Sunday Morning) and 

Tom Courtenay (The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner), 

who brought them to life when they were celebrated in the 

cinema. It was a time of Shakespeare or the kitchen sink. ‘It 

was an extraordinary time. Fun, always fun, even when things 

did get a little shaky,’ observed the ever-ebullient Sykes.


When he arrived in London, in Belgravia of course, John 

Burke found life intriguing, although there were to be ‘shaky’ moments for him too. It was a time of change but also a time 

where everything appeared to offer a financial opportunity. 

People were smarter and sharper, and most of all the con men 

and hustlers, scam artists, the gangsters and the gamblers. It 

was a time for opportunists, for players.


John met two sets of people: as a professional bridge player 

he mixed with world-class bridge masters like Boris Shapiro 

and Terence Reece, and bridge players like Michael Alachouzos, 

Eric Leigh-Howard, Emilio Schisa, Stephen Raphael, 

and the Frenchman who ran an illegal poker room at Crockford’s 

(the original Hellfire Club) in Curzon House Terrace. 

Through his friend Richard Parkes (owner of three dog 

stadiums), who was also now living in London, he met a 

racier circle, men like 20-year-old already buccaneering entrepreneur 

Jimmy Goldsmith, and Peter Sargent, the son of 

hugely popular conductor Sir Malcolm Sargent. Peter was 

fond of the horses and was known to the bookies, then and 

later, as ‘the bandleader’s boy’.


Parkes’ close crowd also included the 26-year-old Ian 

Maxwell-Scott, a well-connected aristocrat (he called the 

Duke of Norfolk ‘Uncle Bernard’). With the help of a family 

trust, he would happily gamble around the clock, at the racetrack 

(horses and dogs) and card tables. The great-great-greatgrandson 

of Sir Walter Scott, he was calm, enervated, ever 

confident, never fazed by anything, and to John Burke likeable 

in the extreme. He also liked the more energetic John Aspinall, 

then aged 27, who was Maxwell-Scott’s great friend and fellow 

gambler at Oxford University. The smart set called him 

‘Aspers’, but he was almost a stranger in this confident crowd 

of men, people who were rich and connected to the upper 

classes in a 1950s Britain still ruled by grandees. Aspinall was 

the new boy on the block; he was an arriviste.


He was also the most outré of men, an iconoclast who 

wanted to join the party, in his case the Establishment, at the same time as he was giving it an enormous thumping. In the 

military manner, he carried a rolled umbrella with a gold pencil 

built into it with which he would mark his race card. One day at 

the races a punter watched him and exclaimed, ‘Blimey! The 

Count of Monte Cristo!’ Certainly for Aspinall, as with Dumas’s 

Monte Cristo, there were other people’s treasures to be enjoyed.
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