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					INTRODUCTION

			 



             

      There’s nothing the public likes better than to feel they’ve swindled somebody.

	    Dan Mannix, Memoirs of a Sword Swallower.

			 

			Australians have a soft spot for the larrikin, the man or sometimes woman, who challenges authority—from Ned Kelly and Squizzy Taylor to today’s Alan Bond or Peter Foster. It is also true there is something of the rorter in us all. Hands up those who have never got off the tram without putting their ticket in the machine, or told the supermarket cashier when they undercharged an item. We may never have progressed further in this embryonic career in crime but, while there can never be any admiration for certain types of criminal, there may be a lurking approval for some con artists. 

		  Interviewed by Caroline Jones on ABC’s Australian Story, the Gold Coast solicitor Chris Nyst summed things up when speaking of his one-time client, the international conman Peter Foster:1

			There is undoubtedly a kind of perverse fondness by the people of the Gold Coast for Foster. Foster is very much a child of the Gold Coast. It’s a boom town type place. It’s gaudy and it’s flash, maybe it’s crass. Foster grew up in that environment, identified with it himself, and the people of the Gold Coast see him as one of their own. He’s a mug lair and he’s a spiv and he’s a rat, but, you know, he’s our spiv and he’s our rat, and he’s part of what we are. 

			Peter Clarence Foster began his career as an international conman promoting boxing on the Gold Coast at an age when he wasn’t even eligible to go to a nightclub. An early rort was over insurance for the cancelled Mundine–Johnson fight. Then in 1987 he was convicted in Southport magistrates court in England for managing a company while bankrupt. It was only a fine that time, but in 1989 there was a suspended sentence over false descriptions in advertisements in Los Angeles. In 1994 it was back to England, where at the Warwick Crown Court he was again fined, this time £21 000 over false trade descriptions relating to Bai Lin Tea, promoted as a Chinese diet tea but in reality ordinary black tea. In 1995, still in England, he got eighteen months and a recommendation for deportation for conspiracy to supply goods for which a false trade description applied. He absconded from his open prison. Three years later it was six months for assaulting the police and escaping from custody in Melbourne. In 2000, back in England, he received thirty-three months for using a false instrument to obtain credit. 

			For a time in 2002 he was the property adviser to Cherie Blair, wife of the former British prime minister, who described him as a ‘star’, saying they were on the same wavelength. That year he was promoting slimming pills in Ireland, from where he was deported in 2003. In February 2007 he received six weeks in Vanuatu as a prohibited immigrant—he had arrived on a former Australian minesweeper—and in December that year he received four and a half years with a non-parole period of twenty-seven months in Brisbane for laundering over $300 000. He had claimed to be developing a tourist resort on an island 80 miles from Suva in Fiji. Released on 1 May 2009, he announced he was going to write his memoirs for which he was to be paid an advance of $1.2 million.2

			We have all, at some time or another, probably been the victim or potential victim of the conman. Perhaps in the market? ‘Apples 15 cents each or six for a dollar.’ Perhaps in the street? How many of us have given money to men and women who are professional beggars? In 1995 at a legal conference in Scotland, delegates were asked whether they had received a Nigerian letter scam. Over 90 per cent of people in the room raised their hands, including Nicholas Cowdery QC, then the Director of Public Prosecutions for New South Wales. Today it would not just be a question of whether, it would also be how many such emails they have received. And some people would reply that, if for some reason their spam filter isn’t working, they get one or more every day. And even if we haven’t personally been stung, we still have a prurient interest in how it has happened to others on the ‘There but for the grace of God goes John Bradshaw’ principle.

			What makes a good conman? It is nearly eighty years since the great Czech-born conman ‘Count’ Victor Lustig, who sold the Eiffel Tower for scrap twice in as many months and sold a money-making machine to Al Capone, living to tell the tale, set down the basic rules for the successful confidence trickster. Most are just as relevant today:

			• Be a good listener.

			• Never give a political opinion until the mark (potential victim) has expressed his, and then agree.

			• Wait for the mark to reveal his religion, and then become a member of the same church.

			• Hint at sex, but don’t pursue it unless the mark is eager to explore the subject.

			• Never discuss personal ailments unless the mark has shown an interest in the subject.

			• Never be untidy, drunk, yet always be ready for a party.

			• Never appear bored.

			• Never pry; let the mark volunteer information.

			• Never brag; let the mark sense your success. 

			But it was Lustig’s view that simply following these essential rules of conduct alone would not make a good confidence man. He has to have what is called in the profession ‘grift sense’; an ability to read the mark’s character, guess his weaknesses and strengths, judge his moods and know how fast to push him and how much to take him for. Whether a financial or a sexual con artist or a combination of the two, the ‘grift sense’ is something that Australian conmen and conwomen have in abundance.

			Apart from the elderly or otherwise disabled or housebound, who fall foul of conmen at the door pretending they are from the gas company, to a certain extent we are all willing participants in a confidence trick. Those who are the victims of building scams may not consider they have done anything to deserve their clipping, but in fact they have been on the look out for a bargain. They knew the price of resurfacing their driveway was $10 000 but they could not resist the offer of having it done for $6000. 

			In a May 2010 article in the Daily Telegraph (UK) after a John Keady had been convicted for conning mainly professional women whom he had met through internet dating sites, columnist Nicci Gerrard wrote: ‘Conmen and women will often appeal to the good in us, the impulse to help or rescue that most of us have—that’s what makes us human.’3

			That is only partially true. We are also making ourselves feel good by acting charitably when we give money to young men who come knocking on our door telling us how they have locked themselves out of their unit without any money in their haste to get to hospital where their daughter/sister/wife is about to undergo an emergency operation. Or they are about to be evicted. In this case the confidence man is helping us to feel better about ourselves. And sometimes when a conman descends on a small community there is almost a perverse pride in the fact that they have been selected to be fleeced, coupled with an admiration that the conman was clever enough to deceive them. But above all it is the greed, or need, in all of us that makes us succumb to the lure. 

			Are you likely to be a victim of the rorter? The confidence trick that makes the victim look foolish, or contains a degree of dishonesty on his own part, is likely to be one of the most under-reported crimes. Research does seem to suggest that some people are more likely than others to fall for scams. The largest proportion of people who report that they have been conned come from the middle class, are narrow-minded, eager to please or simply want to be thought of as ‘nice’. Likely victims are also the poorly educated, but even the best educated can fall victim as well. Loneliness has a great deal to do with the likelihood of falling for a trick, and might explain why people who have recently moved to a new area, are temporarily away from home, or have been divorced or widowed within the previous two years are particularly vulnerable to scammers. Those who follow horoscopes or visit fortune tellers or are highly religious are also among the categories of likely victims.4

			But people who should know better do get caught—politicians, lawyers even racing identities such as Mick Gatto, who was rorted in what is known as a Green Goods swindle.5 

			And how do you avoid being conned? The golden rule is that if you are offered anything that seems too good to be true, it almost certainly is. Ask yourself, ‘Why me?’ Why should I be so lucky to be receiving 25 per cent interest when banks are only offering 5 per cent? Why, if the returns are so good and the product is so safe, should I be approached to invest rather than a commercial bank? Why is this nubile teenage blonde I have met on the internet taking such an interest in a middle-aged, overweight, bald man, but does not have the fare to travel to Sydney/Adelaide/Perth to meet me? She may genuinely have fallen in love with you but, as the American writer Damon Runyon put it, ‘That isn’t the way to bet.’ Don’t be hustled. Take your time; do your own research into any proposed deal. Don’t rush into things; speed and secrecy are the tools of the conman. The internet may be there to help the conman, but it is also there to help you. If someone tells you he or she has a Master’s degree from Doncaster University, look it up and see if there is one, let alone whether the person took a degree there. 

			Because so many rorters are multifaceted, it has sometimes been difficult to know into which category they best fall, and perhaps some should be in the category ‘initiative’. A good example of this comes from the North Africa campaign during World War II when the Germans were on the run. One Australian colonel offered his men a five shilling bonus for every hundred Germans captured. When one private consistently returned high figures, the colonel asked him how he did it. ‘I buy them at one shilling for fifty from the Jocks’, was the disarming reply.6 

			What we have tried to do, in the main, is to avoid the purely corporate financial rorters who have shuffled vast piles of paper from one side of the desk to the other and back again, while helping themselves to most of it in the middle. We have included the more interesting of them, but the details of their frauds are often Byzantine and we have therefore concentrated on those who have operated more at what might be called street level. But this does not mean that, from time to time, the coups of these street-level operators have not been very substantial indeed. 

			We have also tried to separate frauds from hoaxes, regarding the latter as initially not done for profit although, as in the case of both Sala’s Petrified Man and the Nullarbor Nymph, a number of people have benefited substantially. Sometimes the dividing line is a thin one. 

			Obviously there are many omissions. Criminals would have you believe that the police are the greatest rorters of them all. They rort in the way they obtain convictions, they confiscate drugs for resale and money for their own use, they fabricate evidence and use their position of power to get free food, drink and sex. And indeed there is something in the theory, but sadly there is no room here for the ‘Darbo Drop’, when a suspect is dropped from some height on the floor of a police station to make him confess, or officers such as nineteenth-century Victorian Police Commissioner Frederick Standish, who liked to visit brothels where he placed white women on black chairs, and who is said to have suspended the hunt for Ned Kelly while the draw for the Melbourne Cup was made. Nor is there space for one of his successors, Thomas Blamey, whose police badge was found in a brothel and who eventually resigned after trying to cover up the shooting of an officer out late one night with two women, neither of whom was his wife. 

			Nor is there any place for wartime hoaxes used to deceive the enemy, as the Germans tried in January 1941 when they announced that the Canadian Pacific luxury liner the Empress of Australia had been shelled and sunk 200 miles off the coast of Senegal. In fact the liner was safe in port when the fake SOS call was made.7 These and others will have to wait for another day. 

			Our thanks are due first and foremost to Dock Bateson without whose help, guidance and hours of research the book would never have been completed. Our thanks are also due, in strictly alphabetical order, to JP Bean, Anne Brooke, Gerald B, Cinzia Cavallaro, Nicholas Cowdery QC, Lauraine Diggins, Karl Engelbrecht, Hazel and Tony Gee, Sally Heath, Helen Koehner, Foong Ling Kong, Barbara Levy, Maitland Lincoln, Phillip Lipton, Leigh Masel, Sybil Nolan, Kath Pettingill, John Rigby, Russell Robinson and Adrian Tame, as well as others who have asked not to be named. Our thanks also go to the staff of the British Library, the Newspaper Library, Colindale, England, the National Archives, Kew, England, the State Archives of New South Wales and Victoria, the National Library of Australia, the Mitchell and Dixson libraries in Sydney and the State Libraries of New South Wales, South Australia, Queensland, Victoria and Western Australia. The following websites were invaluable: www.austlii.edu.au, www.news.google.com/archivesearch, www.newspapers.nla.gov.au and www.paperspast,natlib.govt.nz.
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			In the Beginning 

			‘Begin at the beginning,’ the King said gravely, ‘and go on until you come to the end: then stop.’

			Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland.

			Despite what politicians may tell us when they laud or denounce imprisonment, nothing in the penal systems of Western civilisation has been guaranteed to cure recidivism. Indeed, according to the American author John D Macdonald, the only thing prison can be guaranteed to cure is heterosexuality—and that only for a limited time. Certainly transportation to Van Diemen’s Land did not stop reoffending. Much has been made of the transportation of petty criminals, prostitutes and Irish political prisoners, but there is no doubt whatsoever that a good number of high-class thieves and confidence men were also shipped out of England in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Assuming you go along with one of the theories of sociologists—that crime is in the genes—it is therefore not surprising there has been a high ratio of quality rorters in Australian criminal and social history. Of course, some of them arrived under their own sail. 

			Conmen throughout the years have often used the ‘travelling incognito’ story to fool their dupes. The presence of royalty in the nineteenth century could usually make a British army officer genuflect, and this is exactly what Lieutenant Colonel George Alexander Gordon, of the 73rd Regiment stationed at Launceston, did when he met ‘a Prince of the Royal Blood’ who arrived from Calcutta on the Active, carrying a cargo of thoroughly desirable goods that could be ordered by the garrison’s officers. The prince, a ‘lineal descendant of Mary, Queen of Scots, and the Earl of Bothwell, Prince of Scotland, Great Britain and Ireland, Capital Rex de jure divina’, swore Gordon to secrecy over his identity, which was just as well since he was merely Jonathon Burke McHugo. A number of officers bought the goods, for which the prince had not yet paid his creditors in India. Eventually it all came unstuck, but not before Peter Mills, the Deputy Surveyor General, once highly thought of by Captain Bligh, had ordered £667 worth of goodies. Deeply in debt, Mills left the service and, by accounts, together with a George Williams, became a moderately successful bushranger. He was finally captured and tried in Sydney in 1816, but the case against him was dismissed when the necessary papers from Launceston failed to arrive and Mills promised to reform. He is thought to have died when the Adamant went down in the Tasman Sea in October that year. As for the prince, he was returned to Calcutta, where he spent thirty months in a mental asylum while his sanity was assessed before he travelled to London to try to commence an action for damages over the indignities he had suffered.1 

			McHugo was not a transportee, but forger John Dow or Luttrel certainly was. Released in the 1820s from Van Diemen’s Land after serving his time, he soon insinuated himself into a none-too-inquiring New South Wales society, masquerading as the English milord Edward, Viscount Lascelles, the eldest son of the Earl of Harewood, conducting a survey on behalf of the Secretary of State into the proper treatment of criminals. He was, he said, travelling incognito so that the convicts could express themselves freely, and he did duly write down their complaints as well as those of ticket-of-leave men. What he did with the complaints is another matter. 

			It was an early and well-thought-out identity theft. The genuine Lascelles had indeed disappeared from English society in 1825. He had contracted what his family saw as a thoroughly undesirable marriage to an Anne Elizabeth Rosser. After digging him out of that particular hole they had packed him off to Germany, where in 1831 he married Philippine Munster, the widow of Baron Testa, with whom he had been conducting an affair for some time. It was another relationship that his family did not want publicised. 

			About 5 feet and 6 inches, of slender build but very bald, Dow lived in some style with a ‘tremendous sway of gold chain’ around his neck, and when he landed on some unfortunate farmer—not many of whom would have known an English milord if they saw one—he plundered their produce. Naturally the English gentry had to be looked after. As the Windsor settler Francis Prendergast, who had the misfortune to have Dow stay with him for a fortnight, later said, ‘he destroyed twelve of my best turkeys, innumerable geese, ducks, fowls etc’. Nor was Dow going to eat with his host. ‘[He] always dined by himself in the parlour and after he had taken what he thought proper, he sent the remainder out to me and my wife and servants in the kitchen.’2

			He also took the opportunity to seduce a Miss Lilias Dickson, whose mother was said to have been the housekeeper of Lilias’ father, a Scottish engineer, eloping with her and spending some time with her at an inn near Parramatta from where she was retrieved by an irate Mr Dickson. The false Lascelles showed an amazing amount of brazen face, commencing an action in the Supreme Court for her return to him. Unfortunately, since he could not prove a marriage, his claim was denied, his identity revealed and he was posted in the New South Wales Government Gazette as a wanted felon. 

			However, Miss Dickson, despite now being a soiled ‘galea’, did not suffer unduly from her adventure. In short order she married the nephew of Justice James Dowling, who was not pleased by this union and vowed that he would never ‘regard her as a member of the Dowling family’.3 While what passed as polite Sydney society of the day no doubt laughed behind its hands and fans, the affair was recorded with some amusement for posterity by the Austrian Baron Charles von Hügel.4 

			When Dow finally appeared in front of Chief Justice Forbes on 4 May 1835, he refused to plead to the indictment on the grounds that he was improperly described and that his name should read Edward, Viscount Lascelles. To have this done he was required to make an affidavit saying he was indeed the viscount, and Forbes warned him of the dangers of perjury. Dow was quite happy to brazen things out, saying that, despite the ‘combination of malignancy that has been arrayed against me and the persecutions of the press’, he would do so with ‘a tranquil conscience’.

			A month later he was back in the dock charged with forgery. This time the judge was Mr Justice Burton and Dow again played up. Once more he claimed his name was Lascelles and refused to say whether he wanted to be tried by a military or civil jury. Once a civil jury had been selected to try him on the issue of his name, he changed his mind and decided he would have a military one. 

			Told the burden of proof was on him to show he was Lascelles and not Dow, he said he would produce both documentary and circumstantial evidence, beginning his address:

			I stand before you now in the most awful situation and therefore trust you will view my case and the extreme hardship of it. Gentlemen, I was not convicted in England; I was sent to these colonies unknown to my father, the Earl of Harewood. 

			He was at least half right. He had never been convicted in England. His conviction for forgery was under the name Colquhoun at Dumfries, Scotland. The prosecution now called evidence from other prisoners to say the soi-disant viscount was indeed Dow or Luttrel, and they had been with him on the convict ship Woodman and in Hobart Town and Launceston. The Crown Solicitor was also called. Earlier, Dow had told him he was Henry Lascelles but when it was pointed out the eldest son of the Earl of Harewood was named Edward, Dow changed his mind and name. The jury did not bother to leave the box before deciding he was indeed Dow. 

			The next day he was back in front of Mr Justice Burton and a military jury on the charge of forging and uttering a £50 promissory note along with two other notes. Addressing the jury at great length, Dow, who had a slight speech impediment, spoke with a Scottish accent. The Sydney Herald thought that, although his cross-examination and address to the jury exceeded expectations, Dow showed no signs of much education, frequently mispronouncing words such as ‘adduced’, of which he was extremely fond and which he pronounced ‘induced’. 

			In the end he came out of it reasonably well. Burton said that as Dow had arrived in New South Wales as a free man, he would treat him as though he had come from England as one. He would be transported from New South Wales ‘for the term of his natural life’ and, after several months in the hulks, off he went back to Van Diemen’s Land.5

			The amended maxim, ‘You can fool all of the people all of the time’, seems to have been true in the case of the well-known Sydney auctioneer John Thomas Wilson, probably the first of the big-time Australian confidence men. In October 1838, Wilson did a moonlight flit leaving his creditors in the lurch to the tune of somewhere between forty and fifty thousand pounds. Born James Abbott in England, he had earlier eloped with an heiress, and when his wife came into her fortune he turned it into cash, left her and, changing his name to Soames, went to Boston before arriving in Hobart in the early 1830s. He moved on to Sydney where he began an ironmongery business, and the next year he was able to buy the steamship Tamar, which plied its trade on the Parramatta and Hudson rivers. 

			He was the epitome of the high-class confidence man; a good presence, manners and a way with words. By the time he absconded he was regarded as a leader of the managers of joint stock companies and was the head of every religious, philanthropic and literary institution in the town. Naturally such a man should have a mistress and he first set his sights on a Mrs Cavell. When he had tired of her, he transferred his affections to the actress Maria Taylor. Neither Mrs Cavell nor her brother Andrew Wyllie were pleased. Nor was Wyllie’s friend John Dunmore Lang, a strict Presbyterian who had his own paper, The Colonist, which disclosed that Wilson had a family back in England. Wyllie wrote a pretty little piece for the paper, even if it mixed metaphors, ‘an unhappy bird who is charmed by a serpent she could not escape his snares’. Wilson took offence and horsewhipped the editor Henry Bull, who promptly sued him for £1300, a hundred pounds per lash. But Wilson must have had his admirers. Bull received a mere £5, wrote a critical article about the decision and ended up in contempt of court for criticising the judges.6

			However, the action badly damaged Wilson and his credit rating and, deeply in debt, on 11 November 1836 he sailed for England on the Lord Goderich leaving £36 000 worth of creditors behind him. He was arrested shortly after he landed, but his creditors in New South Wales refused to press charges and he was released on an undertaking that he returned to Sydney. He landed at Camp Cove in 1838 and, amazingly, it was a question of prodigal sons and repenting sinners. All was forgiven. He went into partnership with an Abraham Polack buying land, farms, sheep and cattle with as much credit as he could lay his hands on. By the next year his unpaid bill for advertisements in The Monitor had risen to £250. In October that year he purchased the Nereus, loaded it with fine wines and victuals and sailed away with its skipper Captain Powell and his wife. 

			Neither the brig nor the goods were actually paid for and, after clearing customs on 18 October 1838, Wilson vanished. In the belief that Wilson was heading for the Bay of Islands, New Zealand, a brig, the Rover’s Bride, was sent after him but, since he was actually heading in the direction of the Philippines, that proved abortive. Bankruptcy proceedings were begun and they dragged on until 1852. As for Wilson, he was reported to have sold the Nereus for £15 000 and, on the proceeds, sailed with Mrs Powell for America.7 

			Rather less dangerous to Australian society was the Irish singer, dancer and courtesan Rosanna James, who elevated herself to the Spanish aristocracy, discarding her name in favour of Donna Maria Dolores de Porres y Montes, better known as Lola Montez, under which name she toured first in Europe and America throughout the 1840s, bedding whomever she thought might assist her in her rise to fame and fortune. 

			Probably by the time she arrived in Australia in 1855 no one really thought she was Spanish although, thanks to the infatuation of King Ludwig I of Bavaria, she had genuinely become the Countess of Lansburg. A great beauty, but more or less talent-free, now on her uppers and with no reputation left in America or Europe, she put together an equally inept troupe, which included her latest lover Noel Follin, and set sail for Australia.8 

			Lola’s rag-bag American company did not last a month. The tour opened on 23 August at the Royal Victoria Theatre, Sydney, the oldest and most popular theatre in the city, holding between 2500 and 3000 spectators. Six days later she failed to appear, and although it was said there would be refunds, like Lola they failed to materialise. Tickets had been sold at a high price and, as the letter writer to The Empire said, it was ‘rather more than sharp’.

			Then on 4 September out came the trump card. ‘For this night only’, she would appear in the Spider Dance, ‘performed 200 consecutive nights in New York’. But this one night turned into another, and the one after and the one after that as well. The Spider Dance took a variety of forms and what was performed each night depended upon both the quality or otherwise of the audience and Lola’s mood. In its simple version, in the first part she was the spider spinning its web and in the second she was a young girl who falls asleep and wakes to find spiders in her petticoats. Clearly they have to be dislodged and stamped on. Depending on the town and money thrown on the stage, she would search higher and higher in her skirts for them with the consequently inevitable artistic display of ankles and legs. In the mining towns, depending on the amount the gold miners threw on the stage, they might even see her thighs. 

			In the second week of September she was about to skip Sydney and sail to Melbourne, leaving behind her troupe with no money, when writs totalling £12 000 were issued. One company member, Mrs Fiddes, had an attachment warrant issued, which the corpulent bailiff, Thomas Brown, was on deck to serve. The story goes that when Brown knocked on her cabin door she called out that she was naked, had no intention of dressing and, if he wished, he could arrest her in the flesh. Discretion was the better part of valour and he declined. Wrong, he said in a letter to the newspapers. He had thrown the writ on the bed.9 

			She went on to appear in Bendigo and Ballarat—where she horsewhipped the local newspaper editor who had dared to criticise her—filling the theatres where tickets were five shillings, night after night. When she did not feel in the mood to perform the Spider Dance, she would appear before the drop and tell a story or make some excuse, which was usually received with uproarious satisfaction.10 

			At the end of the tour on 19 May 1856, Lola and Follin arrived in Newcastle, New South Wales, and boarded the Jane A Falkenberg for America. There had been troubles between them in Melbourne, possibly when Lola had upset Follin by having a brief affair with Major General Charles Wellesley, the younger brother of the second Duke of Wellington. The writer Richard Horne had intervened when Lola attempted to stab Follin with a pair of scissors at a dinner party at the Imperial Hotel.11

			On 7 July, Follin went overboard. Naturally there were a number of versions of how he came to drown; the least favourable to Lola was that she pushed him. Another version is that he committed suicide after yet another quarrel, jumping overboard with the takings of the tour in his pocket. Lola Montez died in New York in 1861 probably from the complications of syphilis.12 

			Three years before Lola died, a man whose real name was never known but who posed as the Portuguese aristocrat Don Francisco Miranda, pulled off one of the great Australian swindles of the decade, if not the century. He first came to the notice of the Joint Bank of Sydney when he was staying in the Charing Cross Hotel, London, in July 1857. In September that year the bank received a letter from Barings, the British bank, to say that Miranda had a letter of credit for £15 000 and £5000 in bills drawn on a banking house in Hong Kong. Around the same time, the Portuguese Consul-General received a letter recommending Miranda to him and asking that he should be taken care of. 

			In due course Miranda arrived in New South Wales, lodging at Petit’s Hotel where he entertained lavishly. There was land to be bought, and talk of his purchasing gold for the Portuguese Mint. In September 1858 he went to Melbourne, and shortly before Christmas he took the opportunity of a feared run on the banks—because of a London failure—to draw £20 000 in gold against his letters of credit. On 29 December Miranda booked a seat on a Cobb’s coach to take him and his portmanteau, said to weigh over three hundredweight, to Ballarat and disappeared. When there was no word of him, it was at first thought he had been murdered, but five months later news of his deception came from London. The letters of credit and introduction had all been forged. In February, Inspector Singleton traced a man of Miranda’s description to a man giving his name as M. le Prairie, sailing on the barque James Barbour for Callao. He had done himself well. He had arranged with the captain to provide him with six dozen bottles of the best claret for the voyage.13 

			Two years after the death of Lola Montez, another Irishman, Henry Kech, died in New South Wales. Forger, rogue and first governor of Darlinghurst Gaol, Kech, whose wife Teresa had sadly died in Ireland, arrived in Sydney in 1832 along with his six children and his mistress Sarah Whitehouse, who was posing both as his wife and as a governess. Kech had been appointed prison governor after presenting forged papers showing he was a British Army officer who had been governor of Dublin Castle—he had actually only been a low-paid clerk. Once installed, he conducted the prison business as a model of private enterprise helped by his chief warder Elias Hibbs and the visiting magistrate Captain Joseph Innes, who for a small share turned a blind eye to the goings on. 

			First, he had the prisoners organise vegetable gardens, then a dairy farm, followed by poultry—Kech kept two emus—and a pig sty. The animals were fed with grain intended for the prisoners, who in turn were allowed a small percentage of his profits. There was a hat-making cottage industry with prisoners turning out 200 cabbage-tree hats a week, working at night and on Sundays to do so. For a fee, prisoners were allowed out at night to go fishing at Woolloomooloo, and he sold their catch. The more talented male prisoners were hired out as musicians, and those inmates who had money to spare could spend it on the female prisoners whom he organised into brothels. This was so successful that he recruited Sydney prostitutes to help out and even established other premises in the court house. In this he was no doubt helped by the real Mrs Kech who, far from being dead and buried in Ireland, had arrived in Sydney in 1835 and whom he appointed matron at the prison. The trio of Henry, Teresa and Sarah must have all got on well because between the women he fathered another six children. 

			Of course it all ended in tears. At first, tales of released prisoners were not believed—Kech was regarded as generous and good company—but then the scam came unstuck. One prisoner was seen out and about and the next day Kech’s coachman, James Cox, was recognised as a serving prisoner. The final straw came when members of one of his orchestras were so drunk they refused to return to the gaol. An inquiry, begun in June 1849, lasted nineteen days and evidence was given by thirty-five witnesses before a Select Committee of the Legislative Council, which found the gaol to be ‘a nest of profligacy and corruption’. On 22 August 1849 Chairman Charles Cowper wrote in his report:14 

			Evidence given by Mr Keck [sic] and Captain Innes so far from being calculated to make your committee acquainted with the real state of the gaol was framed expressly with the intention of keeping them in ignorance and defeating the object of their appointment.

			The Sydney Morning Herald took a righteous stance:15

			That burglaries should be fearfully on the increase, that life and property should be daily and hourly becoming less secure in this city and in the suburbs, can hardly surprise when the model gaol of the colony is converted from a prison into an hotel; from a house of mourning into a house of feasting; in short, from a place of restraint, discomfort, and hard-fare, to a place of luxury and no discipline.

			Kech, his wife, Innes and the turnkey Hibbs were dismissed, and later Kech became the clerk of St George’s markets. But by then he was a rich man. He died on Christmas Day 1863 in Surry Hills. 

			One of the prisoners for a short time under Kech’s care was John Knatchbull, possibly the son of Sir Edward Knatchbull of Provender, Kent. Knatchbull was transported for fourteen years under the name of Fitch on 21 August 1824 for stealing with force. He obtained his ticket of leave but in December 1831, convicted of forgery, he was sentenced to a further seven years transportation to the feared Norfolk Island. There he quite wrongly claimed he had been partially paralysed and so could not take part in the 1834 mutiny on the island. He afterwards turned informer, giving evidence against the rioters and, as his reward, was returned to Sydney. Convicted of the January 1844 murder of Ellen Jamieson, whom he had robbed, Knatchbull claimed his sentence of death was illegal because the judge had not directed that he should be dissected after execution, as had been the traditional pronouncement of the death penalty. It did him no good and on 13 February he was hanged by Alexander Green before a crowd of over 10 000.16 

			Another auctioneer in the mould of Thomas Wilson was Sydney’s Josiah Richard Treeve, who worked for twenty-five years as a financial adviser and director of Raynes, Treeve & Co, auctioneers and land agents, adroitly concealing that he was shifting accounts to balance the books of companies and trusts he was swindling. Then, in September 1875 when Treeve heard that the English milord Blayney had died without heirs, he claimed that he had inherited the title himself and £25 000 a year to go with it. Borrowing money for his passage to England from three separate banks, he left on the Fanny Wright heading, in fact, for Fiji. Quite why this director of so many companies and with an income of £25 000 would need to borrow money for the fare was never satisfactorily explained. He would have made good his escape had not the Fanny Wright been run into by the steamer City of Hobart in Sydney harbour on 15 September. His defaults discovered, on 24 November that year he received ten years in prison. For a time there had been rumours that his partner Edward Raynes, who died the day after Treeve inherited, had also fled and that his coffin contained nothing but bricks and stones.17

			Another ‘nobleman’ to cut a swathe through Sydney society was Count von Attems, who arrived there on board the Northampton in April 1868, staying at the Royal Hotel where he entertained lavishly before heading for Brisbane on his new yacht, Hamlet’s Ghost. His lifestyle continued there until it was learned that Governor Samuel Blackall was making a visit, whereupon the count sailed away. Blackall was indeed sorry to have missed the count, particularly since he had been at his funeral in West Africa some years earlier. The count was, in fact, his valet, the German-born Kurt Oswald Schmalz. It was not the first time Schmalz had ennobled himself. He had served with the Union army in the American Civil War, and afterwards had worked his way across Mexico and to New York, passing forged bills as Count von Auersperg and in Java as Von Schonborn. He was also wanted in Egypt where he had been Count de Salis. Schmalz was later arrested in the Dutch East Indies. Sentenced to twenty-two years imprisonment, he tried and failed to escape three times.18 

			In 1882 Major Henry Bryant approached the editor of The Age with what was, by any standards, a sensational story in both political and editorial terms. He had been in the service of the Tsar of Russia, and now produced a cable that warned of a potential Russian invasion of Australia. Cities were to be subjected to an artillery bombardment and then held to ransom. The cities would have to pay differing amounts—Sydney and Melbourne £5 million each, Adelaide £2 million and Brisbane a relatively modest £1.5 million—to finance a Russian war on England. The fleet would meet at Noumea and recoal in Fiji.19 

			The Age had always been quick to sniff the scent of a potential invasion. Its editorial of 16 November 1864 had warned, ‘Not only are we in danger of the aggression of Russia but also of Yankee violence—a descent upon Australia is only a question of time.’ Now the editor took Bryant’s cable to the Premier of Victoria, who refused to read it on the grounds that to do so would be an interference with Her Majesty’s mails. And so The Age printed the story, for which Bryant received £25 cash, a further £25 by weekly instalments and £50 payable two days after the declaration of war between Russia and England.20 

			Shortly before Bryant appeared, there had been a Russian naval visit under Admiral Aslanbegoff, which had passed off in a hail of champagne corks and a thunder of battery salutes. Alone The Age realised the full significance of the visit. All the partying had been a cover for espionage. The Argus took a different view and hired an expert—a Russian officer left behind through ill health when Aslanbegoff sailed away—to point out the flaws in Major Bryant’s story. And there were many. Why Noumea as a rendezvous and what coal supplies did Fiji have, were just two of the queries he raised. 

			In fact at one time, as Comte de Beaumont, Major Bryant had been a regular visitor to Government House until he tried to borrow money and was blacklisted. He could also be found under a host of other names including Briant and Henry de Beaumont. He had done time both in the French penal colony of New Caledonia and a spell in Pentridge where he had served twelve months for obtaining gold watches by fraud.21

			The story died away and Bryant went off gold prospecting at Reedy Creek near Kilmore under the name Edward Henry. He salted his claim with gold, but before he could sell it he went down for three years on another charge of forging cheques. He was also found in Sydney in 1891 serving yet another sentence. This time he had obtained jewellery, claiming it was for his employer’s wife, and handing over forged promissory notes. After that it was back to Melbourne in March 1892 where there were more forged cheques. He disappeared and was not found until the autumn of 1893, masquerading as Sir Henry Edward Tracy. On 8 May 1893, he received two years with hard labour.22

			The one genuine aristocrat in this chapter, Sir Roger Charles Doughty Tichborne, apparently died when the sailing ship Bella sank between Rio de Janeiro and Jamaica in 1854. Tichborne was the heir to a baronetcy and, although he was officially declared dead the next year, his mother could not accept this news. When the baronet, her husband, died in 1862 she began a campaign to find her long-lost son, placing advertisements worldwide in newspapers. 

			Her efforts were rewarded when Arthur Orton, then calling himself Castro and working as a butcher in Wagga Wagga, was alerted by a man Cubbitt in Sydney, who specialised in tracing missing persons, and came forward to claim the title. Tichborne, a cultured man, had weighed some 125 pounds at the time of his disappearance and the barely educated Orton was a massive 300 pounds. But, after all, he had been gone for fourteen years, which might account for him putting on weight. Letters were exchanged; an elderly black servant named Bogle had known Roger well, and he was gulled into believing Orton was indeed the long-lost heir. Money was sent to Orton to go to England with his family, where Lady Tichborne welcomed him. Others were not convinced. He spoke no French; the tattoo ‘RCT’ on Tichborne was no longer visible and Orton knew nothing about his old school. Nevertheless in 1871 a hundred people at the trial over the inheritance claimed that he was indeed Tichborne. They included a barrister, six magistrates, a general, three colonels, four members of the clergy and a chorus of servants and tenants. 

			In the witness box he made a poor showing, maintaining that he had suffered memory loss whenever a difficult question arose. Although there is no doubt he had a good knowledge of some of the Tichborne affairs—learned, it was alleged, from letters Lady Tichborne had written to him—the case went against him. After another trial in 1873 lasting some six months, it was found he was wanted under the name Orton for stealing horses in Australia, and he received fourteen years for perjury. On his release after eleven years, he toured the music halls with decreasing success and finally opened a tobacconist’s shop in Kilburn, London. In 1895 he published his ‘confessions’ in The People. He died destitute on 1 April 1898 at the age of sixty-four. His coffin was inscribed ‘Sir Roger Charles Doughty Tichborne’. Curiously, two days before his death, a collection of papers relating to the case, including posters advertising his lecture tours, had been sold at auction for a total sum of £7 17s 6d. In 1925 Orton’s widow died in a workhouse in Southampton where she had been known as Lady Tichborne. His daughter Theresa would never accept she was not the daughter of a baronet, and over the next twenty-five years she continued to harass the Tichborne family and their solicitor, demanding money and threatening to expose them. Generally they declined to take any action but, after she had threatened to shoot Denise Greville at Brompton Oratory in London on the day of her marriage to Sir Joseph Tichborne, they brought proceedings. Promising never to make a nuisance of herself again she received six months in the Second Division. She soon broke her promise but it was not until October 1923 that the Tichborne family were goaded into bringing another case. This time, swearing she would not trouble them again, she received twelve months. The year was barely up before she was back in court, ordered to find sureties for her good behaviour and when she failed it was back to prison.23 

			In 1898, Louis de Rougemont sold the amazing story of his adventures to World Wide magazine and what a great tale of success it was. He had apparently been shipwrecked somewhere near the Australian mainland, something only he and the ship’s dog, which had valiantly dragged him through the waves, survived. They lived on a 100-yard-long island for two years during which time he built a house, managed to light a fire which he kept going, and raised corn. Two years later, two Aborigines arrived on the island and, having together built a boat, they all sailed for the mainland, where he went native and married a local girl, Yamba.

			His amazing adventures continued. Alligators were wrestled, emus shot and eaten, battles fought, with the losing tribesmen being eaten themselves. Later Yamba ate her child to leave the only available food for Rougemont when he was taken ill. He cured himself by burrowing into the carcass of a dead buffalo. Then he decided to return to England, sadly without the gallant Yamba, who had taken to wearing the bones of her dead child around her neck. His articles were a tour de force and he lectured widely on the strength of them. 

			However, the Daily Chronicle challenged Rougemont to prove his story and, of course, he could not do so. He was, in fact, the Swiss-born Henri Louis Grien. He had run away from home at the age of sixteen and been taken up by the fading actress Fanny Kemble, who took him on her theatrical tours. He tried his hand at a number of jobs, including street photographer, selling mining shares, dishwasher and restaurant waiter, as well as working as a butler to Sir William Robinson, Governor of Western Australia. All the information for his story had come from the diaries of a man who had left them behind in a Sydney restaurant, supplemented by research at the British Museum. 

			For a time, like Orton, the disgraced Grien became a music-hall turn, riding turtles in a 100 000-gallon tank in the well of the London Hippodrome in Leicester Square, but soon he was reduced to selling matches in Piccadilly. He died aged seventy-four on 10 June 1921.24
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			The Golden Years—Home and Away 

			To a con-man the theft of ten to thirty thousand pounds by means of the ‘hot seat’ is not stealing—it is business. And if there is no other way of bringing a blush to the tale-teller’s cheeks, calling him a thief certainly will.

			Val Davis, Phenomena in Crime.

			In 1935, when the Metropolitan Police in London prepared a circular listing those international conmen who might be coming to London for the Silver Jubilee of King George V, it noted:1

			The Australian and New Zealand confidence man made his appearance in England after the First World War. The American worked either America or the Transatlantic boats or the Riviera in season. The old type of English trickster had been superseded by his Colonial brother.

			In fact Scotland Yard was a bit behind the times; there had been a good number of top-class Australian confidence men working in Europe since the 1890s. Until then the export of tricksters had been mostly one-way to penal colonies in Australia. Curiously, despite the ‘Sydney Ducks’—mainly escaped convicts and ticket-of-leave men who had created a home away from home on the San Francisco waterfront in the 1850s—there were very few Australian conmen or indeed high-class Australian thieves in America by the 1880s.2

			In his Rogues’ Gallery, Detective Inspector Thomas Byrnes of the New York Police Department names only one man born in Australia, William B Towle, a one-time pharmacy assistant whose speciality was stealing medical equipment from doctors’ rooms and leaving in a waiting cab. On 19 July 1884, no less than twenty-seven doctors, all Towle’s victims, lined up to give evidence against him in New York and as a result he received two years.3 

			The early recorded cases of confidence tricks in London in the 1880s mostly show visiting Australians being the dupes of the local talent but, by the turn of the century, there was what was known as the Australian Gang led by a man called Hanley and including a Punse Bell and the engagingly named Boo-Peep. In September 1901, two of its other members, George Stevens and Charles McNally, who sometimes claimed he was a dentist, drew long sentences at the Old Bailey after swindling Annie Renwick, a 55-year-old Australian widow, by pretending McNally was expecting a substantial bank draft from home, seducing both her and her daughter Daisy and stealing her jewellery. Each had proposed marriage and each received five years penal servitude. Both had previous convictions in England and Australia, and McNally was described as ‘one of the worst men possible to meet’. Prior to their arrest they had been setting up a ‘Continental tour’.4 

			By the beginning of World War I, confidence men had come to be regarded as a breed apart. The Times wrote:5 

			[They] belong to an international fraternity of a very exclusive kind. There are said to be not more than 30 or 40 in London, Australian for the most part. All are known to one another. All are ready to work with a temporary associate until the job is finished. A few have banking accounts or houses of their own and sometimes when a victim of a peculiarly promising kind is reported to be crossing the Atlantic they think it worth while to take a return passage to New York in order to escort him. 

			As for the liners, twenty years later it was not only the Americans who worked the boats. It was thought that Australian-born Gordon Roy Ashcroft had made between eighty and ninety transatlantic trips. Described as an expert confidence man and card sharp, he received nine months for conspiracy to defraud in April 1938.6 

			Among other early arrivals who joined the loose-knit Australian Gang who had set up shop in the UK was Daniel Melaney, who worked the Rosary Drop leading to the Irish Will Fraud. The first stage of an Irish Will and many similar frauds was generally the Drop. The rorter was seen to drop a rosary or sometimes a wallet, and the potential mark would pick it up and return it to the loser. The rosary would naturally have been one blessed by an archangel or at least the Pope so that it would have had great superstitious value. The dropper’s father, or so the story would unfold, had often died following the loss of the rosary and it had been found only after his death, so the dropper feared the same would happen to him. Sometimes the father had been taken seriously ill but recovered when the rosary had been found. If it was a wallet dropped then it contained photographs of the dropper’s mother, wife or children who had died recently and tragically. All this was a tale to be told and, in thanks and seeing how honest the mark had been, he would seem to the rorter to be the ideal man to help him. Curiously, he had with him a copy of an evening paper with what purported to be an item in the Stop Press: 

			£60,000 for charity 

			The celebrated will case of O’Connor v O’Connor was concluded today.

			A lucky Irishman inherits £300 000 of which £60 000 has to be distributed by gentlemen of independent means knowing personally the needs and wants of the people receiving the money, the distributor receiving 10 per cent without incurring any responsibility, strange to say all charitable organisations and religious societies are excluded from participation. His Lordship also commended the highly practical idea of personal distribution by respectable gentlemen. 

			It was now relatively easy to persuade the mark that he was the ideal person to be part of the distribution process. At the very worst he would receive £6000 and the criminally inclined might actually keep the whole haul. Naturally the mark had to put up security to be part of the distribution team—and in return he would get a briefcase full of newspaper. 

			In August 1911, Melaney received six months hard labour after he took £100 from a James Craig. Working the Drop, he had apparently let slip a wallet in the zoo gardens and, after Craig picked it up and returned it, then used the resulting acquaintanceship to run the Irish Will fraud, naming as a reference the very fashionable Sir George Lewis as his solicitor. For some reason, this time Melaney asked for a mere £100 as security, and as he was writing a receipt he asked to look at the money a second time. He then simply walked off with the notes. When he was arrested a few hours later he was found to have eighteen imitation pearls, five imitation emeralds and eight rubies but no notes. It may seem amazing but the scam was still in operation long after World War II. It died out only when the evening papers no longer printed a Stop Press.7

			Highly regarded as one of the great ‘tale-tellers’ among his peers, Melaney’s sidelines included acting as a go-between with receivers and as a procurer of false passports. Born in 1870 and with a kiss curl of straw-coloured hair, bulbous pock-marked nose and a waddling gait, it was said that no one looked less like a conman than he did. 

			In 1908, along with two other Australians, he planned to steal not only the Ascot Gold Cup but also two other trophies at the meeting. He was thwarted when, absolutely out of the blue, another man walked up to the unguarded Cup, took it off its pedestal, and walked away with it. The next year Melaney was sentenced to five years for distributing the proceeds of a spectacular jewel theft at the Café Monaco in Regent Street, then a home away from home for Australian confidence men and where they gave a dinner for the visiting Australian detective Chief Inspector Harry Mann.8

			In March 1910, Melaney was threatened with extradition to Austria over the theft of 1000 kronen notes at the main Vienna Post Office in July the previous year. He had clearly been moving around because he told the court, ‘I have already been tried for that in New York.’ Two months later he was discharged when the necessary depositions had not arrived from Austria.9 

			Other long sentences followed and Melaney received four years at the Old Bailey in November 1923 over a card swindle. Towards the end of his career in 1933, he was acquitted of a more or less selfless conspiracy to smuggle tobacco into Bedford prison.10 In London the next year, then aged sixty-four, he received eighteen months for obtaining £231 by a trick. He had substituted coal dust instead of banknotes in a wallet. He had nineteen priors going back to 1904 and he had been deported from Belgium, France and Austria.11 

			A broken man, he died in a Marylebone hospital in 1938. He had been suffering from cancer. The English criminal Val Davis regarded him highly:12 

			In fifty years of profligate living he had committed no hurt on a defenceless person, or robbed those who could ill-afford the loss. He was a friend to all beggars and impecunious crooks. To him ‘honour among thieves’ was a ritual—faithfully observed in his half century of ill-doing. 

			Davis thought highly of Australian confidence men generally, writing:13 

			Only among Australian conmen is there any definite degree of comradeship. I have seen these ‘boys’ ask for loans from a fiver to a grand (£1000) and the money has been passed over without the bat of an eyelid. If one of the ‘mob’ falls he will be looked after from the moment the cops pull him in.

			And in the pre-war years, others followed Melaney to the rich pickings on the other side of the world, one of the most successful being William Charles Warren, born in 1868 and known as ‘Bludger Bill’ or ‘Bill the Bludger’. In his own reminiscences of confidence men in London, the detective Charles Leach thought Warren, whom he called ‘the Dodger’, was ‘a rough uneducated colonial who could barely write his own name’. Davis agreed with him, describing Warren, whom he called Willie Secundus: 

			His voice was raucous, his language loud and often coloured, he dropped his aitches and picked them up in the wrong places. The boys would tell him it was his face that frightened the money out of the mugs. 

			Overall he fitted the impression of an Australian confidence trickster of a man from the bush who had made his own money—rough and ill-educated. The mugs would have been put off if he had been monocled and manicured.14 

			In an early court appearance on 12 February 1901, Warren was sentenced to eighteen months with hard labour at Sydney Quarter Sessions for a version of the Irish Will Fraud, before travelling to Europe where he worked a variety of confidence tricks including taking money to bet on horse racing. He would promptly disappear with the cash and, when found, would either say quite correctly that the horse had lost or, if it had won, plead a defence under the Gaming Acts, which made gambling debts irrecoverable at law. In 1912, posing as Mr Fairie, owner of the Ascot Gold Cup winner Aleppo, he cleared £12 000 from his dupes. The end of this particular trick came nine years later when Archibald Wall, a businessman with interests in Portugal, sued him to recover his lost stake. 

			Wall had met Warren in May 1920 when Warren arrived at the Bushey Hall Hotel near London with a ‘beautifully dressed lady’. They met again the following week and Warren introduced Wall, who claimed to know nothing about racing, to his infallible betting scheme—taking a horse at a long price in the ante-post market for a big race and betting on it heavily, forcing the price down and then betting against it, so covering themselves—as a gesture designed to build trust.

			Warren gave a tip to Wall to bet on a horse named Wine and Women and Wall was pleased to find it had won. It was only later, he told the court, that he discovered it had been five-to-two on in a two-horse race.

			Amazingly, Wall was persuaded to invest £5000 on Bruce Lodge in early betting on that year’s Derby, and a further £10 000 on Happy Man in the ante-post market for the Newbury Spring Cup. This was a serious mistake because there was no ante-post market for the Cup. Both horses were scratched. Promises to pay were never kept and Warren went to Paris to bet on the Grand Criterium. By the time he returned, Wall, who had now done some homework, had discovered that Warren’s flat was in his wife’s name and he was about to do a runner. He sued not for the betting losses, which in law would have been irrecoverable, but for fraud, and the jury retired for only a few minutes before awarding him his money.15 

			A substantial number of other actions were waiting on the result of Wall’s case, and for Warren it was time to think of sunnier climes. When his Australian friends Robert Bradshaw (known as Matthew Biggar), Charles McNally and Alfred Dean were arrested over the crooked game of Anzac Poker, Warren prudently went to Brussels and then France, setting up home on the Riviera. 

			Before he left, there had been a number of other coups in London including the defrauding of a Jamaican banana-plantation owner. Warren had also set up home with an English confidence trickster known as Dora, who posed as his wife, and the pair obtained loans from money-lenders and bought goods on extended credit. Left behind, Dora received eighteen months imprisonment.16 

			In early 1923, two Australians were arrested in Paris after relieving an American of 4000 francs, and further arrests followed there. They included Norton Daniel Jones, alias Melory of Maryborough, believed to be the author of a big jewel robbery; Alexander Thomas of Melbourne; the multi-talented James Ford, or Foot, also known as Jimmy Watts, one of Warren’s close offsiders; William James Dickson, Donovan Ambrose and John O’Connor, all from Sydney; and a couple of British co-workers, James Evans of Glasgow and Daisy Clarke, Evans’ wife, who played the role of an ingénue. The gang was thought to have worked coups, including the ginger game, in Brussels, Berlin, Warsaw, Vienna, Venice and Rome.17 

			In April that year, Warren drove from Monte Carlo to try to assist them and was promptly arrested at the Porte d’Orleans, suspected of being another Bill, this time William Donaldson known as ‘Bill the Boatman’, the head of yet another Australian gang of international swindlers. When he was arrested, Warren was said to have a staggering £80 000 in cash and jewellery hidden in his Rolls Royce. He claimed that the jewellery belonged to his wife, but the story was later changed: the car was secondhand, bought from an Indian maharajah who had inadvertently left it there. In even later versions there was only £15 000 in the car. 

			The papers gleefully reported that Warren was wanted in New Zealand, Copenhagen and Pittsburg. Additionally there was an arrest warrant dating back to 1920, which involved a fraudulent bank in St Louis. Into the Santé prison in Paris he went and it was James Ford, also in the Santé and who did not know of Warren’s arrest, who accidentally dobbed him in. Writing to his ‘dear old pal’ care of the Cannon Street Post Office in London, Ford asked Warren to send £14 to Cell 63. The letter was intercepted. What Ford had not realised was that, in fact, Warren was in the cell next to him and the police were able to link the pair. Now, the Hull shipping magnate Sir Walter Cockerline was brought to Paris and picked Warren out as having swindled him out of £23 000 over a horse race at Longchamps.18 

			However, things gradually got better for Warren. He claimed mistaken identity, and his faithful London solicitor John Hill travelled to Paris to claim the jewellery was that of the personally wealthy Mrs Warren. The American police lost interest in him and the only charge that held up was the Longchamps rort. In the wash-up he received five years. On his release in 1926 he was expelled from France. A decade later he would maintain he never returned. Certainly, for a time, it was back to London and he later went to live in some style in Cairo, putting up at some of the best hotels—he changed lodgings regularly. At the time there were a number of major hotel jewel thefts in the city and curiously, although nothing was ever proved, Warren always seemed to be in residence when they took place. Naturally, he retained his Rolls Royce and his chauffeur. 

			In 1935 he was sentenced in his absence to five years for fraud in both Bethune and Amiens in northern France. In Bethune there had been a slight variation on the Irish Will Fraud, and he and James Ford were alleged to have been ‘distributing funds for the benefit of the locals’. In Amiens he had swindled a farmer out of £700. 

			In March 1936 when the Orontes, on which he was returning from Australia, docked by mischance at Villefranche, Warren was arrested and then began a long and hard battle to prove he had never been in France. Again batting for him was the London solicitor Hill, who was either extraordinarily naive or completely dishonest, more likely the latter. He claimed that at the time of the French offences, Warren had been in Egypt and his passport was produced to show the dates of his entry and exit. There had been yet another court case against him in London, which Warren had settled, and he and his wife left for Cairo on 27 October 1934. She died there on either 27 April or 4 May the next year. In June Warren had sailed for Australia. Ergo, he argued, he could not possibly have committed the offences in France. That line of defence came unstuck once it was realised that the offences had been committed in 1933 and not a year later. Now Hill changed tack, maintaining that for much of the time Warren had been seeing him in his Lincoln’s Inn offices on a daily basis and lunching with him at least once a week. The Bethune charge was thrown out, but the five-year sentence was upheld in the Amiens case and another five years followed at Avesnes in October 1936. 

			A man who preferred to keep his cash with him, shortly before the outbreak of World War II Warren was arrested in Avignon and this time some £200 000 was found sewn into a cushion in his car.19

			His offsider and next cell neighbour Jimmy Ford, whose stock in trade was the share rort, had convictions going back to 1915 in Queensland and another in 1917. In London in 1921 he received two years for false pretences, and another three years in 1923. In 1933 he picked up three years in Edinburgh for an attempted £26 000 rort. This time his offsider was Montague Newton or Charles Robinson, just out from his three-year sentence with Edward Cavendish.20 In 1939 Ford was back in Australia (confusingly working as a McDonald of whom there were a number), where he gave his occupation as showman, and with Archibald Lea as his offsider (working as Cohen) he ran the Rosary Drop followed by the betting syndicate fraud.21 

			The share scam, another staple diet of the Australian rorter, was relatively simple to work but it required a team of three. In 1943, in a typical example, Ford went on trial at Darlinghurst Quarter Sessions for a fraud on Leslie Galbraith. He first approached the mark with the story that their fathers had been close friends. Now Ford had the opportunity to buy 10 000 shares in Kirkby Gold, which he could immediately sell on at thirty shillings a share to Clarence Elliott. He could not do this in his own name because the vendor, Edward Brady, believed him to be an agent and would not sell to him. Also there was the problem of ready cash. He had money coming from New York but that would take a week. Brady was anxious to sell; would Galbraith put up the money? There would be a 10 per cent fee on the profits for him. Of course he would. For good measure, Jimmy Ford, who had been one of the international conmen listed in Scotland Yard’s 1935 directory, also worked the same scam on two women. He received thirty months in total and Brady, who was not arrested until 1945, received the same. Elliott was never caught.22 

			This rort was only an elaborate version of the pedigree-dog scam, which had been worked for the previous century. Essentially a ‘pedigree’ dog with supporting papers is left in the short-term care of a barman by a man who claims the dog is worth, say, $1000 and he has to attend a meeting. Another man comes in and offers to buy it for $1200. The barman refuses and the owner then returns to say his business deal has collapsed and he needs the money quickly. The barman buys the dog for the $1000 or less if he can manage, knowing he can sell at a profit, but he sees neither of the confidence men again. As things became more sophisticated, the commodity used was often a share deal or a mine claim, indeed anything on which money could be raised quickly. 

			By the spring of 1924, the European police had managed something of a crackdown, and rorting Australians touring Europe were in a bad way. Barney Barnard and James ‘Slab’ Brennan were in Lewes prison near Brighton; Charles Seaton Mansfield, ‘Old Mac’, was inside, as was Gilbert Marsh and, of course, ‘Bludger’ Bill Warren was in the Santé along with Jimmy Ford. Danny Melaney was serving three years, Maudsley Dudley (also known as Palmer), who often posed as an author, and Alfred Dean were serving five years. Walter (sometimes William) ‘Australian Mac’ McDonald, now in his late fifties who worked with ‘Australian Paddy’ O’Riley, was in Wormwood Scrubs. ‘Gentleman Jim’ James Francis Casey was also inside while ‘Molly’ Moran, who at least was out of prison, was calling the odds at racecourses.23 Walter McDonald picked up his first conviction in England at the age of twenty-six, and by the time he joined O’Riley in 1901 he had seven more convictions recorded against him in Australia. In England, he and O’Riley worked with two girls as bait. One, Blonde Alice, was sometimes wrongly said to have been the American ‘Chicago May’ Sharp but was, in fact, Alice Smith who had been working the rackets for a number of years, often with the English safebreaker James Lockett, ‘Lockett the Lionheart’. The second girl was the South African Clara Whiteley, the ‘Woman with Diamond Eyes’. 

			Who were they all? In February 1922 James Casey, described as very tall with a prominent nose and a youthful appearance, had escaped from custody on his way to Long Bay. He had arranged for an Arthur Cureton, who had given him Australian notes to change into Bank of England ones, to meet him outside Foy & Gibson in Collingwood. Naturally while Cureton waited there was no Casey.24 Casey went to Europe where in July 1930 he was charged with a rort on an English businessman in Paris. In effect it was a slightly more sophisticated version of the corner game he had worked in Melbourne ten years earlier. This time he and Thomas James Burke (also known as Thomas Reynolds) befriended Odery Boardman, telling him they had become millionaires through deals on the stock markets. If he gave them £20 000 to invest they would return it within days with a 10 per cent profit. Casey waited with Boardman in a taxi while Burke went into the bank to deposit the money and returned with a receipt. Next day neither Casey nor Burke appeared and the receipt turned out to be a forgery. In May, Boardman had a heart attack, brought on, said his son, by losing the £15 000 he had given them, and died. 

			Initially the 13th Chamber of the Tribunal of the Seine gave Casey five years to go along with an earlier five years imposed for a similar trick in 1926. However, in 1931 the 1926 sentence was reduced to six months and the Boardman conviction quashed. He nevertheless had a year to serve following a conviction in the Channel port of Boulogne, having being found trying to board the cross-Channel ferry with the passport of a James Wilson.25 

			As for Maudsley Dudley, Slab Brennan, Alfred Dean (born in Ballarat in 1880 and known as ‘Double Ace Alf’ Lawson) and Gilbert Marsh, also known as Middleton, they were coming to the end of their sentences. Four years earlier they had all received five years at the Old Bailey after being found guilty of conspiracy to cheat at cards, specifically the engagingly named Anzac Poker, also known as Kangaroo or Double Ace.

			The game as played by them was an outright rort. The players—all in the know except the flat (or quarry)—put an agreed sum in the pot and the dealer turned a card. He then bet the whole or part of the pool that the next card would be of higher value than the one he exposed—aces counted low. If he won, he took the pool money. The cards then passed to the player on his left, who then bet in the same way. Once there was sufficient in the pool and the third ace was turned up, the mug was then encouraged to play for the pool since only the fourth ace could deny him. While he was distracted by the players, the cards were switched for a second pack. An ace was dealt, he tied and so lost, and a few hands later the pot would be won by one of the other players. An extremely fast-moving game, a pot could reach £12 000 within minutes.26 

			After their convictions, the court was told of the amazing amount of money they had made in the previous two years. Brennan had earned himself £35 482, Dudley £47 202, Dean £57 623, Marsh a staggering £60 750, while Mansfield was the weak sister (the lowliest participant) picking up a mere £4700. To give some idea of their profits, that year a farm with 350 acres near London could be bought for £23 000; a ten-bedroom house near fashionable Hyde Park went for £5000, and in Gloucestershire in the West Country, a ‘Gent’s Res’ with 220 acres was priced at £6000. 

			In January 1934 another of Maudsley Dudley’s offsiders, Harry Harrison, known as Dictionary Harry, was given twenty months at the Old Bailey for his part in a £4000 share rort on Sir Albion Bam Banerji, and in November that year Dudley himself went down for two years over the same scam. This time he had been the lawyer.27 

			‘Old Mac’ Mansfield had been in England on and off since 1901 when he received six months for a fraud on an Australian widow. He returned to Australia where he received a three-year sentence, reduced to twelve months when he refunded the money stolen, and headed back to England. 

			After their convictions, Detective Inspector Charles Leach told the court that London was now more clear of confidence men than at any time in the past twenty-five years. Gilbert Marsh was also wanted over a fraudulent bankruptcy in Ghent, Belgium, which had netted him another £80 000, but no extradition papers arrived and he was discharged. ‘Double Ace Alf’ Lawson had received six weeks in London in 1915 for an offence under the Aliens Registration Act. No action had been taken against him for a 1919 betting rort. 

			After his conviction, Gilbert Marsh wrote a long pleading letter to the Court of Appeal, saying how ashamed he was and setting out a sanitised version of his life. His first conviction had come in 1896 when, after his father’s death, he had tried to fund his sick brother’s medical expenses. He received two years and the shock of the conviction and sentence killed his mother. After that it was off to Brisbane where, in 1901, he was sentenced to three years. And after that the downhill path grew steeper.28 

			In England he had been moving in theatrical and raffish society. He was a friend of the actress Billie Carleton, who died of a drug overdose after the Victory Ball at the Albert Hall in 1919. And that ball was where the Maharajah’s nephew, Sir Hari Singh, was first introduced to ‘Mrs’ Robinson and later blackmailed for his indiscretion. It was all very incestuous.

			In 1921 Alfred Dean’s brother, Charles Grant Lawson, was arrested as he prepared to embark at Southampton for New York. He had been living at the Ritz where he was said to have swindled a David Hall out of £25 000. He was acquitted. Overall Lawson led a charmed life. In 1922 he and Hamilton Radley had taken Jane Lewis for £7000 in yet another fraudulent stock scam. They had met her when she landed in Cairo on a world cruise. Rightly believing she would never see her money again, she swallowed the loss and went back to Australia.29 

			In November 1929, Lawson was charged in London with a £34 000 rort on a banana planter whom he had helped to swindle in a share scam. After ‘Australian Mac’ McDonald had worked the coup, Lawson appeared as an assistant bank manager to cash the loser’s cheque. Lawson went into the witness box telling the court he stayed in hotels and made a living as a turf gambler, claiming he had been in Glasgow at the time and it was a question of mistaken identity. Various witnesses were called to support his story and the Clerkenwell magistrate discharged him.30 

			Alfred Dean was not so fortunate. While he was in Parkhurst he suffered a stroke, which left him partially paralysed. He turned it to good advantage, however, telling his marks that he had suffered the injury while out riding when his horse stumbled over a wombat’s hole. 

			On his release from Parkhurst, Dean returned for a short time to Australia but it was then back to England where he claimed to have worked as a bookmaker in Southampton from 1932 to 1936. Two years later in April 1938, he appeared in court over a betting rort. Posing as a bloodstock agent who had a farm at Andover, Dean had interested two upright and elderly gentlemen who were named only as Mr A and Mr B in his infallible—for him—betting system. Between them the pair lost £8000 in one afternoon after the system proved fragile at Wolverhampton races. Curiously neither of the men had been to a racetrack before in their lives and it must be supposed they did not do so again. In court Dean blamed his bookmaking losses for his return to crime. This time he received five years. 

			Overall during his career, William ‘Bill the Boatman’ Donaldson (or William McKenzie or Boyd or Mitchell), for whom Bill ‘Bludger’ Warren had been mistaken in France, racked up six convictions there and twelve in England along with three in Australia and one in Belgium. Donaldson was first convicted as William Mitchell on 27 March 1896 when he received three months for false pretences in Sydney. He followed this up with eight years’ penal servitude for assault with intent to rob in 1899, and his first conviction in England came as William Boyd at the Old Bailey when he received three years for conspiracy in October 1905. The Boatman was one conman who would, if he could, graft on his own, working on the ‘no split, no squeal’ principle. However, in 1922, then in his early sixties, he was arrested near Russell Square in Central London along with the equally talented South African Arthur Alison running the still very popular Will Fraud. They each received twelve months hard labour as incorrigible rogues.31

			In 1928, Edward Joseph Naughton (or Norton or Cavendish), born in Brisbane in 1889 and known in London as the Candy Kid, was detained at Dieppe over jewel robberies. There had been a December 1915 conviction when he received two years at Parramatta after he had robbed a complete floor of the Carrington Hotel at Katoomba, while posing as a honeymooner. In 1917 he received six months for theft in Melbourne. 

			Naughton was said to be the leader of an international gang based in Perth, and in 1924 was suspected of the theft of the necklace of Lady Brookman in Adelaide. He was known to have been at the hotel from which it was stolen. When the police arrived at his room he was found in bed covered in foreign banknotes. Questioned, he said he always slept with them for safe keeping. The necklace was never recovered and Naughton was eventually allowed to leave for Perth. 

			In May 1931 in Glasgow, as Edward Cavendish, Naughton was convicted with the British conman Charles Robinson, also known as Montague Newton.32 The pair were working the age-old ‘Safe Investment’ trick in which a horse is bet on at long odds and is then hedged when its price comes down. This time the mug was Glasgow businessman Andrew Frame, whom they had met at an English spa town, and the horse was the Recorder in the Cambridgeshire, the big Autumn mile handicap. Sadly for Frame when he went to claim his winnings, Robinson told him he had believed the horse was unbeatable and had not hedged the bet. In fact it came third but Robinson had placed it all on the nose. And no, he was not as wealthy as he had made out. In fact he was bankrupt and there was no way of refunding Frame his losses. Frame had the courage to go the police and the pair received three years’ penal servitude apiece.33

			Five years later, again as Cavendish, Naughton was arrested in Cannes in the south of France, where in August 1936 he received four years after defrauding Thomas Belsher of £5000 in a sheep speculation rort, and then it was back to England where in 1940 he picked up six months for a rort on the English St Leger in which John Kerr was persuaded to bet on a horse that had already been scratched. He was now aged fifty-one. Over the years when out of prison, he had been a substantial figure on the Australian turf, owning some good horses, including the New South Wales sire Australian Sam.34

			His younger brother William Naughton does not seem to have been in quite the same class as Edward, picking up six months at Westminster Police Court in May 1931 after taking a New Zealand farmer for a modest £180. There is sometimes confusion over Edward and his brother William. Often they are regarded as the same person but they had separate entries and photographs in Scotland Yard’s bible of international confidence men. Apart from the fact that they used each other’s names, they were not alike, and both had distinguishing tattoos. Helpfully, Edward had ENN on his right forearm and William had a pierced heart on the back of his left wrist.35

			One of the greatest figures of the era was the one-legged conman ‘Algy’ Biggar, who was sometimes an army captain and sometimes known as Robert Bradshaw, Daniel Forbes, Matthew Henderson and many other names including the less respectful ‘Peg-Leg’ Smith. Born in Victoria in 1888, Biggar worked worldwide, often at racing frauds. In 1909 he received nine months in Queensland for conspiracy to cheat. He left for England and was first charged in London in 1914 with loitering in reference to a confidence trick. He was discharged on the condition he left the country, but he was back in London by the end of the year. 

			Two more convictions followed swiftly, but in 1916 during World War I, he applied to join the Royal Air Force. Asked to give his occupation he replied, ‘Professional crook’, and was promptly rejected. He then joined the army, deserting from King Edward’s Horse, the King’s Overseas Dominions Regiment, later joining the Rifle Brigade. Although some accounts have it that he lost his leg in a Sydney tram accident, it was during his service that he lost his leg, which was amputated above the knee, and he was paid a war pension of eighteen shillings a week. In 1918 he married a Heather Champlassin but the marriage was not a success. From 1920 he acquired a number of convictions and in January 1921 he was living in London’s Mayfair using his flat for crooked card games. There was a temporary hiccough when one of his victims, a Major William Roche from the Connaught Rangers, went to the police over one of the games. In the dock with Biggar went the tireless James Ford and Walter ‘Australian Mac’ McDonald, each of whom received two years—but Biggar had literally hopped it and was not retrieved until November 1923 when he appeared in front of Mead, the Marlborough Street police court magistrate. Sensibly, he both pleaded guilty and denied his Australian convictions—no one was going to bother to bring a Victorian or New South Wales police officer over to prove them. He claimed that his downfall had been due to ‘getting into undesirable company’ and Mead, taking into account his war injuries, gave him a modest ten months.36

			Biggar had, in fact, been back in Australia where he had dobbed in a rather more dangerous colleague, the Canadian-born Cameron McIntosh Bean, otherwise known as Clifton Bennett. A college graduate and, in theory, teacher by profession, Bean had arrived with his wife in Sydney in February 1922. The next month he approached Biggar—who was then using the name Duffy—in the lounge of the Grosvenor Hotel and suggested they might rob a branch of the Australian Bank of Commerce, sandbagging and tying up the manager. Being a one-legged conman is one thing, being a one-legged bank robber is quite another and this was too rich for Biggar who, always in need of a few favours from the police, went to see the detective Frank Fahey. Bean, caught on the steps of the bank with a pistol, received three years. Previously he had been sentenced for forgery in Canada.37

			Hotel bars are always good hangouts for conmen. The previous year an unnamed Australian rorter, admittedly with a little help from his friends, pulled a fine scam at a Bloomsbury, central London, hotel. He made the acquaintance of a stranger, and then, seemingly, a Scotland Yard detective arrived at the hotel to ask the manageress to tell the victim the Australian was a well-known confidence man. In turn the Australian suggested the detective was the impostor, but when the manageress assured him and his friend that the officer was genuine, the Australian then said, ‘It’s up to us to take warning. I’m going to place mine [money] in a safe deposit.’ The pair went together where the man gave the Australian his money to put with his own. The Australian walked in one door of the vaults and out of the other. 

			When they were in the money the Australians treated themselves well. Although they would tell the police they lived in hotels, they tended to rent suites of rooms in fashionable areas in London—hotels were used for the business of attracting mugs. 

			A great traveller throughout his career, Biggar commuted between England, America and Australia, often working as a cardsharp on the liners. In August 1928 he was held in Victoria, British Columbia, in connection with a US$31 485 horserace swindle. His victim, Gerald Griffin Moriarty, a Sumatra rubber planter, would not return to the United States to prosecute, and instead Biggar was deported to Australia. In short order he appeared as Henry Howe at Sydney Central Police Court on 5 October when he was discharged for vagrancy. That month, under his own name, he was in Long Bay prison following a claim made by a Dr Otto Bohrsmann that he had swindled him out of $6000 in a wire fraud in Atlantic City. Bohrsmann was now bringing bankruptcy proceedings. When he was examined, Biggar claimed that the man who had done the deed was Harry ‘Dictionary Harry’ Henderson, now safely on the other side of the world. He was also vague about his past. Certainly as well as being a commission agent he had been a salesman in China. He was sure he had not been convicted of dishonesty either in England or Australia and he had forgotten a six-month sentence in Santiago, Chile. Nor did he remember using the name Lord Gordon. He was released from prison and ordered to report to the police twice a week until his bankruptcy examination was concluded. 

			In his heyday Biggar would pose as a wealthy grazier from Queensland, and one of his best coups was when, in this role, he took a South African, Daniel de Wet, for £9900 in 1935. At the time he was running a large team of confidence men, including George Lyons, and he also worked with William Wallace Anderson and Edmund Louis, as well as Norman McGroder, known as the Dutchman. 

			On the proceeds Biggar now went to live in some style at the Chalfont Park Hotel, a short drive from London, with his wife said to be aged around thirty-five and described as very short and rather plump with auburn dyed hair. His underwear was monogrammed MB so it did not matter that he was now Mortimer Bentley from Liverpool. Swindlers who have their linen monogrammed are obliged to keep the same initials and, for this reason, during this period Biggar was also Captain Benson. However, that year he became seriously ill, though he recovered sufficiently to return for a short time to South Australia where, by the time he left the next year, there was an outstanding warrant for fraud. 

			One of the major parts of a con is what is known as ‘the Send’, in which the victim, now completely enslaved by the rorter, is sent to get the money. Biggar, then operating in Europe, is credited with sending a mug back to Australia to collect and bring him his life savings. Almost unbelievably, three months later back the man came with £5000. 

			It was, of course, safer to accompany the victim to get the money and that is exactly what long-term New South Wales confidence man Sidney ‘Pretty Sid’ Grant (also known as William Chalmers and George Foy) did in a 1937 rort, when he removed £12 000 in a stock-exchange swindle operated with another man, Gordon, on an elderly man, known only as Mr X, in Switzerland. It was the standard con, with Mr X going back to England with Grant, who actually stayed at his house, to collect the money for a coup on the Antwerp Stock Exchange. Grant later returned to England to try to cash twelve £1000 notes, but by then Mr X had done the only sensible thing he had done for some time and warned his bankers. Grant was arrested at the bank and because Mr X was said to be too ill to face giving evidence before a jury and Grant pleaded guilty, he came out well with a modest six months. In fact Grant had made a serious error. Had he cashed the notes in Europe he would have got away with it.38 The Lord Mayor, sitting as a single magistrate, refused Mr X his costs of fifty guineas, saying that if the rort had only cost him that much he had come out lightly. 

			In another case, a duped Scottish distiller who met a conman at a health clinic near Dover actually went to the police, but despite their advice would not prosecute. In fact he went to Scotland Yard on a number of occasions where the police repeatedly warned him he was in the hands of an international gang, but he was so mesmerised by them that he kept going back to be swindled yet again.39

			In 1935 Scotland Yard wrote to the police in Australia asking which of their confidence men would be likely to attend the King’s Jubilee. The Adelaide police thought that William Lawrence was one who would do so and the pickpocket Patsy Pearce was on his way. Other names suggested by various police forces included ‘Windy’ Ryan, Harry Vallender and James McKenna Scott, a member of the Brisbane Aero Club who had been the driver in an armed hold-up in Victoria on 15 February 1932. Also included was Roughan McKelvey, another interstate racecourse swindler who had served five months in 1913 for the abduction of a Toowoomba girl named Mabel Gerish.40 The pick of the bunch, however, was probably James Mann (or Foy or Coates or Agnew).

			Also thought to be on his way was another of Biggar’s old friends, Norman McGroder, who worked mainly in Europe throughout the 1920s. Out of the 152 names in the resulting Metropolitan Police booklet, Illustrated Circular of Confidence Tricksters and Expert Criminals, fifty-seven were Australians.

			When the booklet was revised in 1947, of the 216 entries there were sixty-eight men—no women—born in Australia. But, when there were suggestions that it should be updated in time for the arrival of the confidence tricksters attending the 1951 Festival of Britain, the response was lukewarm at best. If anything, names could be deleted. Many of them were in long-term retirement or were dead. Snowy Brice, the long-time offsider of Alf Dean, had died in London in September 1946, and Dean and his brother Charles Grant Lawson would have been in their mid-seventies. ‘Gentleman Jim’ Casey had died in Friern Hospital in North London on 11 March 1947. The Queensland confidence man William Luby, who had convictions dating back to 1911, had died in Brisbane a month after Casey. Harry Vallender, who had come over for the 1936 coronation, was another long dead, as was the New Zealand conman Richard ‘Aussie’ Wade. 

			In early January 1948 a one-legged man, immaculate but in threadbare clothes, collapsed on a London bus. He gave the name Matthew Henderson and was taken to Kingston County Hospital in Surrey where he died on 21 January. From his fingerprints he was identified as Matthew Biggar. His possessions amounted to less than ten cents in today’s money. He was sixty-eight. 

			Another who was gone, but in rather different circumstances, was James Mann, mostly known as Coates. Born in Perth in 1901, Coates also often went by the name of Mark Foy (rhyming slang for boy). He had claimed he was only a Mark Foy when he was caught by a steward rifling through a cabin on a liner, and the name stuck. He had been travelling with Harry ‘Dictionary Harry’ Henderson, posing as his clergyman guardian. In London, Coates attended a school of deportment and manners and in 1933 he returned to Australia in receipt of £70 000, the proceeds of two swindles, one involving Sir Michael Watson, whom he had relieved of £30 000 (other accounts have it as £54 000) in Paris the previous year. It had been an excellent sting. In a variation of the Irish Will Fraud, working as James Mann, he had paid an Egyptian to print up pages that closely resembled the National Geographic magazine extolling a new device for docking ships and with a picture of the inventor. The pages were left around in the smoking room of the liner on which Watson was travelling and in due course, as Mann paced the deck, his foil sitting next to Watson asked him if this person was not the subject of the article. Shortly afterwards, Watson invested in the project currently being negotiated with the French and British governments.41 

			With Coates back in Victoria, Frank Lyon, head of the Consorting Squad, intended to make life difficult for him. He quite correctly believed that the cigar-smoking, smooth-talking Coates was involved in turf malpractice and he was warned to stay away from the tracks. Coates took legal advice from Raymond Dunn, the barrister son of a police officer, telling him he had finished his life of crime and wanted to make a clean start. Dunn appealed to the police chief Thomas Blamey, who overrode the objections of his senior officer and decided Coates should be allowed to ‘have a run’. It was a major misjudgement. In his heyday Coates owned the horse Polly Speck on which he wagered huge sums both in New South Wales, where he won, and in Victoria where he lost it all. He was later warned off. 

			Back in London on 16 March 1939, the Bow Street magistrate declined to order Coates’ extradition to Switzerland where, in the name of Agnew, he and Biggar had relieved Prince Jean Sapieta of £13 000. The case turned on identification and Coates was discharged after he produced a statement from a businessman that, at the relevant time, he had been at the Melbourne Cup meeting. As was pointed out by his barrister, the colourful John Maude, even with a magic carpet he could not have been in Switzerland. That, of course, presupposes the alibi was genuine.42 

			Coates then went to America from where Scotland Yard tried and failed to have him extradited. He returned to Sydney in 1940 where he was promptly arrested, but yet another extradition attempt failed. On 21 July 1947 Coates, a man who never forgot a grudge or remembered a favour—Truth thought he was the most hated man in the far-flung Commonwealth—was shot four times from behind in a children’s playground at the corner of Union Street and Punt Road in Windsor, Melbourne. His killer was almost certainly the standover man Freddie ‘the Frog’ Harrison. His killing was either over his involvement in then illegal baccarat clubs or because he had walked away with money collected for the defence of Harold Newman, on trial for the attempted murder of identity John Gilligan.43

			As they aged, some of the great confidence men of the mid-war years sailed for home for the last time. One was Norman ‘the Dutchman’ McGroder who, in November 1952, was involved in a rort over the Melbourne Cup Hurdle. Another was jewel thief and rorter Harry ‘the Tiger’ Willis, who had sailed for Australia in 1946 soon after receiving a short sentence at Bow Street over a passport offence, and was now more or less retired. Others had just disappeared including John Monagle, known as Green and Glynn, born in London in 1877, who had nine convictions in Australia. Monagle had not been heard of since a warrant for his arrest was issued in 1935. If he was still alive in time for the new booklet in 1951, he would have been seventy-four, and Gilbert Marsh was the same age.

			Although there were suggestions of possible new entries such as Stanley Brainerd Cross (also known as Reeves, Brayshaw, Gray and Sharpley), released from prison in New South Wales, overall it was thought there were now fewer conmen operating in Europe. Cross had been convicted of forgery in Townsville in 1937, as well as in England and India for forgery, and in Ireland for false pretences. He had then obtained jobs with Australian state and federal governments, at one time working in the postal service. In 1941 he ran a swindle involving patriotic funds and, to the embarrassment of the members, under yet another name he was elected a member of the Australian Jockey Club.44 

			A new directory, this time of pickpockets, was now in preparation and, wrote Chief Inspector Jeffrey to the Acting Superintendent, ‘The Confidence trick in England is at present very rare’. As there was a shortage of paper, it was thought best to leave the 1947 circular as it was. The Golden Age of the Aussie confidence man in Europe was over.45
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