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‘The story has, I believe, been told more than once in the newspapers, but, like all such narratives, its effect is much less striking when set forth en bloc in a single half-column of print than when the facts slowly evolve before your own eyes and the mystery clears gradually away as each new discovery furnishes a step which leads on to the complete truth.’


Dr Watson’s introduction to The Engineer’s Thumb
by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle









Introduction


ONE IN 53 MILLION


This is the true story of a robbery, the biggest cash robbery in peacetime history anywhere in the world. It happened in Tonbridge, Kent, in February 2006, when an armed gang kidnapped the manager of a high-security cash warehouse, run by the firm Securitas, and coerced him into helping them ransack the depot. The robbers made off with a lorry-load of money, approximately £53 million. A large gang was involved, and the principal members had numerous associates. There are many characters in this book. But one man dominates the story, despite the fact that he hasn’t been tried for the crime.


‘Lightning’ Lee Murray, also known as Lee Lamrani-Murray, is a young tough guy from south-east London who first made a name for himself in the sport of cage-fighting. Detectives investigating the Tonbridge heist believe that Murray was one of the main men behind the robbery, if not the ringleader. His name came up repeatedly during their investigation, and he was identified in evidence during two recent court cases at the Old Bailey as a gangster and a drug dealer, who planned the heist and took a leading part in the kidnapping and robbery on the night. The world’s press have reported this much. There have been television documentaries in the United States identifying Murray as the reputed mastermind. There is a Hollywood film in the works, linking him to the heist. Yet, until recently, the British media have been forbidden, by court order, from naming Murray in connection with the case, because of a protracted legal battle to extradite him from North Africa to stand trial in the UK.


Shortly after the robbery, in the spring of 2006, Murray chose to leave his home and family in England and travel to Morocco, where he is effectively beyond the reach of British justice. Although Murray was born and raised in London, he has a Moroccan father, and this allows him to claim Moroccan nationality. Morocco will not extradite its citizens to face trial abroad, and the North African kingdom has no extradition treaty with the UK.


Soon after he arrived in Morocco, Murray set himself up as a millionaire, spending wildly on houses, cars, clothes and gambling. He then got into trouble with the Moroccan police, for violence and drug possession. He was arrested, convicted and sentenced to prison for these local offences. Although he has served this sentence, Murray remains in solitary confinement in a Moroccan ‘dungeon’ overrun with ‘cockroaches the size of mice’, as he describes it.


Lee could come home any time, if he wanted to. Kent Police are eager to fly him back – by private jet if necessary. They have long had a warrant for his arrest in connection with the Tonbridge robbery, this warrant being tantamount to a criminal charge. But for more than three years Lee’s Moroccan lawyer resisted every effort by the British to extradite him. In the meantime, he has been held by the Moroccan authorities in jail, while a British judge, Sir David Penry-Davey, forbade the publication in the UK of anything connecting Murray with the heist in the expectation he would eventually be brought home to face trial. The purpose of the court order was to avoid prejudice to such a UK trial. Lee would prefer to be tried in Morocco for the robbery; he figures he’d have a better chance there and, finally, in 2009, Murray won the right to stay in Morocco.


Having failed to extradite Murray in time to take part in either of two major Old Bailey trials in the case, the British judge lifted the court order banning identification of Murray, saying the order had become ‘artificial’. The evidence heard in court about Lee Murray therefore became reportable, and it is indeed the basis of the passages of this book which deal with Murray’s alleged part in the heist.


In mid-2008, after the first Old Bailey trial, during which defendants, including one of Lee’s oldest friends, turned against him, naming him in evidence as the man behind the robbery, Murray wrote a long letter to me, which he suggested I should use as an introduction to this book. The letter sets out his position regarding the allegations against him, and reveals something of his character. I have edited out the less interesting parts, and made light corrections to his spelling and grammar to make it easier to read. But this is what he had to say.


The cage fighter began with a swipe at those who turned against him at the Old Bailey: ‘Everyone [is] using me as a scapegoat in court. Not my style. And it’s something that I would never do. [Those defendants] who used my fuckin’ name without asking, real guys don’t do that. You take it on the chin like a man, not crumble like some fuckin’ rat, no matter what’s ahead of you, 20 years, 50 years, or 100 years. You suck it up and do the time. You don’t betray your friends’ loyalty. Whatever happened to their loyalty?’


In an earlier letter to Lee, I had suggested that, if I were him, I would stop resisting extradition attempts, and come home. After all, if he was innocent, what did he have to fear? His reply revealed that he believed he would have virtually no chance of acquittal if he was tried in Britain for the Tonbridge heist: ‘You said, “if I were you, I would want to come home”. One, you would never have the balls to be me. And, two, why the fuck would I want to come home to face an indeterminate* sentence? OK, I am in 24-hour solitary confinement in a fuckin’ dungeon in Morocco, with rats and cockroaches the size of mice, and a[n] English prison is like a Hilton Hotel compared to this fuckin’ place, but it’s still four walls and a door. What was you thinking I was coming home to, beers and fuckin’ buffets with fireworks in the yard, surrounded by beautiful girls with fat arses? Listen, my friend, a prison is a fuckin’ prison. Who gives a shit where it is.’


Lee is married, with two children by his wife, a third child with his mistress. He was missing the kids. ‘My main concern is to get out of jail as soon as possible for my three children, and if [that] means I have to ride it out, and hang fuckin’ tough in Morocco, then so be it.’ He went on: ‘I’m a guy that always keeps faith, and I know, if I stay here in Morocco, I will at least get a release date. In England, I would never know if I would ever be released from prison again. Someone like me don’t get released from indeterminate sentences. And what chance do I have of getting a “not guilty”? They have already made it sound like I committed the robbery …’


Lee acknowledged that, outside the UK, he had been named repeatedly in the media as the man behind the Tonbridge heist. ‘I read in several newspapers and magazines that I am the mastermind, a gang leader, a Mr fuckin’ Big, a Mafia member, and a notorious drug dealer that robs his rivals. I read this in magazines and newspapers all around the world … Where do they get their bullshit from? They missed something out. I blow fireballs from my arse and fly across London wearing a cape, and I have a fuckin’ ‘S’* on my chest. I thought it was innocent until proven guilty, not the other way around.’


Murray declined to go into the details of the Tonbridge case, either to deny or accept any guilt, but he was enjoying the attention he received as the supposed mastermind of the heist: ‘I know who I am and what I’m about and I don’t regret one thing that’s happened in my life, because that’s what makes me who I am. How many tough kids on the street will grow up and get to where I got to? And I don’t mean a prison cell. Probably one in a million. Or should I say one in 53 million?’ he asked, unable to resist making a joke of the amount stolen in the robbery. ‘I had it all. I had style. I was street smart. I could fight like a dog. I was a great fuckin’ earner, with balls the size of coconuts, and I was a big hit with the fuckin’ ladies as well. Some people might say I was flash, cocky and full of myself and, yeah, I did drive flashy cars, and like nice things, and wherever I went I threw money about like it was nothing. So what? … I was [a] confident guy with some big fuckin’ dreams and, being a Scorpio, I did everything to the extreme.’


He acknowledged that some people disliked him. ‘Them same people would probably say I was a bully, too, but a bully to me is someone that goes for easy targets and people who can’t fight back. Me, I went for all targets. I didn’t give a fuck who you were, or who you knew. My attitude was “you wanna dance? Then let’s dance, motherfucker.”’


Dismissing his critics as ‘fuckin’ nobodys’ Murray blustered: ‘I was the most talked about guy in London before the robbery and I’m still the most talked about guy in London now, and I’m sit-ting 3,000 fuckin’ miles away in a dungeon. That takes ability, to be able to leave that kind of mark behind …


‘My biggest problem was I got too big too quick, at a young age, and that’s why the police were gunning for me so fuckin’ bad. Not because I’m the suspected mastermind. But not to worry, I can accept that. If you want to be a big shot, then you gotta be prepared to take the shit that comes with it, like everyone fuckin’ gunning for you, more than anyone else, and being put in solitary confinement, away from the rest of the prison, but I expected that, too. I’m a dangerous motherfucker.


‘But I will be back, my friend, just you wait and see. Lee Murray always bounces back, even from the biggest of falls. Only tough guys can get back up and brush themselves off and I’m [the] last of the fuckin’ tough guys!’


Be that as it may, this book is not all about Lee Murray. There were many members of the heist gang, several of whom have been convicted in the British courts, including a cage-fighting friend of Murray’s named Lea Rusha. We start with his story.





* Judges tend to give indeterminate or open-ended sentences, with release subject to review at a later date, when dealing with the most serious offenders. A fixed tariff of, say, ten years is preferable from the prisoner’s point of view, because they have a firm release date to look forward to.


* S for Superman, presumably.







Chapter One


NO HOLDS BARRED


1


As he warmed up in the ring at the Circus Tavern Nite Club, Lea Rusha harboured a secret. He was planning the world’s biggest robbery. But first he had this fight to win. The Master of Ceremonies, Phil ‘Boo’ Walker, introduced Lea and his opponent, ‘the warriors’ as he called them, for the final fight of the evening. As he did so, MC Walker urged the audience to make some noise. ‘If you are ready for the fight let me hear you go BOO!’ the MC encouraged the crowd, mostly family and friends of the fighters.


‘BOO!’ they boomed back from tables around the ring, positioned close enough to the ropes to be showered with spittle, sweat and blood during the battle. It was a male audience primarily, a few wives and girlfriends perched on their partners’ knees, drink glittering in their eyes at this late stage in the evening. Almost everybody had a pint in hand, and a fag on the go. Chicken and chip dinners, at £3 a head, had been consumed, the paper plates used as ashtrays. The carpet underfoot was sticky with spilt drinks.


The Circus Tavern, located on a dismal stretch of road approaching the northern entrance to the Dartford Tunnel, in Essex, has long been a cheap and cheerful fun house for the working class of east London. It boasts of being ‘the home of world darts since 1973’, and regular host to ‘American-style lap dancing with the lucious [sic] ladies from Sunday Sport’. On this Sunday evening in March 2005, the club was entertaining its lowpaid, heavily tattooed patrons with a ‘Slugfest’, in which amateur fighters knocked seven bells out of each other in a free-form mixed martial arts (MMA) contest.


MC Walker made the introductions: ‘Out of the blue corner from Canvey Island bringing to the ring a fighting record of three fights and three victories, welcome DAR-REN GUISHA!’ Fair and short with a muscular physique, Guisha wore the customary long shorts and fingerless gloves of MMA fighters, nothing on his feet. Kicking and stomping with bare feet is part of mixed martial arts, also known as No Holds Barred fighting.


‘In the red corner from Kent … LEA RUSHA!’


With short, dark-brown hair and a grim expression, Rusha was similarly diminutive, only five foot six, but overweight. As he raised his arms to acknowledge a cheer, Lea’s little body quivered. His legs appeared comically short and stout. Still he got a good reception from the crowd, having brought plenty of mates along, including his best friend, Jetmir, who was screaming encouragement ringside. Jet was in on Lea’s big secret. Together they were planning to steal Bank of England money stored in a warehouse in Lea’s home town of Tonbridge, forty miles south of London in the county of Kent.
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Lea was born five miles up the road from Tonbridge in Royal Tunbridge Wells which has always been considered superior to its neighbour, the residents typified as ‘Disgusted of Tunbridge Wells’, upper-class correspondents of the Daily Telegraph. Lea’s parents were living over a shop near the Pantiles in the genteel heart of the town when Lea was born in 1972. His teenage dad, Robin Rusha, gave his occupation on Lea’s birth certificate as ‘professional footballer’, but within a couple of years he was working as a tiler. Robin broke up with his wife, Tina, who took Lea to live in Sherwood Park, a scruffy estate on the outskirts of the spa town.


Although some streets are pleasant, many of the council flats in Sherwood Park resemble barrack blocks. A sign in the postoffice window informs would-be robbers that, on advice from the police, no cash is kept on the premises. Prior to the smoking ban, the local Robin Hood pub smelt like an ashtray. A photo montage on the wall displayed the pinched faces and bare arses of its regulars. Lea’s divorced parents moved around the estate with their respective partners over the years, living in a succession of council houses, often in areas the council put its difficult tenants. One such address was a terrace in Wiltshire Way, an unkempt place where angry dogs snarl and harassed mothers scream ‘Shaddup!’ at their kids.


Little Lea, as he became known, for he was never tall, left school at fifteen to work as a labourer, later a roofer, and he was in trouble with the police from an early age. When he was seventeen he broke into a house and punched the owner in the face for good measure, breaking his teeth. Lea gained a conviction for Grievous Bodily Harm (GBH), and was sentenced to 180 hours’ community service later revoked in favour of four months in a Young Offenders Institution. Convictions for shoplifting, stealing and fraudulent use of a tax disc followed. Four days after his eighteenth birthday Lea became a father for the first time, but parental responsibility didn’t calm him down. An argument in a pub led to Lea threatening a man with a knife, then bashing him over the head with an ashtray, for which he received his second GBH conviction, in 1991, and two years in prison. Shortly after he got out, Lea acquired a conviction for assault.


It was around this time that Lea met Lee Banda, a local man who’d learned the martial art of Jeet Kune Do (JKD) from followers of Bruce Lee in San Francisco, then returned home to open a JKD gym in Tonbridge, styling himself ‘Guru’ Lee Banda. Tearaway Rusha became one of Guru Lee’s students and, for a short time, the relationship seems to have given structure and discipline to a wild boy who, as Banda says, could barely sit still for a haircut in his youth without telling the barber to ‘fucking hurry up’.


In 1994 the friends travelled to the Philippines to compete in an MMA championship, with Lea winning a silver medal. ‘I kept him out of trouble,’ claims Banda, and indeed his protégé lived an apparently law-abiding life for seven years, until a drink-driving conviction in 2000, after which he slid back into his old ways.


Lea had a new girlfriend, Karen Backley, who bore him two children. They moved into a semi-detached house, at 12 Lambersart Close, Southborough, a housing association property on a new estate between Tonbridge and Tunbridge Wells. Neighbours gained the erroneous impression that Lea was a big shot in martial arts. The rumour was that, when he was away from home, Lea was prize-fighting. In fact he was most often travelling the country erecting industrial roofing, with his halfbrother, Ollie, and cousin, Jason. All three worked for the Essex roofing firm, SD Samuels. Like many of the people in this story, there was something of the Walter Mitty about Lea who, despite his ordinary occupation, liked to show off and present himself as being special.


‘He’s renowned for being a bit of a thug,’ says Robert Neve, a mechanic who lived next door in Lambersart Close. Robert would often hear Lea yelling at Karen and the kids and there were constant stories of fights in town. Rusha was banned from Da Vinci’s nightclub in Tunbridge Wells as ‘an unsavoury character’, and banned from the Imperial Hotel in Southborough. In January 2004 he was convicted of affray after getting involved in a pub brawl in which a man suffered a serious stab wound. Lea served 12 months in HMP Elmley. Lea and Karen had broken up by now and he was dating Katie Philp, a pretty brunette, born in 1983, who sold cosmetics at Fenwick’s in the Royal Victoria Place Shopping Centre in Tunbridge Wells. Lea’s mate, Jetmir, worked in the mall as a security guard.
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Back at the Circus Tavern, Round 1 of the fight between Lea Rusha and Darren Guisha got under way. There would be a maximum of three, five-minute rounds, the bout decided by knock-out (KO), submission or referee’s decision.


When the bell rang, the boozed-up audience yelled loud and often obscene encouragement. Lea quickly got Darren in a neck hold, but the Essex boy freed himself, and punched, then kneed Lea.


‘Come on, Darren!’ yelled his mates.


‘Fuck him up!’


‘RUSHA! RUSHA! RUSHA!’ chanted Jetmir in reply.


Jetmir was born in 1981, in Albania, the small, impoverished nation on the Adriatic Sea, opposite the boot heel of Italy. Jet and his brother were the only children of a Muslim couple named Alush and Hajrie Bucpapa, the family name pronounced ‘Butchpapa’. Alush worked as a construction engineer, Hajrie was a school teacher. As a young boy, during the era of communist rule, Jet marched in formation at Asim Vokshi School in Bajram Curri dressed in a white shirt and a communist-red tie. He grew into a tall lad, well over six foot; he played basketball at school, and learned to speak English with a curious accent that made him sound South African.


Albania is one of the poorest nations in Europe and Jet wanted to move to the United Kingdom. He thought naïvely that if he got to the UK he might complete his education at Oxford University. But it was almost impossible for somebody such as himself to work legally in Britain. So, shortly after leaving school in 1998, aged eighteen, Jet paid to be smuggled across the Adriatic by speedboat – the favourite method for people traffickers using that stretch of coastline – then travelled north through Italy and France to the English Channel. Typically, at that time, migrants were smuggled into the UK in the backs of lorries, travelling by ferry from Calais or Boulogne, presenting themselves to the British authorities on the other side of the Channel as Kosovan refugees of the Balkans war. Migrants are usually granted the right to stay temporarily.


While the British authorities investigated Jet’s background, he moved to London and rented a flat, probably with benefit money, in Deptford High Street, SE8, and attended college in nearby Lewisham. Jet wasn’t permitted to take up permanent employment, so he had a series of part-time jobs. His search for work took him far afield, to Tunbridge Wells in fact, where he got a job as a nightclub bouncer and thereby met Rebecca Tapper.


Jet was not particularly handsome. He had an angular, even cruel face, his complexion troubled by acne. But he was tall and well-built, with a flirtatious manner, and Rebecca was one of several women to fall for him. ‘We got chatting in a queue for a club one night. The first thing that struck me was how fit and muscular he was.’ Rebecca lived in town with her mum, Carol, and stepfather David Conquest, both strict Baptists. They liked Jet, too. Many people did. Rebecca: ‘He was known locally as the Big Friendly Giant, because he got on so well with everybody.’


The couple married in December 2001, when they were both twenty. Jetmir gave false information on the marriage certificate, stating that his father was deceased. This may have been a story he was telling the authorities in order to remain in the UK; illegal immigrants sometimes pose as orphans to bolster their claim. After they married, the Bucpapas rented a ground floor flat at 34 Hadlow Road, Tonbridge, the last house of an Edwardian terrace near the town centre. Rebecca made a cosy home for them both. The kitchen was kept well-stocked and clean. She stretched a piece of diaphanous fabric over their double bed. There were flowers in vases, framed photos of the couple on the side and little notes on the kitchen message board. One from Rebecca to her husband read typically: ‘Love U J.’


Jet was not an ideal husband, however. Although he didn’t drink, he gambled, and he was a womanizer. In 2005, he struck up a friendship with a schoolgirl named Rebecca Weale, whose father worked for a salvage yard that Jet frequented. ‘He told me he was married, but separated,’ says Miss Weale, who saw Jet regularly in the months leading up to the robbery, though she insists they didn’t become lovers. There were other girls, too, at least one of whom did become his mistress.


Rebecca Bucpapa had a steady job with an Alfa Romeo dealership in Tonbridge. Jet did all sorts of jobs. He drove a van for the Daily Mail. He worked for the BBC, and dabbled in buying cars that were insurance write-offs. Rebeccas’s stepdad gained the impression that Jet was most at home in the black economy, as well as being disgruntled by low-paid agency work. ‘He was working for various agencies doing security work, but it appears he wasn’t happy not being his own boss, which is why he chose to work in other ways. His ambition appears to have been to own his own business – possibly running a car wash,’ says David Conquest. ‘Jetmir comes from a totally different culture than ours in England. Over the years I have begun to understand a little of how he sees things as an outsider in our British society [and] I would also say that his background from a troubled country probably coloured the way he operated … It is quite likely that operating in the black economy meant working close to legal limits or maybe beyond them.’


Lea Rusha later told the Old Bailey he met Jet when his girlfriend, Katie Philp, was managing a restaurant. Lea came to pick Kate up and the Albanian chefs introduced him to their mate, Jet. The boys began training together, including taking a martial-arts class Lee Banda held at the Angel Centre in Tonbridge, next to Sainsbury’s, and just across the road from an anonymous building which Lea and Jet discovered was a counting house for the Bank of England. How they found this out is not clear. One of them may have known somebody who worked there, or perhaps they simply overheard staff talking about the depot in local pubs, clubs or gyms. Either scenario would be plausible. Lea and Jet were local, outgoing lads who knew a lot of people in what is a small town.


Lea and Jet couldn’t rob the cash depot on their own, however. That would be beyond their experience. Little Lea was a thug, a bar brawler and thief, but not a bank robber. Bucpapa was an illegal immigrant and scallywag, not a heavy-duty villain. The lads needed help from somebody with more criminal knowledge than they possessed, or simply more chutzpah, or balls, as they would say.


In all probability, it was Lea Rusha who broached the subject of a robbery with Lee Murray, a south London tough guy who boasts of having ‘balls the size of coconuts’. The young men were both involved in MMA fighting. Both trained at a gym in London called London Shootfighters. Murray was by far the more accomplished fighter. In recent years he had become a star of a hybrid form of MMA known as cage-fighting, winning a major event in Las Vegas in 2004. The Old Bailey would later hear that Murray was also a seasoned gangster who dealt drugs.


Rusha had wanted Lee Murray in his corner at the Circus Tavern for the Guisha fight, but Guru Lee, whom he asked first, objected to working with a second corner man. ‘Because I don’t know what techniques he knows and what strategy he will try.’ In the event, Murray didn’t show up at the Slugfest in March, 2005, but many of Murray’s mates were ringside on the night, joining in the chanting of ‘RUSHA! RUSHA! RUSHA!’


‘Fuck him up, Lea!’
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Round Two. Lea Rusha tried to kick Darren Guisha, but was too weary from the exertions of the first round to lift his fat legs. So he took the fight to the floor, smothering the Essex boy. For several seconds Guisha wriggled helplessly under Rusha’s flab. Both men were breathing hard now, their faces red and streaming sweat, neck veins standing proud.


‘Get his leg up!’ ordered members of the audience, impatient for more dynamic action. Ringside, Jet was shouting himself hoarse.


‘Punch him!’


Rusha started slugging his opponent wearily in the side.


‘Come on, Darren!’ yelled his supporters and, suddenly, Guisha was free. He got on top of Rusha, and began punishing the Man of Kent with his fists. The ref inspected the damage and, 3 minutes and 37 seconds into the second round, he stopped the fight.


The medal went to DAR-REN GUISHA! ‘And don’t forget an awesome opponent who came here to fight tonight,’ MC Walker reminded the thinning crowd, ‘LEA RUSH-A!’


Jet and the handful of mates who hadn’t already headed for the car park gave Lea a half-hearted cheer. Lea shrugged. Fuck it, he’d show them. When he and Jet and Lee Murray pulled off the Tonbridge job, they would be rich enough to buy and sell the lot of them. He’d have a fucking big house, flashy cars, girls, drugs, everything. They were going to become multi-millionaires.







Chapter Two


LIGHTNING LEE


1




On his Mum’s side, Lee Murray’s family are from Bermondsey, a densely populated part of south London, between Tower Bridge and the Old Kent Road, which has traditionally been a breeding ground for professional criminals, especially armed robbers. Granddad Patrick Murray was an Irish-born docker, who married Gladys Wigley, with whom he had three children: the eldest, Barbara, being Lee’s mother. After the war, the Murrays were among thousands of working-class families moved out of bombdamaged, inner London to new council estates on the outskirts of the capital, the Murrays relocating to Abbey Wood, between Shooters Hill – so-named because it was once notorious for highway robbery – and the River Thames, in the south-east corner of Greater London. The Murrays moved into 6 Godstow Road. Glad took a cleaning job at the new comprehensive round the corner. Barbara went to work as a hairdresser, then a telephonist.


Barbara was on her holidays in Gran Canaria when she met Lee’s father, Brahim Lamrani, a Moroccan kitchen hand. Brahim was from the fishing port of Sidi Ifni, in the south of Morocco, where he says his father was an important man. ‘My father is sharif! SHARIF!’ Brahim roared at me when I met him, halfdrunk in a Woolwich off-licence in 2007. Sharif is a title given to people with religious authority in Morocco, while the surname Lamrani is a notable one because many Moroccans believe it to be the name of descendants of the Prophet Mohammed. In recognition of this, Lamrani men are entitled to the appellation Moulay, which translates as Majesty. Neither Brahim nor his son would live up to such a grand moniker.


Brahim and Barbara’s first child, Lee Brahim Lamrani-Murray, better known as Lee Murray, was born in St Nicholas Hospital, Plumstead, on 12 November 1977. Barbara brought the boy up on her own initially, as Brahim continued to live in the Canary Islands. Eventually he came to the UK, marrying Barbara in London in 1984. The following year she gave birth to a daughter, Rkia, completing the family.


They were living a couple of miles from Abbey Wood now, at 11 Buttmarsh Close, Plumstead, the name Buttmarsh deriving from the fact that this was originally marshland beside the Thames. Lee attended Foxfield Primary School, where he met his wife-to-be, Siobhan Rowlings, three years his junior. But his closest associations at this age were with the boys on Buttmarsh and the surrounding estates.


The Buttmarsh Boys, as Lee and his mates styled themselves, included the Coutts brothers, Edward, Nicky and Roger, whose parents were Indian. Roger, known to Lee as Gurb, became a lifelong friend, and a member of the heist gang. ‘We were happy kids. We used to play like normal kids on the estate,’ recalls Mark Hollands who lived next door to Lee. Their games often had a violent side to them, however, with such evocative names as Torture Run Outs. The boys fought to establish a pecking order, and believed they had a duty to ‘look after’ Buttmarsh, which meant fighting boys from neighbouring estates. A skinny lad, Lee’s favourite form of attack was to run into battle wind-milling his arms around his head with a manic expression on his face that, together with his sticky-out ears, earned him the nickname of the Alien, which he hated.


Dad, Brahim Lamrani, became a well-known local character. In fact, he was a figure of fun in the Plumstead area. Residents who couldn’t be bothered to pronounce his Moroccan name called him Brian. When he wore his traditional djellaba, people laughed and said Brian was wearing his ‘dress’. The Moroccan made himself a target for mockery. He had a curious manic manner, speaking quickly and excitedly in a mixture of French, Arabic and English gangster slang. When drunk, as he often was, he was virtually incomprehensible, and he could be a frightening, violent man.


There was a lot of trouble at the Lamrani household, with Lee having a difficult relationship with his volatile and domineering father, who had been largely absent from his life until he was seven. Now that he was living with the family in England, Brahim demanded respect and obedience from his son. He says that Lee was a ‘bad boy’. So he chastised him, so much so that the police cautioned Brahim for mistreating the lad. Eventually Lee hit back. ‘One day Brian actually went and hit Lee and Lee snapped, just turned round and knocked his dad clean out,’ recalls Mark Hollands. ‘Once he realized he could take down a big man like that I think that’s what changed Lee into the man he is now – a thug.’


Brahim says he decided that if he stayed at home he would end up killing his son, or Lee would kill him. Either way it was an impossible situation and so Brahim left home. He remained married to Barbara, but from now on she brought up the children largely on her own, moving back to the Abbey Wood Estate with the kids, getting a council house in Grovebury Road around the corner from Mum and Dad. Lee made important new friends here, including Gary Armitage, whose Dad was an alcoholic, always in and out of prison. Some of the time Gary and his sister Kelly stayed with their grandma, some of the time with Mum. ‘What start you get is what makes you, i’n’t?’ says Kelly. ‘Gary’s had no one there for him.’


Lee and Gary formed the nucleus of a group of tough lads who attended Eaglesfield Boys School which is where Lee met his boon companion and partner in crime. Paul Allen was a year younger than Lee, born in 1978 in Woolwich to Theresa Allen and a father whose name doesn’t appear on the birth certificate, and seems to have been almost entirely absent from his life. He was a black man, of African descent, and Paul is of mixed race. Other friends the boys made around this time included the Basar brothers – Hussein, Kozan and Mustafa – sons of a Turkish Cypriot named Taner Basar and his English wife Doreen. When the Basars’ marriage broke up, the boys moved unsupervised into a council flat in Shooters Hill, where they caused a huge amount of aggravation. Tenants called the police time and again, and eventually the council had the Basars evicted. It was the same story repeated: broken relationships leading to kids going off the rails, getting involved in crime and ultimately prison. It happened to Lee Murray, Paul Allen, Gary Armitage and Mus Basar. Lea Rusha’s story was much the same down in Kent.


Lee Murray didn’t achieve much at school and grew into an inarticulate young man who sounds less than intelligent when he speaks. But he is not as stupid as he appears. He enjoys reading, and puzzles, and writes a good letter, as I discovered when we corresponded after the robbery. Indeed he claims in his letters to be a very clever fellow indeed. ‘I am a smart guy with an exceptional IQ,’ he told me, adding: ‘I’m in the process of writing my own IQ puzzle book. It will be called Mastermind Book of Puzzles.’ At school, the only talent he showed was for playing soccer and he wasn’t especially good at that; he failed to make the school team. Teachers at Eaglesfield found they couldn’t do anything with him. So they expelled Lee, along with several of his uncontrollable mates, sending the bothersome boys over to Woolwich Polytechnic to complete their statutory years of education.


In truth, Lee’s life was now on the streets, where thieving and drug dealing was an everyday activity. Boys typically broke into cars to steal the radio. Then there was a spate of burglaries at schools and council offices whereby boys broke in to steal computer memory cards which could be sold to computer shops. The tearaways spent their earnings on green (marijuana) and solid (cannabis). Some of the Buttmarsh boys progressed to Charlie (cocaine). Crack was also increasingly used, and dealt. Drug use brought the boys into daily contact with the Nigerian dealers who operated at Plumstead train station. When these dealers started ‘jacking’ their young customers, stealing their mobile phones and wallets, the Buttmarsh Boys went into battle. ‘I remember literally everyone we knew has gone down there and kicked off with all these Nigerian boys, and they never come back to the area again,’ says Mark Hollands. In winning this turf fight the lads inherited the local drug trade, and became professional dealers. ‘It got to the point where our boys got into selling drugs, and the area just lost the plot. They didn’t care about the area then. They just wanted to get as much money as they could.’


In adult life Lee Murray would be convicted of possession of cocaine and marijuana, and named in the Old Bailey as a notorious London drug dealer who employed Paul Allen as his right-hand man, and a network of drug runners including Hussein Basar. One of Lee’s best friends from this time was a local tough guy named Mark Epstein, a slightly older man who, like Lee, later became a cage fighter, using the ring name of ‘the Beast’. Mark ‘the Beast’ Epstein says he earned his living as a crack dealer on the estates before he became a professional fighter, and he says Lee was a crack dealer, too. ‘He made a lot of money from that.’


Drug dealing and violence go together, dealers using muscle to control their territory and make sure their customers pay. All his life Lee has been a violent man and a bully. He knows people say as much. ‘Some people would probably say I was a bully,’ as he told me, ‘but a bully to me is someone that goes for easy targets and people who can’t fight back. Me, I went for all targets.’ The truth is that, as a lad, he was a thoroughly nasty piece of work who took pleasure in dealing out punishment often to people who couldn’t fight back. He would punch people almost randomly in the street, for fun; and harass the man who ran the corner shop.


One day Lee Murray and Gary Armitage were caught by police in possession of a stolen TV, soon after which Gary got mixed up in an attempt to steal from a post office, for which he was sent to the Feltham Young Offenders Institution. Lee was soon sent there, too, the first of several custodial sentences for relatively minor offences – essentially punching people and nicking things. Mark Epstein recalls visiting Lee in at least three different institutions: at Feltham, Dover and Norwich.


The youth who emerged from Feltham Young Offenders was six foot three and slender as a beanpole. To beef himself up Lee started attending the gym, lifting weights and drinking food supplements. Paul Allen, six foot two and similarly skinny, became Lee’s gym buddy. Before long, two lanky lads had transformed themselves into He-Men pumped-up on steroids. Paul had a black panther tattooed on his upper right arm and went by the nickname The Enforcer, presumably because he was enforcing Lee’s control over drug dealing in their patch of south-east London.


The money they earned was spent on cars. Lee’s first motor was a second-hand, red Vauxhall Astra, which he customized. Bigger, flashier cars followed. Of an evening he and his mates would congregate at Buttmarsh. As many mates as possible would pile into Lee’s car and tour local pubs and clubs. The police stopped Lee regularly. They suspected that he was dealing drugs and tried to put an informer in his group, but failed to get sufficient evidence to prosecute. Lee was contemptuous of the police, and bold enough to mock and intimidate them on the streets. Officers who took an interest in Lee’s affairs looked in their rearview mirror to find him following their car. They got the impression it wouldn’t be healthy for them if Lee found out where they lived. Some officers at Plumstead Police Station were scared of Lee, and there is a rumour within the station that certain policemen preferred not to confront the boy. ‘I’m not going to disclose what I know about him [because] to be totally honest with you, he’s a very dangerous man, do you know what I mean?’ a detective constable who knew Lee as a youngster told me nervously. ‘He’s a very dangerous man.’


Another, braver detective says that, when he was a young constable, he had reason to stop Lee several times and recalls an occasion when he was showered with obscene, threatening invective by the teenager as a result. Lee told the constable that he would: ‘Fuck your wife, I will fuck your sister, and I will fuck your mother …’


The police officer decided to get his own back. He glanced coolly at the pale girl in the back of the car. ‘Is that your girlfriend, Lee?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Bit of a dog, isn’t she?’ Murray went berserk.


The girl was Siobhan Rowlings. On Christmas Eve, 1998, she gave birth to Lee’s first child, Lilly Jane. Lee was 21. Siobhan was still a teenager. A few weeks later, in January 1999, Lee was caught up in a turf war between rival drug dealers that culminated in Mark Epstein and more than a dozen others being arrested, many ultimately jailed. But Murray got clean away. ‘He was the only one that slipped through the net,’ says Epstein, with admiration and wonder. ‘I mean, lucky boy! But he’s always been lucky … I went to prison for three years.’
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It was around this time that Lee was introduced to mixed martial arts, a form of combat that combines boxing, wrestling and judo-type holds, first pioneered in Brazil, then popularized in the USA. To stop the fighters rolling out of the ring into the audience, American promoters enclosed the ring with an octagonal mesh cage. This also gave the impression that the men were so dangerous they had to fight in a cage, and they would stay in the cage until one man was declared the victor. Cage-fighting, as it became known, played well on pay-per-view TV in the States.


In the UK, things were much more low-key at first. The sport was run by enthusiasts at club level, with amateur contests staged in sports halls and nightclubs such as the Circus Tavern in Essex. Unlike traditional British wrestling, the fights were for real, and they were mostly clean and fair. Shortly before Christmas 1999 Lee Murray competed in his first amateur contest, the so-called Millennium Brawl at the Hemel Hempstead Pavilion. When Lee knocked his opponent out in the first round he earned himself a new nickname. ‘He was so quick they called him Lightning Lee Murray,’ explains fight promoter Andy Jardine.


Lee began to train seriously. He pounded the block around the Abbey Wood Estate, with his hood up, like Rocky, and attended two gyms on a regular basis. He went up west to London Shootfighters in White City to work on his wrestling techniques. Then he crossed to Peacock’s Gym, in Canning Town, east London, to work on his boxing. ‘He was a very nice boy, conducted himself well,’ says Martin Bowers, who ran Peacock’s with his brothers Tony and Paul. Martin Bowers saw Lee in the mould of countless young men who had been through the gym over the years, lads from difficult backgrounds, often with criminal histories, whose lives were given structure by sport. ‘You’ve got sport, you’ve got a direction. You’ve got something. You’ve got somewhere you belong. Because even if you’ve got a broken home you can come here, and you meet people who you talk to and who are interested in what you do, interested in your well-being, they’re interested in what you’re doing of a night, what time you go a-bed, what time you eat. Once you’ve got a trainer, you’ve got someone like that. So even if you haven’t got that at home you’ve got it in this environment … When you walk in, people know ya, go “Hallo, Lee, how are ya? When you out, when you fighting? How’s your training going?”’


Peacock’s was popular with local people and professional fighters. It was a boon to the community. But behind the scenes the three Bowers brothers were steeped in criminality, earning themselves a mention in Kate Kray’s book Hard Bastards, as being among the ‘hardest men in Britain’. At the time Lee was training at Peacock’s, the Bowers were planning a series of robberies, the biggest being an audacious raid on a high-security warehouse at Gatwick Airport. The brothers’ idea was to disguise themselves as security men, drive a fake Brink’s-Mat van into the depot, and steal £1 million in foreign currency. Scotland Yard’s Flying Squad found out about the would-be heist, bugged the Bowers’ conversations at the gym, and arrested them as they attempted the crime in 2003, for which Tony, Paul and Martin Bowers were jailed the following year. Murray would have known about this, if only from the press coverage, and the case may have given him ideas for the not-dissimilar Tonbridge heist. But for the time being, most of Lee’s energy went into developing as a cage fighter.


He had four professional fights in 2000, two of which he won, and though he was paid small money at first he started to see mixed martial arts as a career, especially if he could fight abroad where there was better prize money. When Lee married Siobhan on 24 November, 2000, he described himself on their wedding certificate as a ‘professional fighter’. He even had the words ‘BORN TO FIGHT’ tattooed in Gothic letters across his back. Lee travelled to the US and Holland to train with well-known MMA coaches. And when he entered a contest these days a claque of supporters came to cheer him on. The self-styled Woolwich Massive was a vociferous and unruly mob. ‘I kept them under control as best I could, [but] they just got ridiculous after a while,’ says promoter Andy Jardine. ‘I told Lee loads of times, I said, “You need to keep your lot under control.”’


One of the friends who attended Lee’s fights was Dave Courtney, south London gangster turned crime author who lived near Murray. Dodgy Dave revels in his tough-guy reputation. He claims in his books to have killed people. But he showed respect to Murray. ‘For a sport, he gets in the ring and tries to get killed, right, for sport. Right? That’s his chosen past-time, getting punched and kicked in the fuckin’ face by a load of people, that’s his chosen past-time. And don’t mind ’aving it done to him in front of thousands of people.’ Which is why Courtney describes Murray admiringly as a ‘scary cunt’.


When he wasn’t fighting, Lee liked to go clubbing in London, and these evenings often ended in a street fight. His Dutch coach and friend Remco Pardoel was walking with Lee near Leicester Square one evening in February 2002 when somebody opened a car door hitting Lee accidentally on the leg. Lee asked the guy what he thought he was doing and the men began brawling. Lee’s opponent was with a group of friends who came to his aid, outnumbering Murray. Remco had to persuade him to run for it.


Five months later, Lee got into another rumble outside a fashionable Soho nightclub. The American cage-fighting organization Ultimate Fighting Championship had just staged UFC 38: Brawl at the Hall at the Albert Hall, showing how popular the sport was becoming in the UK. The party afterwards was at China White, the club in Air Street, London W1. Paul Allen got into an altercation with a pal of the American fighter Tito Ortiz, the so-called Huntingdon Beach Bad Boy. ‘Paul got into a fight and punched the guy, then Paul got punched so I punched him,’ Murray later gave an account of the fight. ‘Then Tito came right at me, he hit me right on my ear, we clinched, I punched him two straight ones, two uppercuts and then he went down and I kicked him in the face. He didn’t really KO … but he did go down.’ Murray’s US coach, Pat Miletich, who was present, says that Murray kicked Tito twice in the head. This unsportsmanlike behaviour attracted attention in the cage-fighting world, building Lee up in the eyes of some British MMA fans, while others thought he had behaved like a lout. Either way, it was typical of Murray to get into street fights. ‘It is the story of his life. He is attracted to these kind of things,’ observes Remco Pardoel. ‘Those things never happen to me, but with Lee it just happens. It’s bad.’


Murray claims that he soon got rich from cage-fighting, and allied business ventures. ‘I was a fuckin’ millionaire a long time before that robbery,’ he told me. This is nonsense. Despite his growing notoriety as a cage fighter, Lee wasn’t earning even a basic living from MMA. Nor did he have a job or legitimate business that brought in a steady income. He has hardly held down a regular job in his life. He worked as a labourer for a while after leaving school, but he hadn’t done building work for years. Like many burly young men of his background he dabbled in the security industry, which is to say he worked as a bouncer occasionally. In 2003 Lee went into partnership with a mate in a firm called Top One Security, hiring out bouncers to clubs. There were fights with rival teams over territory. Lee was ‘a little ’eavy ’anded,’ according to Dave Courtney, who was in the same game. The business didn’t make him rich, though. Lee resigned from the company within the year.


Despite this failed business venture Lee and Siobhan somehow had the wherewithal to buy a £285,000 house in the suburbs, which is to say an average-priced family home in outer London in 2003. Not a mansion. Like many working-class people from the mean streets of south-east London, when Lee made a bit of money – from drug dealing, presumably – he chose to move out to the nearby London Borough of Bexley, which includes the suburbs of Welling, Bexleyheath and Sidcup, twelve miles or so from central London. These were village communities surrounded by fields and orchards until the 1920s, when the railways were extended from London and speculative builders smothered the landscape with small, cheaply built semi-detached houses. Most were bought on a mortgage by people of modest income who hitherto would have rented or lived in council property. Today the suburbs form a seamless extension of Greater London, respectable, dull and increasingly tatty. Moving to this area was, however, a step up in the world for Lee and Siobhan, who, in August 2003, bought 32 Onslow Drive, Sidcup, a typical, threebedroom semi-detached property. Their new neighbours included retired civil servants and a police officer. The lady across the road had won several Bexley in Bloom certificates for the excellence of her front garden, the awards displayed proudly in her porch. Like so many younger residents, the Lamrani-Murrays had little time for gardening and paved over their front lawn to make a double parking bay. They also added an extension to the property to give them a garage, an extra bedroom and a home gym for Lee. Money was apparently flowing from somewhere, because Lee was also driving a £50,000 Range Rover Vogue. He was in this car on Christmas Day, 2003, when he got involved in a very nasty incident.


Shortly after lunch Lee was driving his family to Mum’s house in Abbey Wood. In the car were Siobhan, who was pregnant, and their daughter Lilly. Lee was driving through Bexleyheath when he found himself behind a slow-moving Volkswagen Bora. The VW was driven by David Meyer, a 38-year-old lorry driver, returning home from his mother Dorothy’s house with his family: son David, 17, and daughter Julia, 14. Meyer slowed further as he descended Knee Hill, a narrow road which slopes down to Thamesmead. At the bottom of the hill, a frustrated Lee Murray found space to overtake, ‘weaved in front and [then] slammed on his brakes,’ as David Meyer Junior recalls. Dad drove around the silver Range Rover, giving Murray abuse, then the two vehicles proceeded onto the Harrow Manor Way flyover, where the Meyers claim the Range Rover started nudging their car. David told his kids to write down the registration number. As they searched for a pen, Murray got ahead of them.


David Meyer followed the Range Rover into Grovebury Road, Lee Murray driving to his mum’s house at the end of the street. Meyer stopped further back, near the junction of Godstow Road. His kids were still looking for a pen. David Meyer then saw the Range Rover’s reverse lights come on. Sensing trouble, he turned right into Godstow Road, intending to drive through the estate and away, but it appeared to be a dead end. So he reversed into Grovebury Road, colliding with Murray’s reversing car.


David’s son leapt out and began shouting at Murray. David Meyer Jr was a big lad of six foot two, but he was no match for the cage fighter who laid the boy out cold with one punch. Julia Meyer shrieked. Dad reversed towards his son, hitting the Range Rover a second time. Siobhan Murray, who had been getting out of the car, was struck by the passenger door. Murray went for Meyer. ‘He got in the car and started attacking my Dad,’ recalls Julia, who saw Murray reach into their car to take the keys out of the ignition, at which point her father bit Murray’s arm. Murray threw the keys out of the car, and the two men spilled into the road brawling. Julia says Murray punched and kicked her father. Residents came out of their houses and yelled at Lee to leave the older man alone. Roy and Maureen Price brought the children inside for safety, and allowed them to call their grandmother. Another resident, who says she saw Lee kicking the man on the ground, called the police. ‘I thought he’d killed him.’


Officers arrived to find Murray in the road, stripped to the waist, using his shirt to staunch the flow of blood from his arm where David Meyer had bit him. Meyer himself was flat out in a coma. He was choppered by air ambulance to the London Hospital where his injuries included a collapsed lung, and fractures to his jaw and skull. Murray was questioned and released on police bail. The police had to wait until New Year’s Eve before David Meyer regained consciousness, and when he came to he couldn’t remember anything about the fight; his son also suffered amnesia. Julia Meyer told police it was Murray’s fault, but a witness said the VW rammed the Range Rover deliberately, and the ensuing fight was ‘six of one and half a dozen of the other’. Murray admitted hitting Meyer and son in self-defence, and maintained he hadn’t kicked anybody. It then emerged that David Meyer Sr had a conviction for criminal damage from a previous road-rage incident. The case was far from clear cut. But the police took the allegations against Murray seriously.


The worry of this incident was not all that Lee had on his mind in the first weeks of 2004. On 25 January, his wife gave birth to a son, whom they named Lee Brahim. What Siobhan Lamrani-Murray didn’t know was that Lee was celebrating another happy event almost simultaneously. Two weeks earlier his mistress, Nicola Barnes, a girl from Dartford, had borne him another son named Lenie Brahim. As if that wasn’t enough to think about, the young dad was about to fly to the United States to take part in the biggest professional fight of his life.
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Ever since he got into mixed martial arts Lee Murray had aspired to compete in America’s glitzy Ultimate Fighting Championship, and he had managed to get himself on the bill at the 46th UFC, held on 31 January 2004 at the Mandalay Bay Resort in Las Vegas. The sell-out fight was being televised on pay-per-view TV, with ringside tickets costing $350.


The headline bout featured UFC Heavyweight Champion Randy ‘the Natural’ Couture, who was being paid $120,000 with an $80,000 win bonus. In the exaggerated world of mixed martial arts it is these sort of figures that are given as examples of how big the sport has become, but the reality is that most fighters on the bill were paid less than $5,000 to appear, topped up with a small win bonus. Murray was virtually unknown in the USA and his fee was correspondingly modest at $3,000 (£1,613), out of which he had to pay tax and expenses. If he won, Lee would double his money, but tonight wasn’t going to make him a millionaire. Neither was it a title fight. It was a minor middleweight bout to fill out the card. Still it was his big break.


Cage-fighting in the USA is pure showbiz with fighters having gimmicky names and wearing costumes, not unlike old-style British wrestlers. For his walk to the ring Lightning Lee wore a convict’s orange boiler suit and Hannibal Lecter mask. He had this bizarre outfit on backstage as his boxing coach Terry Coulter, a baggy-faced old bruiser from London, gave him a pep talk. Paul Allen was also present. ‘Lee!’ barked Terry, to get his fighter’s attention. ‘Nice and sharp – boom! Alright?’ Lee nodded. His fists were his best weapon, and he hoped to punch his opponent out. To toughen himself for the blows that would come the other way, Lee started smacking himself in the head, gritting his teeth as he took the impact. ‘This is your dream, man. Alright?’ Terry continued, sounding like a butch Michael Barrymore. ‘Your dream. Don’t let no one take it away from you. What are we gonna do?’


‘Fuck him up,’ muttered Murray, focused on the dream.


‘Fuck him up!’


Alwight?


Alwight.


The putative victim of this fucking up was Jorge ‘El Conquistador’ Rivera, a 34-year-old construction worker. When he reached the ring, Murray, introduced to the crowd as ‘the battling Brit’, stripped off his prison costume and stood nervously in shorts as skimpy as swimming trunks, muscles twitching, padding from foot to foot on the blue mat emblazoned with an advertisement for Miller beer. The lights were bright for the TV cameras and Lee’s old enemy Tito Ortiz was ringside. Words were exchanged.


Round One. Aware of Murray’s prowess as a puncher, Rivera moved swiftly to unbalance his rangy rival and soon both men were on the mat, where a more compact fighter has the advantage. Sure enough Rivera got on top, but Murray managed to put the American’s left arm in a lock and, 1 minute and 45 seconds into round 1, Rivera submitted.


Murray had won! Ecstatic, he leapt on to the cage wall and raised his arms. Yes! He could hardly believe it. He had won his debut American fight, at the UFC, the victory beamed around the world, and the UFC wanted him back to fight again. This time he would get better money.
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Back in London, police investigating the Christmas Day roadrage incident charged Murray with GBH and dangerous driving. As a result, the American authorities refused to grant him a visa to fight in UFC 48. The UFC was angry with Murray for not telling them he was facing criminal charges when he fought Rivera. Murray was unrepentant. ‘What it was, when I fought [in] UFC 46, I was on trial for charges for attempted murder,’ he told a journalist. (He was never on trial for attempted murder, but may have feared that was a possibility, or wanted to pose as a more dangerous individual.) ‘I didn’t tell them that I had charges outstanding when I went to America. When I come back and reapplied, they went crazy. They said, you didn’t tell us you were on trial for murder and attempted murder … I said, so what? I didn’t get charged for it. I got brought to a police station and questioned about it. I said, why have I got to tell you that for? It ain’t something that I’ve been convicted for.’ Murray contested the decision, but the authorities wouldn’t relent,* and the UFC announced that Murray wouldn’t fight again for them until he resolved his visa issues. Murray was left kicking his heels in Sidcup, the dream of becoming a cage-fighting star in America slipping away.


One night a friend of Lee’s came to see David Meyer at home in Thamesmead. ‘He said, “I understand you got in a bit of bother with someone recently … He’s a very good friend of mine, and we’ll give you £10,000 to not give any evidence, not [to] take it to court.” I said, “It’s a police case” [and] he sort of said, “It wouldn’t be good for your children to give evidence …” It was a threat, but it wasn’t a threat.’ Meyer declined the bribe, and reported the matter to police. Around this same time, one of the witnesses from the Abbey Wood Estate received a visit from men representing Murray asking what she planned to say in court. She too made a complaint.


As he waited for his case to come to court, Murray signed a deal with British fight promoters Andy Geer and Dave O’Donnell to star in their Cage Rage contest at Wembley Conference Centre in September 2004. Although much smaller than the UFC, Cage Rage was the biggest event of its type in the UK at the time, televised on Sky Sports. Lee was the favourite on the night against Brazilian Anderson Silva, but Silva beat him. ‘He was very, very disappointed,’ says Andy Geer, who consoled Murray by talking about him maybe fighting in Cage Rage 10. But that wasn’t until February 2005.


Two months after his surprise defeat at Wembley Lee appeared at Woolwich Crown Court to plead not guilty to dangerous driving and GBH. After a ten-day trial he was acquitted of dangerous driving, with the jury unable to reach a decision on GBH. A retrial was scheduled, but the Crown Prosecution Service decided not to proceed and Murray was acquitted. It was the first bit of good news he’d had for a long time. Still the Americans wouldn’t give him a visa. His cage-fighting career was therefore effectively stalled when his friend from Kent, the even less successful MMA fighter Lea Rusha, had the idea of robbing a local cash depot.


Criminal conspiracies are by their nature secret, and nobody outside the heist gang knows for certain who first had the idea to commit what turned out to be the biggest cash robbery in history. But in all likelihood it started with the Tonbridge roofer Lea Rusha, or his Albanian mate Jetmir Bucpapa, picking up local information about the cash warehouse in town. It is probable that Rusha then shared their knowledge with the toughest guy he knew, Lee Murray, who now drove down to Kent to take a look at the job.





* It later emerged in court, in 2008, that the Metropolitan Police had passed intelligence to US Immigration about Murray’s criminal activities.







Chapter Three
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Lee Murray may have come to Tonbridge to take a look at the cash depot prior to July 2005, but he was certainly there on 28 July, because he behaved so suspiciously in the town that day that he attracted the attention of the police: something that would happen time and again to the heist gang before and after the robbery. They were men who seemingly walked around with signs on their heads saying: ‘Arrest me.’


Around 11.00 p.m. that Thursday two Kent Police officers in a patrol car spotted a silver Range Rover Vogue parked in Strawberry Vale, a lane that ends in a dead end near the Tonbridge Securitas depot. The lane overlooks the depot car park. There were three men with the car. ‘We thought this looked suspicious,’ says PC Stephanie Kirkin, who approached the men with her colleague, PC Ross Shearing. Lee Murray gave the officers his name and confirmed that he owned the Range Rover. The other men didn’t identify themselves. They may well have been Lea Rusha and Jetmir Bucpapa. PC Kirkin asked Murray for his driver’s licence, MOT and insurance. He didn’t have the documents with him, so Kirkin told Murray she was reporting him. He had seven days to produce the paperwork at a police station. The constable issued Murray with a written notice and then drove off with her colleague. Murray may have driven off soon afterwards. But the gang evidently returned to Tonbridge to watch the depot more closely.


The cash depot, properly known as Medway House, was in the middle of Tonbridge. The high street was only a few yards away, flanked by the Angel Walk Shopping Centre and Sports Centre, where Rusha and Bucpapa sometimes trained. The buildings were adjacent to a large Sainsbury’s. Just to the east, on Vale Road, alongside a parallel train line, was an area of industrial buildings. The first business on Vale Road was Kwik Fit, and next to this was Medway House. The nature of the work done inside the building was not widely known in town. At the same time it wasn’t a complete secret. Medway House was a deliberately anonymous building: a large, two-storey, flat-roofed shed, built of blockwork, and clad in brown, corrugated metal. It could have been used by almost any type of business, except for the exceptional security in place.


On the front façade there was a steel door, reached by a flight of concrete steps. Next to this door was a pod, jutting out from the main building. Inset into the pod were the building’s only windows: five portals fitted with toughened glass, so thick it was hard to see in. On the other side of the security pod, furthest away from Vale Road, were two double-height roller doors, painted green, in front of which were twin retractable steel risers, or blockers, striped black and yellow like wasps. The building itself was within a secure compound, surrounded by a high steel palisade fence, spiked and entwined with razor wire. It was under CCTV surveillance, and floodlit at night. A discreet plaque on one wall stated that the building was owned by Securitas Cash Management Ltd, whose logo was three red circles in a black rectangle.*


Murray may have tried to watch this building from Vale Road when he first drove down from London. But this wasn’t practical. Double yellow lines meant it was illegal to park outside the building. Also anybody loitering by the turning was under watch by staff, as well as CCTV. The closest Murray could park legally and still see the depot was from Strawberry Vale, next to British Harlequin plc, a company which made dance equipment. Murray could see across, through the palisade fence, into the car park of Medway House. But it seems the gang soon found an even better vantage point.


The cash centre was next to a public footpath. Following the path, the boys crossed a small bridge, over Botany Stream, which ran behind the depot, just outside its fence. The path brought them to the Angel Indoors Bowls Club, from where they had a fine view of the comings and goings of staff and delivery vehicles at Medway House. Bowling-club members later told the police they had seen men in the car park watching the depot. Depot staff also sometimes ate their lunch in the club, and it is possible the gang picked up information about the depot casually from such workers, or from depot staff they bumped into at the gym or met in pubs and clubs in town. It is the way such things are done. ‘[Criminals] hang around in pubs, and they listen, they target the face: Oh that guy works in a cash depot. Oh right, OK,’ says cash-in-transit expert Jim Easton, who visited the Tonbridge depot. ‘It’s a long game for them, you know, you buy the guy a beer, you generally find out is he happy, is he not happy.’ One way or another the boys discovered the basic story of what Medway House did. Eventually they would get their own man inside the building to tell them all its secrets.
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The Tonbridge depot is part of a cash distribution chain, linked directly to the Bank of England. All bank notes are issued by the Bank of England, whose headquarters is famously in Threadneedle Street, in the City of London. The paper money the bank issues is printed under licence by the company De La Rue at its high-security factory at Debden, Essex. Some of this new money stays in store at Debden, in a part of the building owned and staffed by the Bank of England. A proportion is trucked up to the Bank of England’s depository in Leeds, to supply Wales and the North of England (Scotland has a separate system). A relatively small amount is taken into London for storage at Threadneedle Street. At the time of the heist the wider, national distribution of new bank notes was handled by five organizations that belong to what the Bank of England terms the Note Circulation Scheme (NCS). They were the Post Office, Royal Bank of Scotland, Halifax Bank of Scotland (HBOS), Group 4 Securicor and Securitas. These last two acted as cash carriers and counting houses for many large UK businesses, including supermarkets and high-street banks.


Prior to 2001, Barclays was one of those high-street banks that stored and counted its own cash. It was Barclays that built Medway House in 1980. The bank situated its new cash depot on Vale Road, Tonbridge, because it was within a triangle of three 24-hour police stations at Sevenoaks, Royal Tunbridge Wells and Tonbridge itself, the latter station only 300 yards away. In support of the original planning application, Kent Police assured the council that a cash depot on Vale Road would be ‘easily policed at all times of the day and night’.


There are 28 cash centres like Medway House dotted around England and Wales, with additional depots handling coins. The Bank of England distributes the nation’s money regionally in this way to avoid the danger of a single calamitous incident at one building destroying its stock of bank notes. This is important because, despite cheques and plastic, the public still uses a vast amount of cash. Approximately £37 billion is fluttering around the national economy daily in paper money. This money is checked, counted and stored by regional cash depots like Medway House.


In 2001 Barclays and HSBC outsourced the dull but risky work of counting and storing ready cash to a newly formed private company, Securitas Cash Management, in which they retained a share-holding. Securitas Cash Management is essentially a subsidiary of the Swedish firm Securitas, one of the biggest security organizations in the world. Securitas cash depots had been targeted by thieves before. In 1995–96, the company lost in excess of £2 million during ram-raids in Liverpool and Manchester, whereby criminals simply drove into the buildings, knocking down the walls, and grabbed what they could before running away. Such robberies became rarer as cash centres were more heavily fortified, with concrete blocks positioned in front of them. Inside jobs were rarer still but, when successful, such robberies can yield richer hauls. In 1983, a gang working with inside information stole £6 million from a cash depot in Curtain Road, east London, run by Security Express, a company later taken over by Securitas. That same year saw the £26 million gold-bullion robbery on a Brink’s-Mat warehouse near Heathrow Airport. Again the gang had inside help. By and large, though, professional criminals consider high-security depots too difficult. ‘Most robbers don’t have the desire [to rob cash centres],’ a senior Bank of England official explained to me. ‘They look more to rob a van. It requires less planning.’


While this is true, there is anecdotal evidence within the security industry that cash centres became easier to rob after high-street banks such as Barclays passed their old counting houses into the care of private contractors like Securitas, because these companies had to turn a profit on small margins and they cut costs to do so.


The evidence is that Medway House was generally not as wellrun as it might have been in the five years preceding the robbery, based on information supplied by former staff and security experts who visited the depot, evidence that emerged later in court, and the plain fact that the company massively upgraded security at the depot after the robbery, rectifying problems that perhaps should have been addressed earlier. Securitas didn’t invest in the best security devices, and sloppy practices crept in. Also, the overworked, low-paid staff were not always vetted properly. In the blunt assessment of the company’s own former Security Inspector, Steve Morris, security at Medway House was ‘rubbish’.
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As the gang would have seen by watching the depot, the working week at Medway House started on Sunday evening when four staff members opened up the building. Prior to 2001, the depot operated during office hours only, but after Securitas took over a night shift was instigated to boost productivity. The depot was operational 24 hours a day prior to the heist, with approximately eighty workers split between three shifts: 10.00 p.m. to 6.00 a.m.; 6.00 a.m. to 2.00 p.m.; and 2.00 p.m. to 10.00 p.m. No money was processed on Saturday, which was used to clean up the depot in preparation for the following week.


The basic business done inside the building was sorting and storing bank notes. As the gang could observe from the car park of the bowling club, money came and went throughout the day in armoured vans, which turned left off Vale Road to the steel vehicle gate. These vans are the sort seen every day in the high street picking up money from supermarkets and banks. One of the most important jobs Securitas did was the restocking of hole-in-the-wall cash machines, or Automated Teller Machines (ATMs) as they are known in the industry. Approximately 60 per cent of the bank notes in circulation are drawn from cash machines, inside which are five cassettes, three loaded with twenty-pound notes and two with tenners, which is why the £20 is the most common bank note in circulation.


Van staff also collected takings from customers, which they placed in sealed plastic cases, booby-trapped to extrude coloured dye if they were tampered with. Nevertheless ‘across the pavement’ robberies of van staff by armed robbers are commonplace, with 1,033 attacks on security industry staff in the UK in 2006 alone. These robberies are invariably committed by masked, armed men who simply run up to the unarmed van staff on the pavement, grab the box, then run off. It’s an easy way to steal a few grand. So long as they don’t get robbed in this way, van staff place the plastic money cases in a revolving hatch in the back of their vehicle, which rotates, depositing the case in an onboard safe, which is emptied by cash-centre staff at the depot.


Staff working in counting houses like Medway House count and credit deliveries to customer accounts, storing the money in cages. The Bank of England also sends deliveries of new bank notes to these centres to replace damaged or counterfeit notes, which are returned to the bank to be destroyed. To ensure that there is always enough cash to hand, the bank insists that a substantial stock of money is kept in depots like Medway House. This stock of money is held in what the Bank of England refers to as its ‘bond’, and the sums involved are huge.


Anybody working in Medway House could have told the gangsters that the depot handled vast amounts of cash. This was self-evident to staff who saw money being routinely batched up into ‘bricks’, wrapped in colour-coordinated plastic to indicate the denomination of the notes. These bricks were all clearly labelled with a value. A standard brick of £5 notes wrapped in green plastic was worth £2,500; tenners were made up into £5,000 bricks wrapped in blue plastic; twenties into £5,000 red plastic bricks; and fifties into yellow £12,500 bricks. These money bricks were then loaded into cash cages of a standard size. A Bank of England cage filled with yellow bricks of £50 notes was worth £7.5 million, for example, and the vault at Medway House was stacked high with such cages. The precise amount held in bond at Medway House could only be estimated by anybody other than the most senior staff, but there were obviously tens of millions, maybe hundreds of millions, of pounds in the vault.


The question for the gang was how to steal some of it.
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While the boys pondered this fundamental problem, the heist gang grew. It seems that Lea Rusha was responsible for recruiting at least some of the new people. Shortly after his defeat at the Circus Tavern, Rusha had stopped attending Lee Banda’s martialarts class, apparently having given up MMA, and almost simultaneously he threw in his roofing job with SD Samuels. ‘He came in here one day, having finished the project he was on, and he said, “Look, I’ve got an involvement in a nightclub. I’d like to leave the company,”’ recalls his boss, Fred Mills. Lea had invested in a pub in Hastings. He was also driving expensive cars. It was a mystery where he was getting his money. Lee Banda asked Jetmir Bucpapa what Rusha was mixed up in, and as a result the coach was confronted by an angry Rusha. ‘He said, “Why are you asking questions about me?” I was shocked really. I said, “Because I care for you, Lea. How come you are driving around in a different car every week?”’


One answer was that Lea and Jet were doing driving jobs for a car-dealer mate of theirs who became a key member of the heist gang. Indeed, he may have been party to the original idea to rob the depot because, like Lea and Jet, he was a local man who could have picked up information about Medway House. His name was Stuart Royle and he operated a small used-car lot, which traded under a succession of names, but was known mostly as Wateringbury Car Sales. This tuppenny-ha’penny business occupied part of a Shell forecourt at 115 Tonbridge Road in Wateringbury, a village near Tonbridge. The space was just large enough to accommodate a sales cabin and twenty runarounds, advertised boldly as ‘Quality Pre-owned Vehicles’.


Warranties Available … Finance Turned Down? … Try Us!


Most days Stuart Royle was sitting in the sales cabin under this sign. A portly, middle-aged bloke, with a gold bracelet on his wrist, and a fag on the go, Stuart turned 47 in the year of the heist, but he looked older. He was red in the face from drink, smoking and tension, flushing crimson when angry. Stuart had a weak, receding chin, grizzled with white stubble. His hair was snow-white, high and long, also receding and thinning. Stuart wore glasses; he was going deaf; he suffered with an ulcer; and had a bad back, that meant he walked with a waddle. All in all he was a sorry physical specimen. And he had evidently not prospered in life. In fact, he was perpetually broke. Still, he was a cocky bloke, with a high opinion of himself.


Stuart was the younger of two brothers, the sons of Cynthia and Brian Royle, from South Yorkshire. Brian Royle’s work as an engineer brought the family to Maidstone, in Kent, where Stuart grew up, swimming competitively as a teenager. His mum recalls her son as being an exceptionally talented swimmer, thus introducing a theme to Stuart’s life story: everything was exaggerated. When he left school, Stuart went to work in the naval dockyard in Chatham, giving rise to the legend that he did important and possibly secret naval work, maybe in the Special Boat Service. ‘[Stuart] was something special with the boats,’ says Mum. ‘He had a special connection and special duties.’ Stuart never served in the Royal Navy. He was an apprentice shipwright. That was his occupation when he married the daughter of a police inspector in 1979. When the marriage failed, Stuart took up with a divorcee named Diane Sedge, who recalls being swept off her feet by a young man, still slim, his hair not yet white. ‘If you met him, you’d think he was charming.’ They set up home in Derbyshire, where Stuart sold photocopiers. Diane gave birth to twin girls in 1984, Chrissy and Vicky, after which they moved back to Kent.


Stuart was hopeless with money, forever borrowing and seldom paying back what he owed. Part of the reason he moved frequently was to avoid his creditors. Diane discovered that her husband was associated with criminals, and was light-fingered. The police came knocking at their door several times, but Stuart managed to avoid serious trouble. At the time of the heist, his criminal history amounted to very little indeed: a conviction for drink-driving and a spent conviction for theft. He was a lousy husband, though. He cheated on Diane, fathering a son by a girlfriend during their marriage. He then returned to Diane who bore him another son, James, also known as Jimmy. The family moved into Stuart’s parents’ home in Maidstone. Brian and Cynthia Royle were divorcing, and Stuart took over the family house, which is where the marriage reached its nadir.


One afternoon the neighbours saw Stuart give Diane a clip round the ear outside the house. Worse went on inside. Vicky Royle says her father punched her repeatedly and attacked her mother. ‘I was in bed and Mum and Dad were in their room, which was next door to ours, and I heard them shouting and arguing so I got up and went in their bedroom, and Dad told me to go out, and I said no. Mum was up against the wall, and he sort of had her round the neck with his fist in her face, about to punch her, and he told me to go and I said, “I’m not going anywhere,” and I stood in front of Mum and I said, “If you want to hit her, then hit me first,” and he wouldn’t, [but] then he threw her out … Then he spat in her eye.’


Stuart and Diane divorced, with Stuart retaining custody of the children, though Vicky wanted to live with Mum. Dad said she could do as she liked when she was sixteen. In the meantime, they moved into a rented house at 88 Union Street, Maidstone, with Stuart’s girlfriend, Kim Shackelton, a Chatham hairdresser nine years his junior. Kim is short and buxom, with a prominent gold tooth and a fondness for heavy gold jewellery and flamboyant outfits. There is a piratical look about her. The couple opened a hairdressing salon at the bottom of Union Street, over a newsagent which Stuart also ran. He got his mum to work in the shop, even though Mrs Royle was in her seventies and the shop wasn’t heated. Upstairs, in A Cut Above, Kim styled the hair of little old ladies, children and travellers, with whom Stuart had links. Kim’s customers appreciated her low prices and grew fond of her little boy, who was deaf. It was a busy salon, but business never ran smoothly when Royle was involved. He got into a dispute with the salon up the road over poaching staff, and failed to pay his bills. One day the bailiffs came and closed the salon and newsagent. Among other creditors, Stuart hadn’t paid the Kent Messenger Group for the local paper. Shortly afterwards, A Cut Above reopened in new premises directly opposite, and Royle was causing more aggravation. He got into the habit of putting hair in the bin of the charity shop next door, which led to arguments.


All was not well at home either. When Vicky reached her sixteenth birthday, in 2000, she decided to remind Dad of his promise that she could now go and live with Mum. Vicky found her father next door in the Style and Winch. Royle appeared to give his daughter his consent. Vicky went home to pack. As she did so, her father returned from the boozer ‘all guns blazing’, and demanded: ‘Why did you tell the whole pub you don’t love me?’ Vicky was nonplussed; she had spoken to him in a quiet corner. ‘Well, for all that, you can get out,’ he said, ‘and he literally picked up my suitcase and bags, everything, and chucked the stuff out the front door.’


Not long after this Stuart did a flit from Union Street, leaving unpaid rent of £5,000, and went to live on the outskirts of Maidstone, renting 1 Cudham Close with a gang of mates who treated the house as a boys’ club: drinking hard and playing their music at all hours. The neighbours complained. Stuart, who always had fingers in different pies, was working as a warehouseman at the time. One day he opened up his garage to show his neighbour what he had apparently stolen from work, including clothes, keep-fit equipment, and booze. ‘If I want something, I’ll go and buy it,’ his neighbour replied, declining an offer to help himself. Soon afterwards the neighbour heard that Royle had been sacked from his job. Then he vanished from Cudham Close, leaving more unpaid bills.
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Throughout these misadventures Stuart Royle kept his car yard at Wateringbury. He traded cars under a series of names, and sometimes used the alias David Lawrence. But the business remained essentially the same, selling cheap, used motors, many of which were supplied by a friend named John Fowler, another man who features prominently in this story.


John was slightly older than Stuart, having been born in 1945, to lorry driver Harry Fowler and his wife Nell. The family were from Langley, a village south-east of Maidstone. The Fowlers separated when John was a boy and he and his sister were brought up by Nell in a council maisonette. Money was short and Mum had to go out to work in a laundry. ‘Nell was ever so poor,’ remembers neighbour June Underdown.


After he gave up haulage Harry sold second-hand motors, and John went to work for his dad. A small, quick-witted lad, always ready with a smile, John was a very good salesman. ‘He was a wheeler dealer. He would buy and sell anything, mostly cars,’ says Dave Payne, who worked for John at one time. ‘[He] always had the gift of the gab.’ Fowler claimed to have made his first million by the age of twenty-five. He opened a Saab dealership at Linton, and bought a substantial country house, Elderden Farm, in a picturesque part of the Low Weald between Maidstone and Staplehurst. The property had been a hop farm, broken up and sold off in parcels when the old farmer retired. John bought the main house – a handsome, half-timbered, L-shaped building of uncertain age – and approximately three acres of land. He built a tennis court and swimming pool, and converted the barn into offices which he leased to a software company.
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