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      Preface

      In the October 1965 issue of the satirical magazine Oz, Richard Neville published a semi-serious top twenty of Sydney-based criminals of the time.

      No. 1 There isn’t one

      No. 2 Lennie

      No. 3 Perce

      No. 4 Abe

      No. 5 Joe T

      No. 6 Eric F

      No. 7 Norm*

      No. 8 Ronnie*

      No. 9 Dick*

      No. 10 The Yank

      No. 11 Smokey

      No. 12 Cuffancollar Johnson

      No. 13 Sammy

      No. 14 Lugs

      No. 15 Empty

      No. 16 Melbourne John

      No. 17 Bondi

      No. 18 Hollywood

      No. 19 The Scholar

      No. 20 Kate & Tilly (retired)

      * partners

      Nearly fifty years later some of the names are difficult to identify. Delicately, and probably sensibly, Oz did not mention George Freeman, who was undoubtedly the prince of the city at the time. Number 2 was Lennie McPherson, certainly a man to be reckoned with. He decapitated a white rabbit and threw its body on the floor of his mother’s flat in front of her because he had not been invited to her seventieth birthday party. Such behaviour requires the highest form of recognition. ‘You are a flag and should be obeyed,’ fawned the Lebanese-born fixer Frank Hakim, who idolised him. Shortly after the Oz article appeared, McPherson organised an attempted execution of his rival, Jackie ‘Iron Man’ Steele, who had offended him by saying first, that McPherson was a fizz (a dobber), which was undoubtedly true, and second, that he, Steele, was the Number 1 in Sydney, which wasn’t. Steele bought numerous copies of the magazine and happily distributed them.

      Number 3 was the gambler Perce Galea, who in his early days worked for the old-time Razor Wars man Siddy Kelly in his baccarat schools. Galea is generally noted for his gambling as opposed to his criminal activities—outside illegal gaming and bribing the police, that is. He caused a mini-riot by showering the crowd with banknotes after his horse Eskimo Prince won the Golden Slipper Stakes in 1964. There is no doubt, however, that he was an associate of the top men in the city.

      Number 4 was the club owner and then ‘King of the Cross’, Abe ‘Mr Sin’ Saffron, whose slimy hand stretched over prostitution, drug dealing, sly-grogging, gambling and possibly murder and arson, as well as extortion, for half a century. Number 5 was Joe Taylor, the two-up king who gave the drug dealer Dr Nick Paltos—another seminal figure in Australian organised crime—his start in life. At Number 6 was Eric Farrell, or O’Farrell, who ran nightclubs such as the Forbes and the Ziegfeld, where Chow Hayes killed the boxer Bobby Lee.

      At Number 9 is Dick, Richard Gabriel Reilly, standover man and club bouncer from the 1930s, and partner of the crooked detective Ray Kelly in abortion rackets after the war. He was shot dead in his Maserati in June 1967. He could reasonably have expected to be far higher in the credits. Number 8 was Reilly’s offsider, Ronald Joseph Sylvester Lee, a baccarat organiser and also a friend of Kelly.

      Beyond that, identification becomes more difficult. Norm at Number 7 may well be the New South Wales Police Commissioner Norm Allan, who, at best, turned a blind eye to all sorts of illegal activities. It was he who seized Reilly’s diaries and black books after his death, and tried to suppress the confidential telephone numbers and addresses of criminals, police and politicians within them. At Number 10, The Yank may have been the visiting Chicago mafioso Joe Testa, who arrived with an introduction to Ronnie Lee and then linked up with McPherson and Freeman in a series of failed fraudulent companies. Testa was killed in 1981 when a car bomb blew up his Lincoln Continental at the Oakland Park Country Club, Florida. Alternatively, The Yank could have been Bernie Houghton, who ran a series of bars in Kings Cross and was closely linked to the Nugan Hand Bank.

      Then comes a long series of blanks—which forty years later even Neville cannot fill—until Number 18: Hollywood is ‘Hollywood’ George Edser, a flamboyant horse owner and punter whose activities on the track had him warned off in 1961. A close friend of leading identity Richard Reilly, Edser had convictions for consorting and receiving liquor. In March 1958 he survived being shot in the groin in his garage in what was undoubtedly a contract hit, probably over unpaid gambling debts. Number 19, The Scholar, was a shadowy figure involved in the baccarat club wars from the 1940s. There are no prizes for identifying Number 20, Kate Leigh and Tilly Devine, the madams from the 1920s then rapidly coming to the end of their careers.

      The Oz piece did not go down well. In fact, the police attributed the near fatal shooting of Jacqui ‘Iron Man’ Steele to McPherson’s annoyance with the publication. Neville, who then lived in Paddington, opened his door one evening and found McPherson, admittedly minus another rabbit, on his doorstep wanting to know where he had obtained his information. McPherson, then probably at the peak of his powers, took him for a drive. Neville must have thought it his last, but the great man merely dropped him off at a preview of the Polanski film Knife in the Water. On the way, McPherson showed Neville the bullet holes in the roof of his car and explained the facts of gangland life and journalism to him. A suitably penitent piece appeared in the next issue.

      Worldwide, the authorities are keen to say there is no ‘Mr Big’ or Number 1 on their patches. But they will reluctantly accept there are a few ‘Big Enoughs’. Quite what you have to do to graduate from Big Enough is difficult to say. Import more than $50 million of cannabis, steal jewellery worth over $20 million, kill more than five people a year?

      This book, then, is an account of the careers of both the Mr Bigs and the Mr Big Enoughs, as well as a few Ms Bigs, in what could be called the Golden Age of Sydney’s underworld—of those who preceded and predeceased them and those who took over the reins when they were dead or retired.

      Our thanks are due first and foremost to Dock Bateson, without whose research skills, help and guidance the book could never have been completed. They are also due in strictly alphabetical order to JP Bean, Anne Brooke, Nicholas Cowdery QC, Michael Drury, Rebecca Edmunds, Tony Gee, Tim Girling-Butcher, Foong Ling Kong, Barbara Levy, the late Paul Lincoln, Richard Neville, Sybil Nolan, Russell Robinson, Adrian Tame and a number of people on both sides of the criminal fence who have asked not to be named. Our thanks also go to Sonya Zadel and Lisa McGregor (NSW SC), Anna Cooper (NSW DPP), the State Library of New South Wales, the National Library of Australia at Canberra, the State Library of Victoria, Public Record Office of Victoria, the National Archives at Kew, England, the British Library and the British Newspaper Library, Colindale, London. The following websites have been invaluable: austlii.edu.au, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper, paperspast.natlib.govt.nz and news.google.com/archivesearch.
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      Founding Fathers

      Although many of those transported to Australia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were politicals and general riff-raff, there were some high-class English criminals among them. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that from the early years Sydney had a ready-made criminal class. Since neither prison nor any other method of punishment, let alone transportation, necessarily prevents recidivism, its members swung into operation almost on landing.

      Perhaps the first organised crime worthy of the name in Sydney, still effectively one enormous prison, was the 1828 Bank of Australia robbery. The bank, founded two years earlier, and standing between a private home and a public house on George Street, was regarded as socially superior to the Bank of New South Wales, which had been in existence for a decade.

      The plot to rob the bank seems to have been devised by former convict James Dingle, who had obtained his Certificate of Freedom the previous year. He decided there must be a way of tunnelling into the vault through a drain under George Street, and put the plan to George Farrell, who in July 1826 had been charged with robbing a man and had received the relatively lenient sentence of working in irons for three months. Thomas Turner, a cleanskin, was recruited—a great benefit, given he worked on the construction of the bank’s premises—and tools were supplied by the former London safebreaker William Blackstone, known as ‘Sudden Solomon’, who worked for a blacksmith.

      The team decided the digging should be done on Saturday nights; it began on 30 August. Turner, who as a former construction worker on the bank would have been a prime suspect, withdrew after the first night’s work, but it was agreed that, as he had provided details of the premises, he should still receive a share in the proceeds. He was replaced by a man named Clayton.

      Around 11 a.m. on 15 September they finally removed the cornerstone nearest the street and the smallest of them, Farrell, went in and brought out two boxes. They returned on the Sunday night and the result was probably beyond the team’s wildest dreams. By the time they emptied the vault they had taken a total of 14 500 pounds. They also destroyed the bank’s ledgers. An immediate reward of 100 pounds was posted, then upped to 120 pounds and, when neither produced a response, the governor, Sir Ralph Darling, offered an absolute pardon and a free passage to England to the man or woman who provided information.

      As robbers have found over the centuries, it is the disposal of the proceeds that is sometimes the hardest part of the work. There was no way that passing a fifty pound note, of which 100 had been taken, would not attract attention. Anything over five pounds would cause serious problems. Similarly, bills could not be paid with handfuls of silver. And so, just as many other robbers have done in their time, Blackstone negotiated with a receiver, Thomas Woodward.

      Woodward’s terms were not onerous. He was given 1133 pounds and told Blackstone that he would pay back 1000 pounds in smaller denominations once he had obtained them. Yet again, as many have found to their cost, receivers are not always reliable. The pair went to the Bank of New South Wales. In a classic example of the rort known as the corner game, Woodward told Blackstone to wait outside, then disappeared through a side door.

      Some months later Blackstone tried to rob a gambling den in Macquarie Street and was shot and wounded by a policeman who saw the raid. His colleague on the robbery was killed and Blackstone was sentenced to death, a penalty that was commuted to life imprisonment. He was sent to the feared penal settlement on Norfolk Island where unsurprisingly, he disliked the conditions and so in 1831 he decided to shelve his mates from the Bank of Australia job, something which might mean his freedom and return to England. Meanwhile he was lodged on the prison ship Phoenix.

      Blackstone did not tell the whole story. Clayton was not arrested; Dingle and Farrell were charged with breaking and entering, and the now retrieved Woodward with receiving. They appeared on 10 June 1831 and, tried under English law, were convicted on Blackstone’s evidence. This presented a difficulty. As Blackstone had been convicted of a capital crime, in theory his evidence was inadmissible. The Appeal Court for the first time broke away from the English rules of evidence and, by a two-to-one majority, decided that the law was not applicable in New South Wales. Had it been, no one would ever have been convicted. Dingle and Farrell received a very lenient ten years apiece and the cheating Woodward received fourteen years.

      Blackstone did not learn from his experiences. In July 1832 he was acquitted of stealing a gun lock but in February the next year, shortly before he was due to be shipped back to England, he was caught breaking into a warehouse and received another sentence of transportation for life. His co-defendant, Thomas McGrath, was shown a great deal more mercy. He received only seven years’ transportation because, said the Chief Justice, ‘he was a youth and they [the court] hoped that the lesson of that day would not be forgotten during his future life’. In 1839 Blackstone was sent to Cockatoo Island, and was released in December the following year. Back in Sydney he continued to commit a series of offences and receive relatively short sentences until his death on St Patrick’s Day 1850. The Bank of Australia never recovered its money or its status and folded in 1843.

      *  *  *

      By the 1880s clear divisions had been established in the hierarchy of Sydney crime. Amateur, opportunistic thieves, such as domestic servants, used pawnbrokers as the preferred method of disposing of stolen goods. Provided the pawnbroker kept a set of books, and not too many fenced items were recorded in them—and, of course, the stolen goods pawned were never redeemed—there was a measure of a defence if he was charged with receiving. The professional thief went to a professional fence, whose shop had a sign ‘Gold and Silver Bought’ or ‘Wardrobes Purchased’. In the back room there would be a crucible maintained at white heat. One observer noted: ‘People go into that room as freely as if it was a public house parlour and empty their pockets of gold and silver, jewellery and plate into their separate crucibles where they are speedily reduced to ingots.’ Watches were sent abroad.

      Just as the American ethnic street gangs of today broadly divide themselves into supporters of either the Crips or the Bloods, in the early 1870s the Sydney ‘pushes’, as the gangs were known, divided on religious lines. The Rocks Push (then under the leadership of Sandy Ross), the Gibbs Street Mob and the Glebe Island Boys all broadly supported the Oranges or Protestants. The Greens or Catholics were led by Larry Foley.

      The pushes lived on a steady diet of theft, assaults and rolling sailors, using their girls as decoys as well as prostitutes. When the whalers and grain carriers left harbour the pushes amused themselves by attacking anyone foolish enough to stray into the Rocks and by fighting among themselves.

      In March 1871 Larry Foley challenged the heavier, older and taller Ross for leadership of the Rocks Push. The fight lasted for some two hours forty minutes before it was broken up in the seventy-first round by the police. One account has it that Ross recognised at the time that he was badly beaten and handed the leadership to Foley. Another is that Ross’s backer was dissatisfied and there was a 200-pounds-a-side rematch, which Foley won handily in twenty-eight minutes. There is, however, agreement that Foley became leader of the Rocks Push, with Ross as his first lieutenant. By some accounts he tried to stop the practice of living off immoral earnings but he failed and, now sponsored by local sportsmen, left the Rocks Push. Eight years later he was the undisputed bare-knuckle champion of Australia after defeating Melbourne’s Abe Hicken in sixteen rounds on 18 March.

      In theory, Foley was never defeated in the ring, but on 28 May 1883, in his last bout, he was badly beaten by strongman and wrestler ‘Professor’ William Miller. Although Foley was ageing and Miller was heavier, Foley should have had the skill to defeat him. He was saved when the crowd invaded the ring in the thirty-seventh round to give him time to recover, and again when he was knocked out in the fortieth. The contest was declared a draw but Foley later conceded the match and the 500-pound purse.

      Over the next twenty years other pushes came and went, including the Straw Hat Push, the Glebe Push and the Forty Thieves from Surry Hills. The Waterloo Push thoroughly disgraced itself over the gang rape of a serving girl, sixteen-year-old Mary Jane Hicks, in what became known as the Mount Rennie case. On 9 September 1886, the unfortunate girl was first molested by a cab driver, Charles Sweetman, who was later sentenced to a flogging and fourteen years’ hard labour; then, as she escaped from him, she was chased and attacked by up to a dozen members of the push. Eleven youths were charged and two, George Duffy and Joe Martin, admitted that they had intercourse but claimed it was with the girl’s consent. Mary Hicks and a Bill Stanley, who went to her help, identified eight of the eleven and, after a bitter trial before the unpopular Mr Justice Windeyer—in which counsels’ speeches finished at 3.30 a.m. and the judge began summing up just five and half hours later—nine (including Duffy and Martin) were found guilty and were sentenced to death.

      After a series of appeals and petitions, five were reprieved and four were hanged in a botched execution at Darlinghurst Gaol on 7 January 1887. The hangman had miscalculated the length of rope required and only Duffy died instantly. The seventeen-year-old Joe Martin strangled for ten minutes before he died.

      Newspapers such as The Bulletin were by no means sympathetic towards the girl, suggesting she was no better than she ought to be, as the phrase went, and that she had brought things on herself. The severity of the sentences was partly due to earlier similar incidents. There had been a gang rape of Elizabeth Phillips in Elizabeth Street in September 1883, and another of Margaret Owen in Mount Carmel on Christmas night 1883, both of which ended with the death of the victim. When a Frances Logan had tried to intervene in the latter rape, she was told to clear out or the same would happen to her. There was an outcry when the men were acquitted. The reprieved boys in the Mount Rennie case served ten years and one, Mick Donellan, later became a city alderman.

      Seven years later the Millers Point Push did rather better. In June 1893 Tom Pert, a sailor from the Royal Tar, was kicked to death outside the Gladstone Hotel at the corner of Argyle Street as a reprisal for causing the jailing of one of the Millers Point Push. Nine men were put on trial and all were acquitted after, it was alleged, intimidation of the witnesses.

      In February 1894 two visiting Victorian burglars, Charles Montgomery and Thomas Williams, were captured after failing to blow a safe at the Union Steamship Company in Bridge Street. When challenged by officers, Montgomery, wielding a 3-foot iron jemmy, fractured the skull of Constable Frederick Bowden and broke the arm of another constable. He then threatened to shoot a third if he chased him. Reinforcements came from the Water Police Station and, after a struggle, Montgomery was captured. Williams surrendered quietly. Both were sentenced to death, with the jury recommending mercy for Williams. For Montgomery, who had already served a six-year sentence in the dreaded Pentridge, there was no hope. Despite a petition signed by 25 000 people, including Bowden, there was none for Williams either. They were both hanged on 31 May. It was this incident that led to the arming of the New South Wales police.

      *  *  *

      It was in the years between the two world wars that robber and standover man John ‘Chow’ Hayes became a dominant figure in the Sydney underworld. He had started his career in the old Sydney gangs of the early twentieth century. In his authorised biography, he sets out the territories occupied by the various pushes of that century. The Surry Hills Mob, also known as the Ann Street Mob, ran the streets from the railway to Darlinghurst and back to Surry Hills; the Loo Mob came from Woolloomooloo; the Glebe Mob from around Bay Street, Glebe; the Newtown Mob from around the railway station there. The last were profitably employed by Joe Taylor—at that time managing The Hub theatre and who later became the king of the two-up schools—who would use them as bouncers for unruly patrons. Their great rivals were the Redfern Mob, who controlled an area off Cleveland Street. Hayes himself belonged to the Railway Gang, who controlled a part of central Sydney from Grace Brothers, the department store on Broadway, up George Street to the Town Hall. The Railway Gang specialised in shoplifting: while one set would distract shop assistants, others would throw toys and sporting equipment from the first floor window to their friends outside.

      It is easy to see how youth gang members can progress to crime proper. If the Newtown boys found they could be paid money to protect a theatre, then it was a short step to go to another cinema or theatre and demand money to protect it. In the great days of the two-up rings there had to be people to keep the crowds under control. There would be opportunities to ensure that a successful punter was protected on his way home or to rob him; to point the winning punter in the direction of a prostitute, the sly-grog shop or both, to complete the evening’s entertainment; to lend money at exorbitant rates to a loser or at least to collect the debts on behalf of the lender.

      Over the years the street gangs of Sydney underwent a steady transformation to become profitable organisations and by the time World War I broke out many of the fighting pushes had died away. Gone were the Woolloomooloo and the Rocks pushes. The last outpost seems to have been in Surry Hills, where the Forty Thieves and the Big Seven still hung on. Lately they had been used by politicians to break up rivals’ meetings and to protect their own. Now even their days were numbered. In particular robber and housebreaker Samuel ‘Jewey’ Freeman, who once ran the Riley Street Gang and who lived in Surry Hills, was regarded as being quite capable of dealing with rival gangs on his own. And if he could not, then there was Ernest ’Shiner’ Ryan, described as one of the worst criminals in South Australia, to help him. Ryan’s criminal convictions dated from 1902, when he was whipped for larceny in Adelaide, and in 1909 he was suspected of the murder of Constable Hyde, who was shot at Marryatville. Sharing Freeman’s bed and, from time to time, that of Ryan, was Kate Leigh, a diminutive woman—barely five foot one—with thick dark hair often worn in a bun and a vitriolic temper, who would go on to carve out a career for herself in the Darlinghurst Razor Wars a decade later.

      Born in 1887 in Dubbo, one of thirteen children of a horse trainer, Leigh was badly mistreated and, found wandering on the streets at the age of ten, was sent to the Parramatta Industrial School, where she remained for four years. In 1901 she was released and went to Sydney where she was promptly sentenced to fourteen days for vagrancy. On her release she became a waitress and on 2 May 1902 she married small-time thief and illegal bookmaker James Leigh.

      In 1905 she was living with her husband in what might be called reduced circumstances when he allegedly found her in bed with their landlord, Patrick Lynch. Naturally, accounts of what exactly took place vary but it seems to have been a form of the ginger game, in which the apparently deceived and enraged husband beats the seducer of his wife and takes money from him. Leigh claimed they were so poor she had been working off the rent in bed, and the beating Lynch received had been from her husband, incensed at his taking advantage of her. Lynch said that he had never been in bed with Kate but had instead gone upstairs with the pair to look at some work done by a painter when they attacked him, robbing him of his watch and gold chain valued at seventeen pounds. He then called the police. In turn James Leigh said that after he had surprised the pair in bed Lynch had hit him before going to the police. Four trials followed. In the first, the Leighs were acquitted of the robbery. In the second, in which James Leigh sued Lynch for 500 pounds for assault and false imprisonment—giving him over to the police—the jury found for Lynch and the Chief Justice recommended that Kate and James Leigh face perjury charges. Two months later, in separate trials on consecutive days, both were acquitted. Whatever the truth of the incident, one thing is certain: James Leigh did not last long as a husband afterwards. Kate moved on to better things, in the form of Jewey Freeman.

      It was in the autumn of 1914 that Freeman, Shiner Ryan and Leigh planned what would become one of New South Wales’s most famous crimes to date: the Eveleigh Railway Workshops robbery—an attack on their factory in Wilson Street, Redfern. It was the first time a motor car is known to have been used in an Australian robbery.

      It took place on 10 June, four days after Freeman had shot a guard, Michael McHale, in the face during a robbery at the Paddington Post Office in Oxford Street. Now, two Eveleigh employees arrived on a horse and cart at the factory, bringing the payroll, which totalled slightly more than 3300 pounds. They unloaded the first chest of money and, as they were taking the second, Ryan drove up with Freeman in the passenger seat of an old grey car. Freeman put a gun to the head of one employee, Norman Twiss, and threatened to blow his brains out. The second chest was loaded onto the car and away the pair drove. The Herald was both enchanted by the robbery and able to use it as a stick with which to beat the administration:

      The Eveleigh hold-up is surely unique of its kind in Australia. For audacity of conception and cool effrontery of execution it could hardly have been surpassed [but had there been a policeman about, the robbers may have been apprehended]. We commend to the Government’s notice the increase of the police force.

      Unfortunately for Freeman and Ryan, the number of their car had been taken. Even more unfortunately they had not bothered to steal one; they had borrowed one from Arthur Tatham from Castlereagh, who had duly reported it stolen and, when interviewed by the police, seemed to know far too much about things. The man in charge of the payroll also told the police that Twiss had been unusually cool. Indeed it seemed almost as if he had expected the attack. Then Freeman was dobbed in. He was picked up at Strathfield Railway Station on the night of 16 June. Although he claimed that he had been in an oyster bar and then at the races on the day of the McHale robbery, he was charged with both attacks.

      All of which left Shiner Ryan very much on his own. For the moment it went well enough. He stayed in Sydney, sending his share of the takings to his friend Sam Falkiner in Melbourne, but then things began to unravel. First, Falkiner decamped to Tasmania with the money. Then Ryan went to Victoria and, finding Falkiner had left, told a girlfriend, a Mrs Edith Kelly, about the robbery. With the sound of reward money ringing in her ears, she went to the police.

      Ryan was in bed with Edith in Albert Park, Melbourne, when the police arrived. They found 300 pounds in a glass jar stuffed into the chimney, but that, and a further 280 pounds, was all that was ever recovered. Ryan was returned to Sydney, where he was charged along with Freeman, Twiss and Tatham. The quartet went on trial at the Central Criminal Court, Darlinghurst, in September that year with mixed results. Twiss was acquitted and Tatham received a mere three months as an accessory.

      Ryan’s defence was hopeless. The reason he had left Sydney was that he had seen a drawing in the paper of one of the robbers which resembled him and, thinking of his criminal record, knew no one would believe him. Totally unable to explain away the money in the chimney, the evidence of an informant and the fact that he had admitted to the crime on his arrest, he was right: the jury did not believe him.

      Both he and Freeman took their ten-year sentences well. Saying that he would make a good soldier, Freeman asked to be sent to the front. Mr Justice Sly seems to have had some admiration for the pair: ‘I believe you are right. Both of you are bold men apparently afraid of nothing and you would make very good soldiers. Still I cannot send you to be a soldier.’

      Freeman asked that an officer in the case, Detective Robson, be given his revolver as a souvenir. Ryan said he wanted his to go to the war effort. He later told a warder he would see the sentence out in twenty-four hours. The next morning he was found in bed soaked in blood. He had tried, and failed, to commit suicide.

      Freeman’s sentencing was followed immediately by his trial for shooting McHale. Now his alibi changed slightly, principally because the races were not run in the morning when the robbery took place. Instead he had been in bed with Kate Leigh. They had gone ice-skating together at the Exhibition rink and then back to Frog Hollow, Surry Hills, where they stayed in connubial bliss for two days. In the witness box she confirmed it: Freeman had been with her when the robbery took place. Again the Sydney Morning Herald was taken in: ‘Her admission, made in public and on oath, a woman’s confession of her own lack of virtue, would have gone far to swing the scales in favour of Freeman. It seemed unbelievable that a woman would publicly parade her shame unless the facts were correct.’

      But, as she would prove time and again, Leigh was not simply a woman. Still, the jury did not believe her and convicted Freeman. He received a death sentence immediately commuted to life imprisonment. He was released in 1939 and seems to have given up his criminal career with one minor exception. In May 1950 he was fined £10 for stealing a blow lamp from a shop. He had been drinking. There is no evidence he ever saw Kate Leigh again.

      For the moment Leigh had her own troubles. In March the following year she stood trial for perjury and was convicted in a bare fifteen minutes. She received five years.

      With the imprisonment of Jewey Freeman and Shiner Ryan, John ‘Snowy’ Cutmore, who led the Safe Protection gang—so called because they only stood over other criminals who would not go to the police—temporarily took over the top spot of Sydney’s criminal fraternity. Regarded as a clever criminal who always carried a revolver, Cutmore had been driven out of Melbourne in the so-called Fitzroy Vendetta, following a dispute over the proceeds of a robbery in 1918 and the subsequent stripping of one of Squizzy Taylor’s girls. Taylor, the king of the Melbourne underworld, was Cutmore’s one-time friend and ultimate nemesis.

      Like Taylor, Cutmore never served a long sentence. His worst was a twelve-month stretch in 1923 for theft. His acquittals made his reputation more than his convictions. He had been wanted in connection with the death of Edward Cleary, a prizefighter turned newsvendor, found shot dead in a hansom cab at 2 a.m. on 3 June 1917. In August 1920, Cutmore was charged with shooting at Peter Linas with intent to murder, and with having stolen ladies clothing in his possession. When the police went to his house in Barkly Street, Carlton, he tried to escape by climbing the chimney but it was too narrow so he hid under a bed. He was easily retrieved. As was so often the case, nothing came of either incident. And although, along with his offsider Henry Slater, Cutmore was found in Adelaide with an absolute arsenal of weapons in November 1921, again there was a verdict of not guilty.
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      The Rip Roaring Twenties

      By the mid-1920s there were four dominant figures in the Sydney underworld. In sharp contrast to the situation in England and the United States, where females usually had subservient roles—providing alibis, arranging for bail, minding stolen goods, finding lawyers—two of these figures were women. One was the feisty Kate Leigh, who was released from Long Bay in 1919 and after her divorce from James Leigh in 1922 had married Edward Barry. The marriage ended when she found him in bed with another woman and gave them both a good beating. The other was Matilda ‘Tilly’ Devine, a former prostitute. One of the reasons for their rise was the Public Offences Act 1908, which made it an offence for a man, but not a woman, to live off the earnings of prostitutes. Later the Crimes Act 1924 increased sentences for a reconvicted bludger to three years. Legally it was far safer for women to run brothels. Not that Devine and Leigh weren’t good at managing the girls.

      Even before her Eveleigh Street conviction, Leigh was establishing herself as a madam when girls of her age were usually just working in brothels. She had been convicted for ‘being the holder of a house frequented by prostitutes’ and, after a spell working the doorsteps of Mark Foys on the corner of Liverpool and Elizabeth streets, she found her true vocation. She opened a series of sly-grog shops in Surry Hills and a string of brothels in East Sydney. She was an enthusiastic recruiter of good-looking, working-class women, promising them that jewellery, furs, clothes and a good time was now almost literally at their fingertips, telling them: ‘It’s a nasty world, so it’s best to enjoy it while you can.’ There was also money to be made from receiving, cocaine dealing and, with the help of her male friends, the standover and the ginger game.

      In contrast to Leigh, Matilda ‘Tilly’ Mary Twiss Devine was sometimes described as ‘usually good tempered’, but others say differently. After all, in May 1925 she did cut the throat of commercial traveller Sidney Cork—apparently to teach him to speak more respectfully of her. She received eighteen months’ imprisonment. Born on 6 September 1900 in Camberwell, a poor, working-class district in South London, she had acquired a number of convictions for prostitution before she married James (Jim) Devine, then a small-time racecourse racketeer and thief serving with the AIF, on 12 August 1917. She came to Australia at the end of the war on a ‘bride ship’, starting work in a factory. Then, like a great many other women, she once again took to the streets. Devine and Leigh were said to be charging six shillings a turn, which would produce a very respectable sum when the average weekly wage was three pounds (sixty shillings).

      Devine’s first brothel was in Palmer Street, East Sydney, where she rented rooms to girls at two pounds a shift—they had to work off the first seven customers before they really began earning. Within five years she owned eighteen houses and the press had dubbed her ‘Queen of the Night’. By 1923 she had racked up sixty-seven assorted minor convictions.

      The pair could not stand each other. When they finally left the streets themselves and set up as full-time madams, they had differing lifestyles. Devine lived in some comfort in a red brick house in Torrington Road, Maroubra, with crystal glassware and a dinner service, while Leigh lived on the premises in Riley Street, East Sydney, where she celebrated every Christmas by throwing a great children’s street party—with presents stolen for the occasion. There was method in her generosity. The children’s fathers thought Kate was ‘all right’ and so might well visit her girls or work with her.

      In October 1931 Leigh was involved in a curious case. While she was working in the laundry at Long Bay, she had befriended Catherine Ikin, who was accused of murdering her husband Albert. Both the Ikins drank methylated spirits and liked to chase each other around the house and garden with sticks. In the middle of July he was badly cut in a knife fight with his wife; the tendons of his right hand were severed. Had he gone to hospital, all would have been well but he did not and died in bed three days later. She was promptly, if a bit ambitiously, charged with his murder. The murder charge was dropped and in October the widow Ikin was duly acquitted of manslaughter. Then followed a little struggle between God—in the form of the Salvation Army, who wanted to take her to a hostel—and Mammon, in the form of Kate Leigh, herself out and about again. This time the flesh triumphed (probably because Leigh was offering a celebratory drink and the Salvos were not) and off she went in Leigh’s smart car. It was only a matter of days before Leigh was in the police court again, this time charged with robbing and stabbing Mrs Ikin for her pension money.

      It was a short-lived case. Mrs Ikin did not, as lawyers say, come up to proof and the magistrate refused to commit Leigh for trial, but not before she had gone to the expense of hiring King’s Counsel to represent her. Clearly there was a great deal of money available to a madam.

      The third of the Sydney quartet was Phil ‘The Jew’ Jeffs, who was born in Riga, Latvia, but, like Devine, grew up on the streets of London. He worked a passage on a tramp steamer and spent time in South Africa before he jumped ship in Sydney in 1912. Then he worked as a boot boy for the gambler and publican Theodore Trautwen at the Coogee Bay Hotel until he was sacked for stealing from the guests. He also worked as a strongarm man for the warned-off racing identity James ‘Growler’ Kingley.

      In 1923, at the age of twenty-nine, Jeffs was arrested following the deaths of Alice O’Grady and Violet Thompson, with whom he had been out on a jaunt. He had managed to overturn their open car. He was acquitted of the manslaughter of O’Grady and the prosecution offered no evidence in the Thompson case. Then, in March 1928, he was charged with rape, which at the time was a capital offence. On the face of it, Ada Maddocks, mother of two, was snatched off Bayswater Road, Darlinghurst, while on her way home to her children after visiting a friend. Taken to a flat, she was repeatedly raped—and subjected to other shameful indecencies which the papers could not name—by at least five men including Jeffs, Fred ‘The Crusher’ Gordon Payne and Herbert Wilson, a hulking man otherwise known as ‘Budgee’ Travers. After nearly three hours she was then turned out onto the street. The newspapers were in uproar. The gang rape was the criminal cause célèbre of the year. How could any decent woman feel safe in the face of ‘perverted satyrs’? ‘Compared with this, Mount Rennie is a poor parallel’, and so on. The men immediately claimed that what had happened was with her consent and that, in criminal slang, she had agreed to ‘pull the train’.

      The public and papers were excluded from the committal proceedings but then gradually a very different picture emerged. First, Ada Maddocks had earlier taken out a summons against her husband for threatening her with a razor and accusing her of being a loose woman. On one occasion he had knocked her out and had been bound over to be of good behaviour. Then her uncle gave evidence that whenever he met her he had given her money because she was almost destitute. When she gave evidence of the rape it was clear she was still quarrelling with her unemployed husband and she admitted she had not eaten for twenty-four hours before the attack. Neither had she said anything about her ordeal when two girls, Olive Reynolds and Bessie Crawford, had come to the flat. Rather, while she was powdering her face, she had remarked, ‘Mind love or they will do the same to you as they did to me. They will promise you the world and then kick you out.’ Jeffs and Herbert Wilson called alibi witnesses, who testified that they were at Rock Lodge flats with two women. The judge summed up against Maddocks, and Jeffs and the others were acquitted in some triumph in less than half an hour. Her allegation seems to have come from her fear of her husband finding out how she had come by some money and particularly because Wilson refused to pay her.

      Crusher Payne did not last long on the outside. On 27 November 1929 he was sentenced to ten years for an assault on a garage owner in Manly. The court was told he cultivated shop girls and then persuaded them to steal for him. Payne told the judge his witnesses in the rape case had been congratulated on their evidence, but this time Judge Curlewis, who described him as an ‘absolute menace to human life’, told Payne, ‘I’ve been considering committing all your witnesses for perjury.’ Herbert Wilson continued a career in standover and sly-grogging until he moved into drugs. In February 1938 he was fined the modest sum of fifty pounds over the illegal importation of 110 tins of opium at Port Macquarie.

      But for Jeffs himself, it was really a matter of not looking back. By this time he was involved in mugging and in procuring women, often forcibly, for sex. He had a number of girls working for him in the Kings Cross area, was adroit at the ginger game and aligned to the cocaine trade. With great foresight he was also looking at illegal gaming on a grand scale. Regarded as one of the hardest razor men working in Sydney, he was intelligent and self-taught; some thought him to be the most capable criminal of his generation.

      The fourth, if rather less permanent, fixture in the Sydney underworld was the standover man Norman Bruhn, who sometimes worked as a labourer on the wharves, and had served, albeit sporadically, in the forty-sixth battalion (he was court-martialled in 1916 and 1919). Ugly, bad-tempered, a beater of women, a thief and pimp, Bruhn was one of Melbourne-based Squizzy Taylor’s top men. By the time he left for Sydney in 1926 his record ran the gamut of offences—larceny, vagrancy, cruelty to a horse, shop- and house-breaking and indecent exposure.

      Like Snowy Cutmore, it was not the crimes for which Bruhn served time that made him so dangerous—in fact, the sentences were relatively short stints. It was the crimes for which he was never convicted, and often not even arrested, that marked him as one of Melbourne’s great criminal figures of the early 1920s. That and the fact that he founded a criminal dynasty, which continues today in the shape of the Faure family. When he arrived in Sydney in 1926, bringing with him his wife Irene and their children, he had only a year to live.

      Bruhn’s interstate move was highly necessary. He had raided Dot Patrick’s Melbourne sly-grog shop and brothel, stripped and assaulted the girls and taken about 1000 pounds. There would almost certainly be reprisals from his rivals, whom he had seriously upset. In the underworld these things could often be sorted out through intermediaries, such as Bruhn’s brothers, but a spell interstate never hurt and, for the moment, Sydney seemed a much better option. From November 1926 he worked on the docks, joining the wharf labourers’ union under the name Noble and staying until Easter the next year. In an interview after his death, Irene Bruhn, perhaps self-servingly, said that when he left the docks in the autumn of 1927, he had once again begun to mix with undesirables and she had returned with her family to Melbourne.

      In fact she was not being wholly accurate. Bruhn had already established a string of prostitutes, including the gorgeous five-foot-three Nellie Cameron, described as a ‘redhead with a ripe figure and provocative china blue eyes’. Softly spoken and never raucous but with a flaming temper, she had Bruhn as her lover and pimp, allowing him a percentage of her earnings, said to be the then remarkable one pound a time for sex. One of the many women dubbed a Black Widow, and known in the press as ‘The Kiss of Death Girl’, Cameron began life as a prostitute in the Surry Hills and Woolloomooloo districts. From time to time she commuted to work in Queensland and she and Bruhn also worked the ginger game. Asked what she saw in the disagreeable man, she replied, ‘When I wake up in the morning I like to look down on someone lower than myself.’

      Bruhn took offence easily, and his reprisals were always swift and harsh, as standover man and receiver Edward Anthony Waldhoer found out the hard way. Waldhoer, who boxed as the lightweight Billy Chambers and was regarded as the biggest fence in Sydney, would buy anything from a tiepin to a tractor and be able to dispose of it. When Waldhoer rescued prostitute Florrie Masters from Bruhn’s clutches, Bruhn was not prepared to stand back and see his stable depleted. On Christmas morning 1926, he attacked Waldhoer as he lay in bed with Florrie at their home in Darlinghurst, cutting the fighter and leaving him with wounds requiring seventy-six stitches.

      Poor Florrie had simply exchanged one tyrant for another. On 5 October the next year, Florrie, now euphemistically described as a barmaid, killed Waldhoer. He had been beating her, and the pair had split, then reunited and split again. This time, when she had returned to the flat to collect her furs, Waldhoer chased after her down a lane and she shot him. He died three days later in hospital, but not before he had done the decent thing, telling the police that he had shot himself while cleaning the revolver he had bought to protect himself from Bruhn. No one believed him, particularly since Florrie had told the police she had shot him in self-defence. Charged with his murder, on 15 December she was saved by the prosecutor who, opening the case with the words, ‘the girl kept him and in return for his keep he was in the habit of brutally ill-using her’, effectively told the jury to bring in a verdict of not guilty, something they did before the end of the defence case.

      As Irene Bruhn had said, her husband’s companions certainly were undesirables but it wasn’t that he was simply mixing with them, as she put it; Bruhn was out leading the pack. Well, one of the packs. During his time in Sydney, he managed to gather a talented supporting cast, with whom he alienated the remainder of the local villains. Aligned with him was the seriously nasty standover man and thief George Wallace, known as ‘The Midnight Raper’ because of the way he stood over the prostitutes he controlled. Wallace, an ex-wrestler and an adroit pickpocket, would bet his male victims that he could guess their weight within four pounds. When he lifted them up he would steal their wallets, handing them to an offsider. Also acting as Bruhn’s enforcers were the gay albino Frank ‘Razor Jack’ Hayes, John ‘Snowy’ Cutmore and Lancelot McGregor ‘Sailor the Slasher’ Saidler—said by his wife to be ‘wonderful’, keeping cats and tweaking the noses of Chinese children until they squealed with delight.

      It was Hayes who slashed the throat of Sydney identity and crooked racehorse trainer Siddy Kelly on Bruhn’s behalf. He didn’t die, though, and in reprisal, Kelly and his much underrated older brother Tom, a standover man and gym proprietor, followed Bruhn and Hayes into Mack’s, a sly-grog shop run by Joe McNamara in Charlotte Lane, Darlinghurst, and gave them a bad beating. Continuing the feud, in early June 1927 Tom Kelly shot and wounded Hayes in Liverpool Street, Darlinghurst. He was acquitted after telling the jury that Hayes had jumped on the running board of his car and demanded money from him.

      Overall Bruhn should have been paying closer attention. On 22 June he spent the day drinking in the Courthouse Hotel, Darlinghurst, with racehorse trainer Robert Miller, the gambler Jim Hassett and a Dick O’Brien. They moved on to Mack’s, where later that evening, Bruhn was demanding free drinks. When he was refused, he threatened to shoot up the place, but he and Miller eventually left. Outside, in Charlotte Lane, the girls usually sat on their doorsteps or in armchairs in the doorways, soliciting, but on this night there was a sea mist, and they were indoors. Two men pushed Miller aside saying, ‘You’re not in this’ and shot Bruhn five times. ‘He was so tough, four would not have killed him,’ one admirer told Truth. But according to the taxi driver who had taken him to Mack’s and had remained nearby, Bruhn’s death seems to have been less than heroic. He was wailing, ‘Help, I’m shot! Oh, I’m shot.’ He was taken to the hospital, and Irene was at his bedside when he died. Although he is said to have told her the names of his killers, she declined to tell the police.

      The possible motives for his killing were limitless. There was speculation that there had been a quarrel over cocaine distribution, or that Bruhn had failed to divvy up the proceeds of a robbery. Or that he had robbed Snowy Cutmore’s friend, or that it was done on behalf of Tilly Devine, on whose girls Bruhn was leaning. Or that it was standover man Frank Green, trying to separate Bruhn from Nellie Cameron, and that Snowy Cutmore had been with him. Or, as has sometimes been suggested, it was in reprisal for the slashing of Waldhoer. Bruhn was probably also a dobber, something which has never appealed to the underworld. ‘Pentridge is half full of men Bruhn betrayed,’ said one Victorian detective.

      More in hope than expectation, the police did at least arrange an identification parade. On it went Frank Green, along with Tom and Siddy Kelly and another Sydney identity, ‘The Little Gunman’ George Gaffney. Naturally, neither Miller nor the taxi driver, Noel Infield, was able to make any positive identification. ‘I didn’t know who these men were and if I did I would not dare to tell you,’ Miller told the police. Two of Bruhn’s brothers came from Melbourne and took the body and Irene back home. Within a matter of days the less than grieving Nellie could be found on the arms of both standover man Guido Calletti and Green, although not simultaneously.

      Snowy Cutmore did not last long. At the end of October, he returned to Melbourne, ostensibly to pick up a horse. He must, however, have expected trouble because he took the hulking standover man Herbert Wilson (then going under the name Roy Travers) with him as bodyguard. Cutmore stayed with his mother and wife but that did not stop him getting about in an evening.

      Out on the town, Cutmore, who was known to be violent (it was said he had once branded a girl with a hot iron), was drinking heavily at a brothel in St Kilda which was under the temporary protection of Squizzy Taylor. Cutmore smashed the premises and, pulling a young girl out of bed, stripped her naked before turning her onto the street. It was not something that Taylor could allow to go unpunished. The pair met at Richmond racecourse on 26 October, where there were high words.

      The next day Taylor, along with Siddy and Tom Kelly, went looking for Cutmore at his mother’s house. Cutmore was in bed, said to be suffering from a sudden attack of bronchitis and influenza. The most popular version of the encounter is that Taylor walked in and shot Cutmore, who, with a pistol under the sheets, returned fire. Between them, they fired fourteen times. Cutmore died on the bed, shot through the right lung. Mrs Cutmore ran into the room and was shot in the shoulder. Taylor then staggered out, to be taken to St Vincent’s Hospital, where he died.

      Now began the Cocaine War, a series of shootings and knifings, out of which Jeffs ultimately emerged a clear winner. But there was plenty of to-ing and fro-ing before he did. First, immediately after Bruhn’s death, the personnel shifted violently. Razor Jack Hayes went to Germany, where he was badly injured in a street fight the next year. George Wallace, ‘The Midnight Raper’, was in Brisbane when Bruhn was shot and on his return was involved in a losing fight with Tom Kelly in Victoria Street, Darlinghurst. He was hit over the head with a hammer and fled. On 23 July 1928, fuelled with cocaine, Wallace began a fight in the Plaza Café in King Street where—after he had thrown a coffee pot at a waitress and slashed the manager, Harry Murray, with his razor—he was captured and attacked by the customers. Fined a modest two pounds, and a further three pounds towards the Plaza’s damages, Wallace left Sydney and twenty years later was stabbed to death in Perth.

      The next year the Crimes (Amendment) Act 1929 made possess-ion of a razor immediately prior to arrest on any charge punishable by six months’ imprisonment. There was also a provision for ordering a whipping on a conviction for malicious wounding and grievous bodily harm. The same year the Vagrancy (Amendment) Act made consorting with reputed criminals punishable by six months’ imprisonment.

      The provisions do not seem to have deterred the last of Bruhn’s team, the small, pale and thoroughly difficult Lancelot Saidler, who must have suffered from his first name in his youth. He had convictions for assault and riotous behaviour and, for the three years after Bruhn’s death, he continued to stand over bars and clubs in Glebe and Elizabeth streets near the Central Railway Station until, on 13 September 1930, he demanded five shillings’ protection from Ernie Good, who ran a wine bar. Good refused; Saidler threw a glass of wine in his face and, taking out his razor, threatened to carve him up. According to one witness, Saidler said, ‘I’ll slice off your smeller with this little beauty.’ Good took out a pistol and shot him where he stood. Some stories do have happy endings. Good was charged with manslaughter but the coroner ruled Saidler’s death was justifiable homicide.

      *  *  *

      There was not only prostitution, sly-grog and the standover from which to make money. From the 1920s the sale of cocaine, opium and morphine was just as important. Top-grade opium from Hong Kong came in through Queensland while lesser quality Dutch opium from Java came via Rottnest and Fremantle. This was an easy route; once the drugs were in Rottnest there was no customs enquiry of the boats that went to and fro. By the middle of the 1920s, however, because of the increasingly jaded palates of the users and the wild swings in quality, Dutch opium was falling out of favour.

      The first king of the Sydney drug trade was habitual criminal Charles Passmore who ‘has ruined more lives in Sydney than any other person’, said Sergeant Tom O’Brien when Passmore was fined fifty pounds for possessing illegal liquor in March 1925. Henry McEwan, who in May 1923 had received six months for selling cocaine at two shillings a packet to prostitutes. A number of women had been found in a stupefied condition and, true to form, the Chinese had at first been blamed.

      Passmore was another who went on to greater things. In 1930 he was convicted, along with showman Joseph Williams and sly-grog and cocaine salesman William Poe, of shooting Norman Everitt and Thomas Holdsgrove in a bank raid at Woollahra. They each received ten years. Tom Kelly, now described as a boxing instructor, was acquitted.

      The next in Sydney to go down was Harry ‘Jewey’ Newman, described as the king of Sydney dope traffickers, who bought cocaine from doctors and dentists, cut it with boracic acid and sold it at Paddy’s Markets using a gramophone records stall as a front. He would do the rounds of the surgeries, often accompanied by his children, and then break the purchases down into five shilling bags for sale to prostitutes and their clients.

      When the prostitute Mary Edwards was raided in Pelican Street, Surry Hills, in 1925, the police found thirty packets of cocaine. She told them she had got them from Newman but, for the next four years, despite constant raids on his runners—including Rose Steele, ‘Botany May’ Smith (or Lee), who once threw a hot flat iron at Lilian Armstrong, the first policewoman in New South Wales’s history, and the fifty-year-old Lilian Sproule, who was engagingly known as the ‘Human Vulture’—Newman himself remained untouched.

      Indeed he seems to have had a remarkable degree of protection, but his downfall came on 18 February 1929, when he tried to bribe Sergeant Tom Wickham, then half of the Drugs Squad. Wickham declined the offer and from then Newman’s days on the outside were numbered in single figures. On 23 February the police raided his shop and found eighteen packets of cocaine hidden in a drainpipe. Even then he was only sentenced to nine months’ hard labour and given a small fine. However, the conviction represented a modest breakthrough. Possession of cocaine had only been made an offence in 1927.

      By the end of the 1920s the crusading Truth claimed, in good old tub-thumping prose, that Darlinghurst was the centre of crime in Sydney: ‘Razorhurst, Gunhurst, Bottlehurst, Dopehurst . . . a plague spot where the spawn of the gutter grow and fatten on official apathy.’ The article claimed underworld czars ruled over: ‘bottle-men [thieves who bludgeoned their victims, usually from behind with a bottle], dope pedlars, razor slashers, sneak thieves, confidence men, women of ill repute, pickpockets, burglars, spielers, gunmen and every brand of racecourse parasite.’ In fact, all the people who make life in the underworld worth living.

      So far as Dopehurst was concerned, the courts were beginning to hand out substantial fines and require substantial bail for people charged with possessing cocaine. But the profits were such that it was a worthwhile risk. In July 1929 Ada McQueen and her daughter Helen were charged after drugs had been found when a party at their home was raided. Mère McQueen had been fined 250 pounds earlier in the month. Now she was required to find 300 pounds in addition to the sum she had lodged for an appeal.

      Appeals were standard practice. It was sensible from the criminal’s point of view to accumulate a number of convictions, lodge appeals and then withdraw them all. The usual effect was that all the sentences were made concurrent.

      One noted drug smuggler of the period was Reginald William Lloyd Holmes, a man with seemingly impeccable social and business connections who owned land at McMahon’s Point, across the harbour from central Sydney. For no very apparent reason he gave a former boxer, Jim Smith, a contract to erect a block of flats on the land. This was all the more peculiar because, whatever talents Smith may have had as a fighter or billiard marker, he had no experience whatsoever in the building trade.

      The likelihood is that Smith was standing over Holmes and his grip tightened because the McMahon’s Point scheme was a ramp: Smith went bankrupt and creditors were defrauded. However, Holmes continued to finance Smith and set him up with the grandly named Rozelle Athletic Club—in fact a billiards hall. He also gave Smith a more or less free hand skippering his speedboat.

      House building apart, Holmes’s great activity was smuggling. This was a time when smugglers usually just took the contraband off the ships at the docks, but Holmes used his boat Pathfinder to outrun customs officials as he picked up packages dumped overboard in Sydney Harbour or along the coast. Much of the contraband was cocaine—then, as now, the drug of choice among the bright young things of Sydney and elsewhere. It was a lucrative but highly competitive game, with fights between rival gangs. There were stories that Holmes’s gang intended to kidnap the head of a rival organisation and indeed he had once lured a man onto his boat and then fired shots into the water to indicate what would happen if he did not co-operate.

      It all began to unravel when, on Anzac Day 1935, Jim Smith’s arm, identified by its tattoos, was regurgitated by a captured shark in Coogee Baths. One Patrick Brady was arrested for Smith’s murder and police hoped that Holmes would give evidence. But on 11 June, in the midst of police investigations, Holmes was found shot dead in his car in Hickson Road, Dawes Point, a known courting spot. Without evidence from Holmes, the case against Brady withered and died. On 10 September he was acquitted on the direction of the Chief Justice. Nor was the prosecution any more successful in the cases of two men, John Patrick Strong and Albert Stannard, who were accused of the murder of Holmes. The evidence was again weak—a flimsy identification and fingerprints found on the dashboard of Holmes’s car—and the pair were acquitted shortly before Christmas.

      In his analysis of the case, author Alex Castles suggests that Smith, not only a blackmailer but also a police informer, was shot and killed by another criminal, Edward Frederick ‘Eddie’ Weyman, whom Smith had been threatening. Castles also suggests that Holmes, who was heavily insured, hired men to kill him—suicide would have voided his life policies.

      *  *  *

      From the time of the First Fleet, coining—making counterfeit coins—was a useful occupation and there was a rash of it in Sydney in the 1920s. One man who went down was the sixty-year-old Arthur Twible, who in October 1920 was sentenced to five years’ imprisonment to be followed by detention during the Governor’s pleasure, which translated as displeasure. Unsurprisingly, Twible was unhappy, and sawed through the bars of his prison cell, scaled a wall and ran slap-bang into a warder. Twible also worked in Victoria, and over the years was thought to have been sentenced to forty years’ imprisonment, including a ten-year stretch for coining in 1905.

      Another talented man who seems to have coined for the sheer fun of it was Harold Roy Williams. Along with Louis Somme he received eighteen months at Quarter Sessions in 1932. He had already served a sentence in Western Australia and this time the Attorney General appealed, claiming the sentences were too lenient. They were increased to four and three years respectively.

      But the unluckiest of them, and also perhaps the most talented, was Edgar Ronald Stokes (also known as James John Ritchie). One Saturday morning in August 1931, some eight months after his release from prison, neighbours heard a thump in his flat in Darlinghurst. They went to investigate and found Stokes lying dead near the door. He had died of cyanide poisoning. The police found all the windows closed and the door sealed. He had been coining florins (the equivalent of a ten-cent piece) and had inhaled the fumes. Instead of throwing open the window, he had tried to get to the door and failed by a few feet. In the previous weeks he had sold goods from a barrow, where he was thought to change the counterfeit coins. Now the police found a newspaper marked with racing selections and it was clear Stokes had intended to go to Kensington pony races that afternoon to get rid of the florins on bookmakers.

      The next year three Chinese businessmen appeared at the Central Criminal Court charged with uttering counterfeit coins. This time shillings totalling 480 pounds were brought in by Kuong Yung Tseng and then passed in their hundreds by Tseng Po Yung and Kwong Khi Tseng. The coins, all dated 1928, contained up to 3 per cent less silver than a genuine Australian shilling. Two things were surprising about the case. The first was that the men used banks to change the coins, though it was some time before the cashiers became suspicious. The second was that in November 1932 they were acquitted. Perhaps it was their openness in going to the banks that created sufficient doubt in the minds of the jurors. Although why someone should carry 9600 coins, all dated 1928, seems odd in itself. The trio immediately left for China.

      *  *  *

      Shootings continued happily in the underworld, with none of the survivors ever able to say who shot them or why anyone should do such a thing at all. In the autumn of 1928 there were no fewer than twenty, and in most of the cases the victims refused to co-operate with the police. In January 1929, William McKay, accounting for a wound in his chest, said that he had carried a gun and accidentally shot himself when he put his hand in his pocket. No gun could be found and McKay explained he had thrown it away the moment it went off.

      The first major trouble in Sydney after the death of Norman Bruhn and the dismantling of his team came two years later—in the form of a half-hour pitched battle in Eaton Avenue, Normanhurst, fought by about twenty men. It occurred because Phil Jeffs had been discovered cutting cocaine with an unacceptable level of boracic acid. Jeffs was at the fore, pulling William Archer, who had been shot in the leg, off the running board of a car and giving him a good kicking. He left the scene of the action and returned home, where at around 4 a.m. he was shot in the shoulder after a break-in. He crawled out of the house and was found by a milkman to whom he called rather piteously, ‘Milkie, take me to hospital.’

      Fortunately for him, Milkie came up trumps. Jeffs was driven to hospital, In his dying depositions he was at pains to deny that he was the head of an international gang. He survived and Ernest James Taylor was charged with his attempted murder but Jeffs gave evidence he was not the man. In turn he was charged, along with Archer, with causing grievous bodily harm to the fraudsman and fixer Charles Sorlie—who had run out of a block of flats in Normanhurst he was apparently managing to see what the noise was about—and to former all-in wrestler and known thief Frederick Johns, who just happened to be in the neighbourhood. Naturally, by the beginning of September all charges were dismissed, and as far as Jeffs was concerned peace was temporarily restored.
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