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A quatrain from Kurt Weill, Elizabeth Hauptman & Bertolt Brecht’s Die Dreigroschenoper (The Threepenny Opera)

For in this life (I wish there was another),

Victuals are scarce and men are such brutes, you know.

We’d love to live in peace and worship one another,

But circumstances just won’t have it so.
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Foreword

Dick Kirby, undoubtedly using the experience of his years as a working detective in the Metropolitan Police has, since his retirement from the Force, written a number of successful and popular books.

This book, London’s Gangs at War, is an account of real-life (as they sadly were then) criminals, their exploits and their almost unbelievable violence to one another and to anyone else they considered to be standing between them and their dominant hold on the leadership of the most lucrative criminal enterprises in the West End of London and particularly in the streets and shady clubs of London’s Soho district.

Some of those he writes about were what we might call ‘household names’, albeit for the worst of reasons. Their villainous exploits made good stories for the media, and I recall as a boy doing my daily paper round in my quiet country town and taking the opportunity to devour the reports of the activities of such well known rogues as Jack Spot, Billy Hill, Albert Dimes and, somewhat later, the infamous and equally violent Kray twins, Ronnie and Reggie. Even then I marvelled at the courage of the police officers who had to counterbalance and neutralize such violent and bloodthirsty gangland killers, who fought to control crooked clubs, fraudulent betting and gaming premises and prostitute rings.

It was only when I joined the Metropolitan Police myself and gained credibility with experience that I became aware of the courage of the officers who ran great risks to get inside information about these murderous individuals and groupings and their activities by cultivating and running informants, and the very brave undercover officers who, to gain vital information and evidence, posed as fellow villains. I never met any of the villains mentioned in this well written and very well researched book but am proud to have met and known a number of those who Dick has acknowledged as assisting with their own information about, in some cases, very risky and dangerous involvement.

This book will fill many a gap in the knowledge of serving detectives, their uniformed colleagues and all those fighting such violent miscreants now and in the future, and I congratulate and thank Dick Kirby for his patient, deep and thorough research into this subject. A book well worth reading.

Lord (Peter) Imbert CVO, QPM, DL.

Commissioner, Metropolitan Police 1987–93


PRELUDE

Little Hubby and the Babe

With the arrival of the Second World War, the British authorities decided that the time had come to rid themselves of a gang who had been a thorn in their sides for many years – the Sabinis. These brothers from Clerkenwell had been responsible for racetrack protection and gang warfare since the 1920s, but by virtue of their Italian heritage, the leader, Charles ‘Darby’ Sabini, and some of his brothers and associates with Italian-sounding names were incarcerated in 1940 as ‘enemy aliens’. This was a pyrrhic victory for the Home Office; it was also certainly unlawful. Firstly, the Sabinis were only half-Italian; their mother had been English and none of the brothers had even been to Italy. Next, Darby Sabini’s twenty-one-year-old son, Flight Sergeant Harry Sabini, was killed whilst on active service with the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve. And lastly, Sabini himself was a spent force. He was a middle-aged man with no stomach for further confrontations of any kind.

During the Sabinis’ internment, some of the criminal activity in London’s Soho was run by racketeer ‘Big Alf’ White. Sentenced to five years’ penal servitude in 1922 for shooting with intent (the conviction was overturned on appeal), shortly afterwards he was sentenced to eighteen months’ hard labour for attempting to bribe a prison warder. A hard man in his prime, he had been beaten up by a gang of tearaways outside Haringey Greyhound Stadium in 1939 which rather knocked the stuffing out of him. Although he had formed an uneasy alliance with some Italian gangsters, he was prudent enough to keep at arm’s length the gangs of Italians and Jews who ran many of the clubs. The Messina brothers, a band of violent Maltese pimps, had their girls working for them flat out (no pun intended) during wartime, but the brothers themselves kept a very low profile indeed. Prior to the outbreak of war, in order to prevent their being deported should they be convicted of a criminal offence, the Messinas had thought it prudent to take out British citizenship. This ruse now rebounded on them, since as British citizens they were subject to conscription into the armed services and warrants had been issued for their arrest; hence their self-enforced shyness. But neither the absence of the Messinas nor the nightly bombardment by the Luftwaffe meant a cessation of gang violence. Far from it.

*

Situated on the first floor of 37 Wardour Street, Soho was ‘The Bridge and Billiards Club’ – known to its habitués as ‘The Old Cue Club’ – and just before midnight on the evening of Thursday, 1 May 1941, Eddie Fleischer, aka Eddie Fletcher (who had been heavily involved with running protection rackets and who ten years previously had been arrested with Harry White, Alf’s son, for maliciously wounding a Soho club owner), was attacked in the billiard hall, and not for the first time either. Ten days earlier, at three o’clock in the morning, Fletcher and an associate, Joseph Franks, had been involved in a fight with Bert Connelly, the doorman of the Palm Beach Bottle Parties Club, which was situated in the basement of the Wardour Street premises. Fletcher had taken a beating – two men were charged with causing him grievous bodily harm – and he had been barred from the club.

Now Fletcher returned to the Italian-run club and was playing pool when he was set upon by three men – Joseph Collette, Harry Capocci and Albert George Dimes (otherwise known as Alberto Dimeo or ‘Italian Albert’). Dimes (with a Scottish mother and Italian father) was then twenty-five years old and at six feet two, a good-looking man and an adversary with a powerful reputation. Not only had he served short prison sentences, including one for breaking a police officer’s jaw, it was also rumoured that in 1939 he had murdered a fellow gangster named Charles ‘Chick’ Lawrence in the East End.

At the time of the confrontation with Fletcher, Dimes was absent without leave from the RAF. But now his reputation was about to be considerably enhanced, because a pitched battle began in the billiard hall and, according to a very few of the forty customers who later made themselves available to the police as witnesses, it was Dimes who coordinated the violence. The five billiard tables were wrecked, the light shades above them were torn down and smashed, billiard balls were hurled around the room and Fletcher was attacked by the gang with coshes, cues and fists. A former club owner and a friend of Fletcher, thirty-sixyear-old Harry Distleman – otherwise known as ‘Scarface’ and ‘Little Hubby’ – came to his aid. The three attackers vanished and Distleman took Fletcher, bleeding profusely from a wound on the side of his head, to Charing Cross Hospital to have the cut attended to.

And all might have been well, had Fletcher not insisted, an hour later, on returning to the billiard hall – ‘In order to retrieve my coat’, he said. Unfortunately for Fletcher, so did his three attackers.

*

By now, the sometime manager of the Palm Beach Bottle Parties Club had been alerted. He was thirty-nine-year-old Antonio ‘Babe’ Mancini and he had a hatred of Jews; whilst serving a twelvemonth sentence of hard labour in 1939 for stealing a wallet, he developed the unpleasant habit of spitting in Jewish prisoners’ food. This incurred the displeasure of the Jewish gang leader, Jack Spot, on remand for grievous bodily harm, who executed what was thought to be a suitably violent punishment on Mancini for his antisocial habits. Since Sabini’s internment, Mancini had been partly responsible for the unity of what remained of the Italian gangs.

Mancini later said that he had gone to the billiard hall ‘simply to see what all the fuss was about’, although it certainly appeared that the violence which followed was orchestrated, since Thomas Mack, a former member of the Italian Mob, also arrived. He had impressive credentials: in 1922 he had been sentenced to eighteen months’ hard labour for riot, and following his release, he and Mancini had both been sentenced to one month’s hard labour in 1924 for assaulting a bookmaker. Twelve years later, Mack had gone on to better things when he received three years’ penal servitude for his part in what became known as ‘The Battle of Lewes Racetrack’.

Precisely what part Mack took in the frenzied fighting which followed it is difficult to say, since he disappeared shortly afterwards. However, it was fortunate that Albert Dimes’ older brother Victor, a professional wrestler, was present, because before his sibling became deeply involved in the bloodshed he grabbed hold of him and pinned him to one of the wrecked billiard tables. It certainly saved Dimes from the gallows, because Mancini then thrust a dagger to a depth of five inches into Distleman’s left armpit. As the noted pathologist Sir Bernard Spilsbury later observed, this was sufficient to sever the axillary artery and the accompanying vein. Staggering into the arms of three onlookers Distleman told them, with considerable justification, ‘I am terribly hurt. He has stabbed me in the heart. Babe’s done it.’

As Distleman lay dying on the pavement outside the premises, there to be found by two patrolling police officers, Mancini, by now completely out of control, chased Fletcher between the billiard tables, slashing at him with the dagger and severing the tendons in Fletcher’s arm before, finally mollified, dropping the dagger and going home. Fletcher returned to Charing Cross Hospital where he was undoubtedly welcomed as a regular client.

*

Enter Divisional Detective Inspector Arthur Thorp from West End Central police station. He was then forty years of age, a tough boxer, much of whose service had been spent in London’s West End. He was fairly unconventional: when men complained that their wallets had been stolen by Soho prostitutes but nobody would admit the identities of the owners or tenants of the rooms used by the girls, Thorp would suggest to the aggrieved party that he ‘might like to work the room over a little’ – and would then avert his eyes as the victim systematically wrecked the premises.

Mancini handed himself in the following day and told Thorp, ‘As I was going upstairs, I heard somebody behind me say, “There’s Babe – let’s knife him!’” He admitted slashing Fletcher but denied murdering Distleman.

At the Old Bailey, Mancini was given the opportunity to plead guilty to manslaughter, and this would certainly have been accepted by the prosecution. Instead, in an act of almost unbelievable recklessness, he pleaded not guilty to everything: Distleman’s murder, inflicting grievous bodily harm with intent to murder Fletcher or with intent to cause him grievous bodily harm. This decision was stupid for two reasons: (a) the weight of evidence was very much against him, and (b) since Italy had declared war on Britain thirteen months previously, there were very strong anti-Italian feelings amongst solid, middle-class British citizens, especially those who made up a jury at the Old Bailey and who were decidedly disapproving of Italians wielding daggers.

In fairness, although there was little sympathy for the deceased – he had run a team of racecourse pickpockets, had six convictions for assault and ran a chain of brothels, together with his brother, ‘Big Hubby’ Distleman (otherwise known as ‘Hymie the Gambler’ and thought to be a highly active police informant)1 – the jury nevertheless found Mancini guilty of murder, and on 4 July 1941 Mr Justice McNaughton duly donned the black cap. Mancini appealed, first to the Court of Appeal (Criminal Division) and, when that was rejected, to the House of Lords, all to no avail. It was Albert Pierrepoint’s first hanging as Chief Executioner at Pentonville Prison on 17 October 1941, and as he slipped the hood over his client’s head he was rather unnerved when in a slightly muffled voice Mancini called out, ‘Cheerio!’

Following Mancini’s conviction, Dimes, Capocci and Collette appeared before the Recorder of London, Sir Gerald Dodson, on a charge of unlawfully wounding Fletcher. However, it appeared likely that some of the witnesses had been inappropriately ‘spoken to’, and on two occasions Sir Gerald plaintively asked the prosecuting counsel, ‘Is it worthwhile going on with this case?’ He later added to the jury, ‘There is no evidence to show that they did anything more than engage in a rough-and-tumble,’ and eventually Capocci was acquitted, with Sir Gerald telling the other two, ‘You were probably expecting prison and no doubt you deserve it, but I am going to bind you over.’

And he did so; Dimes and Collette were bound over in the sum of £5 to be of good behaviour for a period of three years, although Dimes was later sentenced to six months’ detention for his selfimposed absence from the RAF.

By the time of his death in 1942, ‘Big Alf’ White had shared his former associate, Sabini’s, lack of success. Sabini died in 1951, penniless and forgotten, with Thomas Mack following him into oblivion two years later.

In the same way as when the Kray brothers were incarcerated, twenty-eight years after the Mancini incident, this left a void in the ranks of criminality and there were plenty of gangsters willing, indeed eager, to fill that vacuum. We’ll make a start by focussing on Tommy Smithson, whose criminal career was just getting underway at the time of Babe Mancini’s demise.


CHAPTER 1

Tommy Smithson – ‘A Perfect Nuisance’

Tommy Smithson was considered to be seriously ‘game’ by the East Enders of the 1950s, an accolade for courage and daring normally only bestowed upon one of their own – something, in fact, he almost was. He had missed the sound of Bow Bells at birth – a necessity to claim true Cockneyship – by a distance of 178 miles, because he was born in Liverpool in 1920 (the sixth of eight children); but two years later, the Smithson family relocated to Hoxton.

He acquired a number of convictions, including a spell in Borstal, before joining the Merchant Navy as a stoker. Discharged in the 1940s, he returned to his old haunts in the East End, only to find that a large number of Maltese had set up gambling and drinking clubs as well as running strings of prostitutes, and Smithson, with his love of gambling, decided that the Maltese were ripe to be fleeced.

Smithson certainly had charisma; he was a former fairground boxer with a reputation for fighting to the point of rashness, and few of the Maltese club owners wanted a confrontation with him. He worked a crooked roulette wheel with Antonio Benedetta Mella, aka ‘Big Tony’, a failed (just five bouts) heavyweight boxer, and also as a croupier with George Caruana at his club in Batty Street, a side turning off the Commercial Road, Stepney. However, it was not too long before Caruana (who owned several other clubs) was transformed from employer into victim, as Smithson nipped him (as well as many other club owners) for a shilling in the pound from their dice games; and that was just the beginning.

Smithson was enhancing his reputation as well as obtaining a great deal of illicit income – much needed, because he had a fondness for silk shirts and underwear as well as being generous towards his friends. He was married but separated from his wife, and in 1948 he met twenty-year-old Zoe Progl, at that time out on licence from Borstal and later to become known as ‘The Queen of the Underworld’. They had much in common: both had been Borstal inmates, both were thoroughly dishonest and, since both were highly sexed, they began a passionate affair. However, in March 1949, he left to go to Manchester on ‘unspecified business’ (in fact, it was an eighteen-month sentence for robbery), and by the time he returned, a year later, he discovered that he was the father of a baby boy. Annoyed that Zoe was bringing up a baby in what he accurately referred to as ‘a house full of prostitutes’, Smithson set up home with Progl in a flat above a café in Shrubland Road, Hackney where both mother and child were showered with gifts.

But Smithson’s gaming rackets at dog tracks and clubs, crooked though they were, were losing money, and both he and Progl came to the conclusion that it might be more profitable to concentrate on more old fashioned villainy. She acquired a job as a clerk in a factory which lasted just long enough for her to discover that the weekly wages were delivered on Thursdays, for a Friday payout. On her final Thursday she left a window open so that later she, Smithson and two of his gang could climb in and remove the safe, containing £7,000. Within a week, their share of the loot had vanished, after Smithson’s near-lunatic betting at dog tracks and ‘spielers’ (illegal gambling clubs), where the races, card and dice games were undoubtedly every bit as crooked as his own. A week later, silk worth £4,000 turned up in the basement of their flat, but although the police raided the premises, both Progl and Smithson managed to walk away unscathed.

Smithson also ran a billiards club in Archer Street, Soho, and his generosity extended to permitting twins who were on the run from their National Service – their names were Reggie and Ronnie Kray – to sleep there, an act of kindness never forgotten by the brothers.

However, by 4 September 1951 the romance with Progl was over. That was the date when he met twenty-seven-year-old Fay Richardson at a restaurant in Baker Street Originally a mill girl from Stockport, Richardson could not, by any stretch of the imagination be described as a raving beauty, but she was a one-time prostitute and men had found her attractive. Before they parted, Smithson presented Progl with a diamond ring worth £500 in case she fell on hard times.

Meanwhile, the romance with Fay Richardson flourished, as did Smithson’s protection rackets. Unfortunately, this would bring him into contact – indirectly – with Billy Hill, the self-proclaimed ‘Boss of Britain’s Underworld’. Hill had left his faithful wife Aggie and had taken up with a Phyllis May Blanche Riley – known as ‘Gypsy’. Allegedly a former prostitute, and the possessor of a fiery temper, in September 1953 she was annoyed by a former acquaintance, a pimp known as ‘Tulip’, and asked Frederick ‘Slip’ Sullivan to throw him out of French Henry’s nightclub. Sullivan was somewhat past his sell-by date; in 1936 he had been acquitted of breaking and entering, and in 1952 it was rumoured that he was one of nine men who had participated in the £287,000 Eastcastle Street robbery, which had been masterminded by Billy Hill. Although he was rapidly approaching middle age, Sullivan did succeed in ejecting Tulip, who in fairness was much the same age – it was rumoured that the expulsion included the pimp being deprived of half an ear – but unfortunately, Tulip was protected by Smithson and therefore satisfaction was required. A savage altercation between Smithson and Sullivan ensued, the latter emerging from the confrontation with his throat cut (either as a consequence of a sharp implement being wielded or as the result of being chucked through a plate glass window). This was not the best year of Sullivan’s life; later he was sentenced to twenty-one months’ imprisonment for assault and following his release, in January 1955, he was stabbed to death by his girlfriend, Mary Cooper, who successfully claimed self-defence. Meanwhile, regarding the Smithson/Sullivan confrontation, Hill decided that Tommy Smithson had gone just a little too far. Smithson thought so too, because he promptly went into hiding, but within a week he was lured out on a promise from his former employer, George Caruana, that matters could be settled amicably. A meeting was arranged at the back of the Black Cat cigarette factory in Mornington Crescent, Camden Town.

That Smithson possessed limitless courage is not disputed. He was not, however, the sharpest knife in the drawer. He was accompanied to the meeting by Paddington club owner, Dave Barry, who although he had served prison sentences, including one for manslaughter, proved not to be the staunchest ally one could wish for. Smithson had brought with him a Luger, but when he was greeted by Jack Spot and told that this would be a peaceful meeting, he surprisingly handed it over – not that retention of the pistol would have benefited him, since he had forgotten to obtain any ammunition for it.

To most fighting men with a penchant for self-preservation there would surely have been the smell of danger in the air, but Smithson failed to detect it. Opinions vary as to what happened next. One version has it that a dozen thugs leapt out of a lorry and attacked Smithson; another that there were just four of them: Jack Spot, Billy Hill, Moishe Goldstein, aka Blueball, and Slip Sullivan’s brother, Sonny. But whatever the case, Barry took to his heels and Smithson was subjected to a ferocious beating. He was punched, kicked, hit with an iron bar which broke his arm and, whilst Spot held him down, mercilessly slashed all over his face and body by Billy Hill – the wounds on his face alone would necessitate forty-seven stiches – then run over by the lorry (twice) and, according to various sources, either left in the street or thrown into Regent’s Park. If the latter, the gang must have conveyed him there by a circuitous (and time-consuming) route – perhaps it is more likely that he was deposited in Harrington Square Gardens, which was much nearer. Hill thought, with considerable justification, that he had killed Smithson, and on Jack Spot’s instructions Moishe Goldstein summoned an ambulance, prudently leaving prior to its arrival.

That Smithson did not succumb to his injuries was nothing short of miraculous; everyone – the villains out on the street, friends and acquaintances, the doctors at Charing Cross Hospital where he was found to have lost five pints of blood – expected his imminent demise. It was a view certainly shared by Divisional Detective Inspector John Gosling from Albany Street police station, who visited the hospital the following morning whilst Smithson was receiving a blood transfusion; just one eye and a corner of his mouth could be seen among the swathe of bandages covering his face.

Who was responsible for the attack was London’s worst kept secret – everybody knew, including Gosling, who had spent a tremendously successful career with the Flying Squad and had been a founder member of the ultra-secret post-war Ghost Squad. He wanted nothing better than to arrest Jack Spot and Billy Hill, and if Smithson lived – he admitted that this was unlikely – he hoped to obtain a written complaint which would secure their convictions. But that time was not yet; leaving him in the care of two detectives with strict instructions not to permit any visitors, presents, letters or telephone calls, Gosling left the hospital to pursue another investigation. But when he returned, four hours later, he found Smithson sitting up in bed and lighting a cigarette, having consumed a four-course meal – and he knew immediately that someone had got to him. It was said that Spot had paid him either £500 or £1,000 (multiply by at least twenty for today’s values) for his silence – and he got it. Billy Hill, in his memoir Boss of Britain’s Underworld (Naldrett Press Ltd, 1955), in which he referred to Smithson as ‘Brownson’, remarked, ‘But even when he was breathing what he thought was his last, he didn’t sing. No, the cozzers tried everything to make him talk but that Brownson just kept his mouth shut.’

And so he did – then, at any rate. He discharged himself from hospital five days after the attack, and when his paramour, Fay, removed the bandages they revealed a total of seventy-eight stitches which had been used to sew his body back together again. Describing himself as looking like ‘the tracks running into Charing Cross station’, he swore revenge on his attackers. He bought a share in a nightclub in Old Compton Street which was promptly shut by the police, then swiftly purchased another which was similarly closed down.

But when he was accused of being a police informant, he was attacked again, and this necessitated another twenty-seven stitches being inserted in his well-worn face. It is highly likely that it was in a spirit of revenge that he put Gosling in the way of a stash of two million stolen cigarettes, a ton and a half of sweets (still subject to post-war rationing) and several other valuable commodities secreted in farm buildings belonging to two brothers at Pitsea, Essex. The brothers went away for three years each at Leeds Assizes, and the informant – whoever he was – received thousands of pounds worth of reward money from the loss adjusters. It was probably coincidental that, following the payout, Smithson was spotted swaggering around London’s West End wearing extremely expensive suits to complement his silk shirts.

With Smithson it was a case of ‘easy come, easy go’; he opened clubs and bookmaker’s offices, but when the money ran out, he was raided by the police and the courts committed him to prison in lieu of paying a fine, his friends organized a whip-round to secure his release.

And so it probably would have gone on, with Smithson obtaining and losing money and delivering beatings and receiving them in return (one from former associate Tony Mella, who cut his face open), but in June 1956 Fay Richardson was arrested. She had stolen a wallet containing a chequebook and had obtained ten gramophone records from a London store by false pretences as well as a dress from a Bond Street shop; having made an appearance at the Magistrates’ Court, she was remanded in custody because when arrested she declared that she was of ‘no fixed abode’, undoubtedly to stop the police coming round to search the premises which she shared with Smithson where they might have found goodness knows what. Her case was not improved by her stating that she was employed as a barmaid, something easily disproved, when in fact she was working as a prostitute’s maid.

Now Smithson was in a quandary; all he had to his name was a ‘pony’ (£25); to provide an adequate defence for his girlfriend would require at least £100. He decided to obtain ‘subscriptions’ and his first port of call was George Caruana – after all, he and several associates armed with iron bars had frightened some cash out of Caruana a few weeks previously, on an unrelated matter. Caruana handed over £50; however, Smithson thought this was insufficient and at midnight on 13 June, he and two associates, Walter Edward Downs and Christopher John Thomas, both aged thirty, met up in Windmill Street, Piccadilly and from there went to a café in Berners Street, where they saw Caruana. Smithson demanded £100 in total and to reinforce the request head-butted Caruana in the face, knocking out a tooth. Downs produced a flick knife and lashed out at Caruana, who put up his hands to save his face; his fingers later required six stitches. It was said that Thomas held the other occupants of the premises at bay with a revolver, although this was strongly denied by him. On Smithson’s instructions, Thomas took Caruana to hospital, where his wounds were treated; when they returned to the café, Caruana handed him £30 to give to Smithson.

Only when Smithson was dead would Caruana report this matter to the police; but that was in the future. Right now, with Caruana tremblingly handing over a wad of currency, a book was produced and instructions were given to start a collection for Fay’s defence and to record in it the details of the benefactors and their donations. It was handed to one of the café’s clientele, Philip Louis Ellul, known variously as ‘The Malt’, Philip Gatt or Philip Buhagian. Ellul had convictions for possessing a gun and living on immoral earnings and ran a string of what were referred to as ‘second- or third-rate prostitutes’. He was a tough, stocky man, twenty-nine years of age. Presenting someone like Ellul with such a menial, book-keeping task was not just a mistake, it was nothing short of lèse-majesté, rather like asking the Queen to clean up after her corgis.

Ellul was well known to Smithson; the men had previously been engaged together in various kinds of dirty work. In fact, only the previous week, when the two had been the best of friends, they had taken breakfast together. However, that friendship was about to change, quite dramatically.

*

On the evening of 25 June, with Fay Richardson still lingering in her cell at Holloway Prison, Smithson arrived at 88 Carlton Vale, NW6 at 7.30 and asked to see the landlord, whose name happened to be George Caruana. When he discovered that Caruana was not there, he asked two occupants, Marlene Marian ‘Blondie’ Bates and Margaret Turnbull, who shared a room, if he could wait; they agreed, and he accompanied them to their room on the third floor. Within half an hour there was a knock on the front door, and a woman in the basement flat admitted Philip Ellul, together with Victor George Sebastian Alfred Spampinato, aged twenty-two, a doorkeeper of Chicksand Street, E1 and Joseph Zammit, aged twenty-six, a cook from Christian Street, Aldgate. Spampinato, like Ellul, was a friend of Caruana, and it appeared that these two had also come to see him.

There were angry words between Ellul and Smithson, and Ellul (allegedly) said, ‘You’ve wanted me for a long time, haven’t you, Tommy?’ Ellul then pulled out a .38 automatic, and as Smithson came towards him he fired; the bullet hit Smithson in the arm and as Ellul ran out of the room, Smithson shouted, ‘I’ll get you in the East End for this, tonight!’

He tried to open the door but was unable to do so; someone was probably hanging on to the handle outside. But then Spampinato got up, went over to the door and murmured a few words in Maltese. The door opened, and Margaret Turnbull, who had ascended the stairs, saw Spampinato holding a knife and appearing to be helping Ellul to do something with a gun. She entered the room, and as Smithson was showing his wound to her the door burst open and Ellul rushed in. Smithson pushed Miss Turnbull out of the way and she fell on to a couch; Smithson again went for Ellul, who shot him in the neck.

The three men fled in a car which had been parked thirty yards away from the house, driven by a fourth man, and Smithson staggered down the stairs and into the roadway, where he collapsed in the gutter and, according to East End folklore, said to a passing child, ‘Good morning, I’m dying.’ He was taken to Paddington Hospital, where he did just that.

A murder investigation commenced under the control of Detective Superintendent Albert Webb, a veteran CID officer now at the end of his service. In 1945, as a detective sergeant, he had accompanied Detective Chief Inspector Bob Fabian KPM (‘Fabian of the Yard’) to Warwickshire to investigate what became known as ‘The Witchcraft Murder’, and four years later, as a detective inspector, he had recorded the astonishing admissions from the acid bath murderer, John George Haigh, which had sent him to the gallows.

The newspapers were full of the murder – even the 27 June edition of the faraway Sarasota Herald Tribune excitedly (if inaccurately) informed its readers that this was ‘England’s first gangland killing since the 1920s’ but went a little too far when they added that Smithson ‘had been a friend of Jack Spot’s’.

Details of the suspects were quickly circulated; at six o’clock in the morning of 27 June, Ellul and Spampinato walked into New Scotland Yard, where two hours later they were seen by Webb. Telling them he was making enquiries into the death of Smithson, Webb said, ‘I believe you two men were present at the time. Would you be prepared to tell me if that is so?’

Surprisingly, senior detectives really did talk to suspects like that in those days, and just as unusually, Ellul replied, ‘Sure, it was me that shot him. He was going to do me if I didn’t get out of London and I don’t stand for that.’

For good measure, Spampinato added, ‘I was with him when he shot him. He’s my friend and what he says is OK by me.’

Ellul then said, ‘I’ll tell you the whole set-up, if you like’, and proceeded to do so in a written statement, which in part read:

I backed into a corner by the door and pulled out a gun which I was carrying inside the top of my trousers. I pulled the trigger and it clicked. Then he came towards me with the scissors and I hit him with my hand. He fell on the bed, then he flew back at me. I pulled the trigger again, and I shot him. He was still standing up and I walked out of the door . . . I didn’t intend to kill him. I didn’t even know I was going to see him that day.

The same evening, a Flying Squad team pulled up outside an address in Berners Street, W1, and collected Zammit, who was taken to Harrow Road police station. At 7.30 pm, he was seen by Webb, who told him that he believed that he was present during the shooting of Smithson, and Zammit replied, ‘Yes, I was with Philip and Victor.’

The driver of the getaway car, Louis Magri, was traced and questioned. He was not charged, but Ellul, Spampinato and Zammit were – with the capital murder of Tommy Smithson.

An inquest at St Pancras Coroner’s Court was opened and adjourned on 28 June; three weeks went by, and then at Willesden Magistrates’ Court Mr E.C. Jones outlined the case for the prosecution to the magistrate, saying that Ellul had told the police that after the shooting, he had thrown the gun over a fence in Camden Town. He had also stated, said Mr Jones, that he and Spampinato had gone by train to Manchester and thence by taxi to Salford. Seeing in the newspapers that Smithson was dead, they had decided to return to London and go to Scotland Yard.

Marlene Bates gave evidence, telling the magistrate, ‘Philip pulled out a gun and as he pulled it out, Tommy went towards him. There was a shot. After he fired, Philip ran straight out of the room.’ After relating how Smithson had tried unsuccessfully to open the door and Margaret Turnbull came in, Miss Bates described how when the door burst open again Smithson pushed Miss Turnbull out of the way:

As he did so, Ellul came bursting into the room. Smithson put his arms out in front of him and made to go at Philip. Then Philip shot him. I saw nothing in Smithson’s hands. I covered my face with my hand. It was terrifying. The next thing I saw was Philip going out of the room.

She was then shown a pair of scissors but stated she was not sure if they were in the room at the time.

Margaret Turnbull – she had now changed her address to Queen’s Gardens, Bayswater – told the court that she had seen Ellul shoot Smithson.

Wishing to paint a complete picture of the murder victim, James Burge for the defence asked Superintendent Webb, ‘Is it right that Smithson was a bully with a reputation for ruthless violence?’

Webb replied that he had looked through Smithson’s record and could see no evidence that he had ever used a weapon: ‘When he committed violence, when he was convicted, he did the damage with his hands and feet.’

This provided an opening which all defence lawyers love, because it enabled Burge to sneer, ‘I’m sure he would be grateful for that tribute.’

A submission that Zammit had no case to answer was rejected by the magistrate, the three men pleaded not guilty to the charge of murdering Smithson, reserved their defence and were committed for trial at the Old Bailey.

*

With the three prisoners remanded in custody, Billy Hill and the Kray twins attended the showbiz-style funeral of Tommy Smithson on 4 July 1956. Hundreds of spectators – not all of them necessarily mourners – assembled outside the house of Smithson’s mother, in London Fields, Hackney an hour before the procession set out for St Patrick’s Roman Catholic Cemetery, Langthorne Road, Leytonstone. Women carrying babies, schoolchildren carrying their satchels, old men in macintoshes and cloth caps and young men with hard faces watched as the funeral cortège passed by. Unfortunately, the hearse suffered a flat rear offside tyre, which had to be hastily changed, but then the procession recommenced with six more Rolls-Royces containing family and friends following the hearse; behind the cortège were fifty more private cars and tradesmen’s vans. There were over a hundred bouquets, wreaths and tributes: ‘Tommy from neighbours’, one read; another simply ‘From a friend’; a third one said enigmatically: ‘Memories from Porkie’. This was a prescient memento from one Arthur ‘Porkie’ Bennett, recently released from eight years’ preventative detention for razor-slashing. There were two floral dice composed of white daisies and cornflowers, one showing four spots, the other three – a gambler’s lucky seven. Not so lucky was Fay Richardson; her application for bail was refused, so she remained in Holloway prison. Instead, she sent a wreath with the words, ‘Till we meet again. Love, Fay’. In contrast to Fay Richardson’s desire to be present, a firm decision not to attend was made by Tommy Smithson’s pretty blonde widow, Jessie. They had parted in 1945, and both she and their daughter were conspicuous by their absence.

There were huge crowds around the graveside, and workers from the nearby Central Line railway tracks looked on as the priest intoned the words, ‘Is this a lesson to us? No matter how we spend our lives, whether for good or evil, death always awaits us . . . ’

East End sentimentality went beyond mawkishness when the bookmaker Sammy Samuels, who had clashed with members of ‘The Brummagem Hammers’ racetrack gang in 1922, offered the opinion that Smithson ‘was as harmless as a day-old chick’. Smithson’s mother had the words ‘No one so true and kind’ engraved on her son’s memorial. However, seeing as how they were referring to the man whose watchword was ‘pay up, or get cut’ it is fairly certain that there were some – George Caruana amongst them – who might have disagreed with those sentiments.

*

One month later, on 3 August, Fay Richardson appeared before Mr A.W. Cockburn QC, the Chairman of the London Sessions, and pleaded guilty to the three charges of theft and false pretences; in fact, she cleared out the entire chequebook because she asked the Chairman to take a further nineteen offences into consideration when he placed her on probation for three years. However, a condition was imposed on the probation order: that she return to live with her mother in Stockport and not return to London during the next three years.

And so Fay Richardson left, saying farewell to her prostitute employer and pausing at the graveside of her former lover to silently bid him adieu – ‘Till we meet again’. Then she was gone. When she next reappeared in London, there would be a short-lived marriage to Alec Sadler, another to Stan Davies, a receiver and Kray associate, a slightly longer liaison with a man who, like Smithson, had been a boxer and whose murder she would witness – he, too, was shot. She also took up with Ray Rosa, a South London hardman of Turkish extraction who had been flogged in prison; he died in a car crash. It appeared that Mrs Davies, formerly Sadler, née Richardson, was accompanied by the angel of death.

*

The trial of the Ellul and Spampinato – no evidence was offered against Zammit and he was discharged – commenced at the Old Bailey on 18 September 1956 before Mr Justice Ashworth, who eight years later would be the last judge in England to send two murderers to the gallows. The Crown’s case was conducted by Mr R.E. Seaton QC. ‘Reggie’ Seaton was a tremendously keen prosecutor and was much admired – by the police, that is.

Another competent barrister (who would go on to become a judge) was Edward Clarke QC, who appeared as defence counsel for Ellul and who told the jury that during the attack upon Caruana by Smithson and his two associates, Caruana had told Smithson, ‘I haven’t any money coming in. You’ve had £1,500 from the club since coming out of prison’.

According to Ellul, Smithson had replied, ‘I could get money from Billy Hill but I don’t want anything to do with him. The only difference between me and him is that he takes ten shillings in the pound and I only take five shillings. I don’t ask you people for money, I demand it.’

In addition, Ellul told the court that a day or two before the killing, Smithson had told him, ‘If you don’t get out of London, I’ll do you’, and consequently, Ellul moved his address. On the day of the killing he had bought an automatic pistol and nine rounds of ammunition from ‘a coloured man in Poplar’.

‘I thought I’d be safer with a gun,’ Ellul told the court. ‘Smithson and his gang had threatened me with a gun.’ Describing how he went to 88 Carlton Terrace on the evening of 25 June to wait to see Caruana, Ellul told the court that he had entered ‘Blondie’ Bates’ room to find Smithson there:

While talking to Miss Bates, I saw her looking at something and turning round, I saw Smithson with a pair of scissors in his hand. He said, ‘I’m going to have you now.’ He made a swing at me and I pulled out the gun. I ducked and hit him on the chin with my fist and he fell on the bed. He jumped up in no time and was after me. I thought he was going to hit me and I shot him. I walked out of the room but I returned after Spampinato had told me that Smithson had been hit. I said I would try and reason with him and help him. Smithson jumped at me with the scissors. I raised my right hand and a shot was fired by me. I rushed out. The last I saw of Smithson was him following me down the stairs. I had no idea he was injured. Spampinato had nothing to do with the firing of the shots.

The following day, Spampinato gave evidence and told the court that he had no quarrel with Smithson (‘a rough fellow, who had beaten up people in a club’) whom he had known for four years, and ‘had never got in his way’.

Referring to the time of the shooting, Spampinato’s barrister, Mr E.
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