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PREFACE

The infamous Sydney organised crime boss Abe Saffron was no saint, but he didn’t have a reputation for being physically violent or bloodthirsty. He wasn’t a pugilist. He did have a pistol (and a fur-lined whip), but he wasn’t known for using the pistol – the whip was another story.

While there were always the hard men, the savages and thugs, the downright dangerous and desperate within Saffron’s generation and milieu of criminal activity, he was never within that class. But his hands weren’t clean. If you order someone to be killed or bashed you might not register the bloodstains on your hands or clothes, but it registers on your soul, if you have one.

In comparison to Mafia godfathers, perhaps Abe wasn’t anywhere near winning Organised Crime Figure of the Year, but he was always a cut above the wannabes and those who followed on who hadn’t yet learned the lessons he’d learned – and maybe never would.

The man known as Mr Sin ruled Kings Cross from the 1940s until well into the ’80s and the myths and legends and stories about him are many. But was he really as bad as some say?

Most people who were there are dead, but there are enough who have chronicled bits and pieces of his life in anecdotes, newspaper articles, books, court transcripts and whispers in my ear that I wanted to gather them all together and see the full portrait of Abe Saffron and his times.

For almost two decades I reviewed crime fiction for the Sydney Morning Herald, co-edited three fiction crime anthologies, founded Mean Streets (Australia’s first crime and mystery fiction magazine), co-founded the Ned Kelly Awards and received a Ned Kelly Lifetime Achievement Award in 2005.

So, for me it makes perfect sense to combine my dual passions of music and crime writing, and I imagine others might be intrigued by that mix, too – all the glamour and the grit. As time has collected days and years in my own life, and I have been asked to recall events, people and places in the Australian music and entertainment industry I am still part of, I now often think more expansively about where I was and what was happening beyond me in those moments. It’s just something you don’t do when you are fully immersed in your own work and your own life.

I mean, when you are bounding down Darlinghurst Road with Tom Waits, you’re hardly thinking about the owner of the Pink Pussycat and exactly what kind of life he was living. You’re not paying much, if any, attention to the person behind you in line waiting for a teller at the ANZ bank in the main strip of Kings Cross. You’re not wondering if it’s the revered figure who rules the area.

At any given moment there are millions of stories unfurling around us. The context of the streets we all walked, the venues and the shows we saw or read about, the deals, and the news headlines we chatted about during meetings is, when I reflect upon it, endlessly curious and revelatory.

And, Abe Saffron, for better or worse, was one of the people who shaped a time and a place, and would set the stage for others to follow.




INTRODUCTION

BRIGHT LIGHTS, BIG CITY

The first time I saw the place nicknamed Sin City was in 1976 on my second-ever visit to Sydney. Driving down the main drag of Kings Cross at around 10 pm my head took flight in many directions. I was 19 years old and awestruck. There were cars and people everywhere, the kinds of people I’d never seen before, amid a sea of neon lights that I expected might be visible from Mars. But it was more than that. There was also an energy, an anticipation, an expectation of possibility, a rush. It was at once exciting and dangerous.

As a kid who’d grown up in Launceston, Tasmania, then only slightly bigger than a country town, before a stint at university in the staid and far-from-glitzy Adelaide, I was experiencing a complete revelation. Did places like this actually exist? Apparently, they did.

This was a world that seemed to be teeming with excitement, glamour, thrills and vicarious and real pleasures like I’d never imagined. I wanted in.

But I’d have to wait another two years before I moved to Sydney, and Kings Cross would become an almost daily part of my world. Soon after I moved to Sydney in August 1978 to work for RAM (Rock Australia Magazine) one of the first share households I moved into was in Brougham Street in Kings Cross. Yes, I was actually living in the Cross and walking its streets every day and night.

After a while I moved to the suburban inner-west world of Stanmore, which was closer to RAM’s offices, but then RAM moved from the not-altogether unhip Glebe to Darlinghurst and the Cross was just a stroll up William Street. I played Space Invaders in amusement parlours on the Strip for hours on end. I hung out watching rock’n’roll bands at the Manzil Room, the Rex Hotel and numerous other venues in and around the Cross.

As a fledgling rock’n’roll journalist, I ventured through the Cross what seemed like every other day to the more gentrified Elizabeth Bay, where on the dividing line between the two worlds was the Sebel Townhouse. Seemingly every international rock star stayed and held court there for the never-ending parade of journalists, groupies and other hangers-on. The Sebel epitomised much of the Cross in those days in so far as anything – and I mean pretty much anything – was permitted within its walls just as long as no one was (badly) hurt and the police didn’t need to be called.

I recall one evening in the early 1980s after I’d interviewed the Beat Generation–inspired singer Tom Waits, a fellow journalist friend and I suggested to Waits that we take a stroll through the Cross. That we did, with Waits taking in the sights and sounds and characters of the Strip as it was then. He posed next to neon-lit outlines of women at the front of strip clubs and chatted to spruikers plying their trade on the pavement. For him it was the Australian equivalent of the seedy but exciting Hollywood Boulevard, which was his turf in Los Angeles. I hadn’t been to Hollywood, but for me the Cross was as glamorous and squalid as I’d first seen it five years earlier.

Up close and outside of the protective cocoon of the car that had taken me through there in 1976, I realised pretty quickly that it wasn’t all harmless glamour. People everywhere were clearly heavily affected by drugs. The street-walking women didn’t look that fabulous the closer you got, often make-up covering their bruises, and there was a constant air of tension.

Aside from the drug intake, many of those walking the streets were clearly inebriated, some swaying noticeably, others exuding the body language of those who’d consumed four too many drinks and had convinced themselves the night was still young and there was more drinking and fun to be had. There were groups of males with an air of potential trouble about them. You sensed that some were more than slightly unenlightened in how to treat and respect women and that, combined with a pent-up aggression, meant that one slight provocation could set them off.

It could be something small that quickly escalated. Giving one of the street spruikers outside a strip club a bit too much lip could instantly turn nasty. Trying to get into bars and clubs when those four drinks too many had put you clearly over the limit but you were beyond realising it could be the catalyst. An off-colour or derogatory comment to a woman – working or just also out for a good time – could bring on a fire of verbiage and fists.

Other figures moved furtively up and down the streets creating a sense that something could happen at any moment and in any form. Was someone about to get stabbed? Would a gunshot ring out? Was a melee about to break out? Were there scores about to be settled? I always walked the streets of Kings Cross wide-eyed at the glitz and glamour but with my senses sharpened because the contrast between the bright lights and superficial good times and what might happen in a split second was often palpable.

I thought I was relatively street smart and savvy but there were clubs and bars that I simply was not game to venture inside and I avoided the back streets and alleys altogether. Nothing good was going to happen to a guy like me on those streets. There was a distinct air of danger there.

Back then, I spent as much time in and around the Cross as I could. I loved it and also had a perverse attraction to the edginess of it – just so long as I didn’t get toooo close. I ate focaccias and drank coffee at the Tropicana in Victoria Street on the border of Darlinghurst and the Cross. I hung out at Mamma Maria’s cafe in William Street before it moved up and across the road. I spent goodly amounts of money at Nicholas Pounder’s tiny, well-organised antiquarian bookshop at 298 Victoria Street and ate many meals at Pinocchio’s on the Strip and schnitzels at Una’s, which again was technically Darlo but felt like Kings Cross.

After interviews at the Sebel Townhouse or just because we felt like it, a group of us would often go to a small Indian restaurant just down the road from the hotel where often one of my friends would have called up the day before and ordered a Derek Special. Derek, a mild-mannered Englishman, and his wife ran the restaurant. A Derek Special was a curry prepared to a level of heat that was so intense that only the hardy could ever finish one. I never tried. And a few doors further down was the occult bookshop with all sorts of fascinating books and knick-knacks. I bought Aleister Crowley and Colin Wilson books there.

I hung out with a bunch of friends who worked at Double J radio before it went national. I had frequent drinking sessions with presenter George Wayne at a hotel across the road from their studios in William Street and did double-takes at the sex workers plying their trade in St Peters Lane behind the ABC building. I was still naive about a lot of things then.

St Peters Lane was also where author Peter Corris located the fictional offices for his weather-beaten private investigator Cliff Hardy, a character who spent a lot of time treading the mean streets of Kings Cross and surrounding areas, where particularly the criminal element gave Corris plenty of fodder for his novels.

In the early 1980s I moved from Stanmore to Cathedral Street in Woolloomooloo, so the streets of the Cross were just a simple but daunting almost straight-line walk up the McElhone Stairs connecting Brougham and Victoria streets, which had been built in 1870. I’ve subsequently learned that it’s 113 steps but of course I didn’t count them, and far preferred returning home to climbing up them, no matter what promised good times awaited.

Soon afterwards, when I began managing the Hoodoo Gurus and later Paul Kelly, I had a management office in Victoria Street above a cafe called Toppers. Technically this was also Darlinghurst, but in those days it all felt like one character-filled, hip but edgy area.

When I moved into the office, I was bemused by the number of mirrors in the rooms I was renting – including a couple attached to the ceiling. What was this all about, I wondered. Remember – kid from Tasmania here. Eventually someone pointed out that my space had been a brothel in a rather recent life.

A little later I lived in Elizabeth Bay for a time and took weekly strolls up the hill to the Cross to eat at a Japanese restaurant around the corner from the Coca-Cola sign. Japanese restaurants weren’t everywhere then as they are now. Artist Brett Whiteley knew about the place too and we’d often be there at the same time, nodding in recognition as we seemed to be the only diners who weren’t Japanese tourists.

Close to this time I co-promoted a tour by the American actor and musician Harry Dean Stanton who had starred in Paris Texas, Repo Man and many other cult films. Harry Dean and his band stayed in the Cross and wandered around the streets regularly during their time in Sydney. No one ever said a word to or recognised Stanton.

When I told friends this they gasped, ‘Why didn’t anyone recognise him!’ I explained that every second person walking the streets of Kings Cross had that down-on-their-luck look that Harry Dean cultivated.

The Cross – then and now – was peopled by the most astonishing array of characters. Actors, musicians, drug addicts, street hustlers, bankers, tourists from around the globe, police, bohemians … they all mixed together on those streets.

Everything about the Cross and its surrounds thrilled me. It felt like freedom if you could feel such a thing. For the first time in my life I felt totally enlivened, as if anything was possible. Kings Cross stimulated my senses – and sense of possibility – in ways that I’d never felt in Launceston or as a university student in Adelaide. This was urbane city living with all its extremes and I was totally enraptured and embracing of all that it offered.

I first visited New York City in 1981, and Kings Cross was as close to the hipness and edgy cool of Manhattan in that era as you were likely to find in Australia. Well, there was Fitzroy Street in St Kilda in Melbourne, which definitely rivalled Kings Cross for edgy seediness, I guess. But it lacked the neon glamour that hid the cracks common to both.

Looking back through the prism of today, the latter 1970s and early 1980s in Sydney – and in Kings Cross in particular – were another time and place, a seemingly alien landscape of drugs, street walkers, shady characters and rock’n’roll. But there were also continental delicatessens, cafes, restaurants and the legacy of the bohemian cohort from an even earlier time that added to the sparkle. Besides the European refugees, it was a place that attracted the intellectuals, artists, music makers, writers and poets – all adding light to the dark and making the dark more pronounced and intense.

I can only imagine what it was like for people in Sydney in the 1950s and 1960s, particularly people from the suburbs who were drawn there on a Friday or Saturday night. This was a long time before the advent of real suburban nightlife. If you lived anywhere in Sydney or its surrounds and you wanted bright lights, you had to head to the Cross.

In the 1980s Kings Cross became my entertainment playground. I had no idea that a man called Abe Saffron probably owned half the establishments I frequented. I may well have passed him in the street and not have recognised him. But I would come to know his name and his reputation fast. People talk and I am a good listener.

* * *

Kings Cross was full of possibilities in the second half of the 1940s. World War II was over, and the world felt different. Relief fuelled optimism. Australia was not going to be taken over by foreign forces; our cities were not going to be decimated by bombs. There was a desire for escapism and good times. People wanted to go out, enjoy themselves and spend their money.

It was a time and place that was ripe for the picking by people like Abe Saffron, and he’d run his first business there in the 1940s. Within two decades, he’d play a big part in changing the nature of organised crime in Sydney, and define, influence and partially dominate the Australian entertainment landscape. He had his fingers in more pies than probably even he could count and inspired many imitators – some of whom had his power and finesse, but many of whom were little more than power-hungry thugs. He was a trailblazer in what was possible in the world of criminality.

While he expanded his enterprises rapidly, what was more important was his vision and sense of what was possible. Some operators specialised in sly grog sales, others in the sex industry and other nefarious activities. Saffron saw that you didn’t need to differentiate if the common aim was making money. And he also realised – like a good Monopoly player – that the key to it all was real estate. Own the property and you could do absolutely whatever you or others wanted within those walls, just so long as you didn’t attract unwanted attention.

Individuals – not just in Sydney but around the country – would look at this Abe Saffron guy and think, ‘Not only can I do that, but I also want some of what he has.’ And Saffron did it with style, finesse – and muscle. He was understated but extremely powerful. Because he was so effective at what he did, he made it look almost easy to be the kingpin in this milieu. A lot of people, most of them not nearly as smart as Saffron, wanted in. The majority would find out that it wasn’t easy but, in every nook and cranny in every back street of the country, there were individuals who figured their destiny was to do what Abe was doing. But no one could do it like Abe.

Saffron was not the first underworld figure to tap into the world of entertainment and he was certainly not the last. But few others had the acumen, nous and self-belief to build such a far-reaching empire as he did. Where did he get the gumption, the moxie, to become the King of Kings Cross? Let’s find out …
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