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  Preface


  It is not the intention of this book to suggest that the heroism or sacrifice of the British people in the Second World War was less than traditionally portrayed. Pitt the
  Youngers assertion, a century and a half earlier, that England had saved herself by her exertions and would save Europe by her example, was never more true than in the years 1939 to 1945.
  The purpose of the great majority of her people was to fulfil Pitts promise.


  The aim of the wartime underworld was equally direct, as the gang leader Billy Hill described it. By determined exploitation of shortages, the frontiers of crime would be extended throughout a
  thriving civilian black market. Men and women who might never have broken a law in peacetime would find themselves linked, distantly but inevitably, to the thief and the racketeer. Much was to be
  heard of racketeers. Before 1939 some had already acquired the status of gangsters, whilst others were merely envied for their success in business. War was to prove the great leveller of both
  classes. In many cases, those who had not previously been professional criminals showed themselves a lot brighter and able to do a lot better as wartime law-breakers than the boastful gangsters.
  For a Liverpool ship repairer to cheat the government of the modern equivalent of 20,000,000 in two years made Billy Hills smash and grab raids on West End jewellers seem almost
  paltry.


  The activities of its underworld were to feature little in histories of the war but a good deal in its fiction. Basil Seals evacuee racket in Evelyn Waughs Put Out More
  Flags (1942) had its parallel in reality. In Waughs Sword of Honour trilogy, Men at Arms (1952) recalls the sergeant-majors warning to young officers about
  the frauds practised on the Army by civilian contractors. Meantime, at the castle near Penkirk, the Pioneer Corps has made itself cosy throughout the winter by trading tools and supplies from the
  company stores for civilian comforts. Officers and Gentlemen (1955) adds a disturbing undertone to the war in the Middle East. An Egyptian taxi driver lies buried under the sand close to
  the camp with his throat cut. The camp police flush women from the company lines. The medical supplies are stolen by an Arab waiter. The NAAFI till is burgled as a matter of routine and there is
  news of wholesale pilfering of drink and tobacco on the railways in far-off England.


  In The Third Man, which appeared in 1950, a year later than the film, Graham Greenes poetic portrayal of the black market in occupied Vienna is a muted echo of reality. In 1946
  Fiorella La Guardia, who had been a popular Mayor of New York, was appointed head of the new United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, UNRRA. This organizations first task was
  to prevent starvation in the lately defeated or liberated countries of Europe. La Guardia was dismayed to find that a modern equivalent of 80,000,000 of relief supplies every month was being
  stolen at the port of Trieste alone, for sale on the black market. An entire shipment of penicillin was among the supplies which had disappeared. Nor were such markets dependent solely on
  professional thieves. A friend of Graham Greenes went with two doctors to see The Third Man. The doctors were silent and subdued after the visit, then confessed to having been RAF
  medical officers in post-war Vienna and having sold penicillin without thinking of the consequences.


  Waugh and Greene were giants of the fiction of war. Yet few documentary accounts of the political underworld could match F. L. Greens drama of a wounded IRA gunman on the run in Odd
  Man Out (1945) or John Mairs political thriller Never Come Back (1941) with its overtones of John Buchan. Patrick Hamiltons novel The Slaves of Solitude (1947)
  is a fine portrayal of wartime shortages and the resentments of residents at a Thames valley boarding-house, a disenchantment on which the black market thrived. To complement these, the short
  stories of Julian Maclaren Ross in The Stuff to Give the Troops (1944) and Better Than a Kick in the Pants (1945) form a sharply observed comedy of other ranks manipulation
  of army routine.


  Of subsequent studies of criminality, Edward Smithies Crime in Wartime (1982) offers a skilful analysis and statistical categorization of crime, forming a well-documented social
  history of this aspect of the war. When the conflict ceased to be a British affair and became what Winston Churchill called a Grand Alliance with the United States, there was already
  an American black market, though it had few contacts and much to learn in relation to its longer-established transatlantic cousin. However, M. B. Clinards study of the American experience,
  The Black Market (1952), is a densely detailed account of wartime racketeering in the United States, and a reassuring reminder that such racketeering was not the business of any one nation
  alone.


  For those of us to whom the war was a reality, it is increasingly a childhood vision. My earliest recollection is of a formation of grey aircraft, flying so low that the black crosses on their
  wings were plainly visible. No bombs had yet fallen on Weston-super-Mare and there was no sense that we might be their target. In the sunlit September lunchtime they had re-formed over the Bristol
  Channel after a low-level flight from northern France. While the RAF was fighting the Battle of Britain elsewhere, this formation was on its way to devastate the Bristol Aeroplane Works at Filton.
  Later, on a school walk, there was a field-gate, beyond which the long wooden huts of an army camp had sprouted. Some genial soldiers from South Wales presented our group with a technically illegal
  tin of corned beef. As far as black market groceries were concerned, I believe my parents were once invited to buy an extra pound of jam, because it was my birthday.


  Air raids were synonymous with nights under the stairs. In scenes that might dismay the emergency services of a later age, bomb disposal was sometimes a matter of self-reliance. My father, as a
  Special Constable, had a couple of unexploded incendiary bombs pointed out to him by an anxious neighbour  a large number of them had failed to go off. He put these in his capacious
  saddlebag and wheeled them away to be dealt with at the police station. A Morrison shelter arrived, when it was no longer needed, occupying a third of the living room, its wire-mesh sides like an
  animal cage. Then, almost at the wars end, twiddling the radio tuning-knob I heard an English voice, far off among the whoops and gurgles of the airways. It promised us that though
  Jairmany was collapsing, a new war would soon follow, now that Britain had spurned an alliance with the German legions. It was puzzling to be told we should soon be at
  the mercy of our friends Uncle Joe and his gallant Russian troops. This was the last, longest and most drunken of Lord Haw-Haws harangues, in May 1945.


  In describing the activities of a criminal underworld during those years, I have borne in mind that the memoirs of professional robbers should be taken with more than a pinch of salt. The value
  of stolen gold or gems, fur coats or the contents of post office safes is likely to be exaggerated. Indeed, it may also be exaggerated by the victims, who seldom understate the amount for the
  purpose of their insurance claims.


  However, it seems worthwhile to give an approximate modern equivalent to the sums of money as expressed in thefts and fines, though this is to some extent subjective. Prices of articles do not
  rise uniformly but a general rate of increase since the war may be said to be by a factor of 35 times. Of course, inflation is not the whole story. The average weekly wage in 1939 was 4.45
  and has multiplied a hundred times, though this income is spent on a wider range of modern comforts rather than in simply paying more for them. Allowing some weight to this, I have suggested that a
  multiple of 40 would give the reader a fair idea of equivalent values. I have included a modern approximation in brackets beside the sums as they were given at the time. Few people would now feel
  greatly inconvenienced by a fine of 20. They might hesitate to risk conviction if the penalty were 800. In real terms, property is now more expensive, while foreign travel and
  telephone calls are much cheaper. A commodity like butter, which was a luxury to many families in 1939, is no longer so.


  It is a pleasure to acknowledge the help which I have received in writing this book, involving as it has done a wide variety of sources. Mrs Jenny Collis and her colleagues of the Bodleian
  Library Map Room have done much to make my work a great deal easier by their patience and helpfulness. The gathering of material has also been greatly assisted through the facilities provided by
  Professor David Skilton and the Cardiff University School of English, Communications and Philosophy. Ms Sue Anstey, Ms Sue Austin, Ms Sarah Bithell, Ms Helen DArtillac-Brill, Mr Tom Dawkes,
  Mrs Chris Hennessy, Ms Nancy Hooper, Mrs Ann Lowery and Mrs Ann Thomas of the Information Services at Cardiff University have between them shortened the writing of the book by many months, by
  bringing to the desktop documents whose originals lay far off. They have, I fear, saved my time at the expense of a good deal of their own. Without the support of Cardiff and the Bodleian, the
  completion of this book would have been far distant.


  To Major Ian Ambrose MBE of the Royal Corps of Military Police and to Mrs Sue Lines, Curator of the Royal Military Police Museum, I am most grateful for their kindness, hospitality, and an
  insight into the work of the Corps and of its Special Investigation Branch. It is good to be able to record the part played by the Corps and the Branch in final victory.


  Friends and colleagues who have supplied me with information and material include Mr and Mrs Ben Bass of Greyne House Books, Mrs Kate Bradbury of the Cardiff Business School, Mrs Marie Elmer of
  Clifford Elmer Books, Mr Graeme Holmes, Mr and Mrs W. Shakespeare, Dr Linda Shakespeare. To all of them, I record my thanks.


  Among libraries and institutions who have supplied material, I should like to acknowledge particularly the Bodleian Law Library and Modern Papers Room; Brighton and Hove Libraries; the British
  Library Document Supply Centre; the British Library Newspaper Division; Brixton Central Library; Cambridge University Library; Camden Reference Library; the City of Bristol Reference Library;
  Hackney Reference Library; Kensington Reference Library; Leeds City Libraries; Manchester City Libraries; the Public Record Office; Romford Reference Library; Tower Hamlets Local History Library
  and Archives; and the City of Westminster Archives.


  I have greatly appreciated the encouragement of Mr Bill Hamilton of A. M. Heath Ltd, Mrs Caroline Knox of John Murray Ltd, and Dr Howard Gotlieb, Director of Special Collections, Boston
  University, Massachusetts. To them and to Mrs Gail Pirkis, Ms Caroline Westmore and Mr Howard Davies of John Murray I express my thanks. Finally, if this is, indeed, one of the last untold stories
  of the Second World War, my wife and my family will have done much to aid its telling.





  
    The criminal law thus proceeds upon the principle that it is morally right to hate criminals.


     Sir James Fitzjames Stephen, A History of the Criminal Law of England (1883)


    


    


    One farthing on all the policies . . . So what real harm have we done?


     Alec Guinness as Professor Marcus in The Ladykillers (1955)

  





  Chapter One


  The Lost Peace


  To most observers, the professional underworld of the later 1930s comprised three main areas of activity. There was a new type of motorized crime, increasingly in the form of
  smash and grab raids; there was prostitution on the street and in the international white slave trade; and there were the protection rackets of horse racing and the dog tracks.


  In the last years of peace, such crimes appeared more ambitious and therefore a good deal more threatening. On 23 July 1937, the Evening Standard reported that a new Scotland Yard was
  to be built, three times the size of the existing police headquarters. The modern criminal was said to be an entirely different proposition compared with his counterpart of ten years before. Few
  readers needed to be convinced. A new form of street theatre had been provided by smash and grab raids, Flying Squad chases, wage snatches, and robberies in which the public was able to participate
  by chasing or seizing criminals. In one such drama, on 28 October 1936, in what the placards reported as Flying Squad Chase Thrills, hundreds of bystanders lined the pavements and
  watched two high-powered squad cars race through the streets of Wandsworth in pursuit of a getaway vehicle. Pedestrians leapt clear and cyclists jumped for their lives. After a long chase, the
  fugitive car cut a corner, became airborne, turned two somersaults and crashed. The occupants were drawn from underneath the wreck. It was, the witnesses said, just like watching a gangster film.
  After dramas of this kind, they frequently added, It was a miracle that nobody was killed.


  Indeed, some people were killed. On 15 January 1938, for example, midnight fur robbers sped down East Ham High Street at seventy miles an hour, a police car just behind them. As the
  thieves saloon braked to turn into Caulfield Road, the driver skidded on the greasy road surface and performed two complete circles. The police car hit the saloon at
  full speed, knocking it sixty feet up the street, head-on into a trolley-bus standard. Three men were found huddled in the wreck: two seriously injured, one dead.


  Not all thieves needed to move at such speed. A man racing his engine at night might be a thoughtless motorist keeping the neighbourhood awake. He might also be a getaway driver or
  chauffeur blanketing the detonations of a safe-blower at work.


  The most common illegality seen on the streets was prostitution. For many individual prostitutes in this class, the criminal as pimp was an exception. Sheila Cousins, in her autobiography To
  Beg I Am Ashamed (1938), recalled only one man who had attempted to become a hanger-on. He was seen off with little difficulty.1


  For the more fortunate there was a higher class of prostitution, in Mayfair and St Jamess, often run by women and sometimes as a form of cooperative. The first of two prominent cases in
  1938 involved a house in Duke Street, St Jamess, run by a former dress designer. Police observation revealed a routine whereby a phone call from a regular client would be received by the
  dress designer, as if to make a request for a particular woman. After an outgoing phone call, a smartly dressed young woman would arrive, followed by an older and equally smartly dressed man. It
  seemed less a conventional brothel than what the Victorians knew as an introducing house. Subsequently, in the so-called Vault of Vice case that year, the location was
  Mayfair and the setting more elaborate. The house was managed by its madame, a six-foot Jamaican woman wearing only a pair of thigh boots, and the female staff was assertively middle class. This
  was an area of prostitution far removed either from the shadow of the pimp or from the dramas of white slavery.2


  Though the so-called white slave trade had become a novelists clich, parodied by Evelyn Waugh in Decline and Fall (1928), it was to make headlines in 1936.
  Albert Londres, in The Road to Buenos Ayres (1928), had distinguished it from simple prostitution, since its pimps or gangs ran an international traffic. Prostitutes from England were sent
  to France or South America, those from France or Belgium to England, as if to ensure that they worked in an unfamiliar country and were suitably dependent on their protectors.


  In January 1936, the body of Max Kassel, Max the Red from the colour of his hair, was found in a ditch near St Albans. Latvian by birth, he had lived in
  France, Venezuela and North America, supplying women to South American brothels. Now he posed as a diamond merchant, to cover his supervision of French girls working in Soho for a gang in
  Paris.


  Three months later one of the French girls, Jeanette Cotton, was found strangled with her silk scarf at her flat in Lexington Street, Soho. Scotland Yard connected her death with that of
  Josephine Martin, French Fifi, strangled some months earlier. A month after Jeanette Cotton, a third girl, Leah Hines, Dutch Leah or Stilts from her very
  high heels, was found in her Old Compton Street room, copper wire tightly twisted round her throat.


  The victims had been allowed by the gang to keep between 7 (280) and 8 (320) a week of their earnings. The balance was to be remitted to Paris. When they rebelled
  against this gangland tax, a warning was sent, to no effect. The first murder, that of Josephine Martin, was carried out and those who failed to profit by her example became the next victims. The
  killer in each case came to England on a forged passport. He was back in France, his identity unknown, before the crime was discovered. At the inquest on Leah Hines, the coroner concluded, I
  do not see any direct evidence against any person except a person unknown.3


  The third main area of pre-war gangland activity was that of protection in horse racing and on the dog tracks. Greyhound racing was still something of a novelty, having been introduced from the
  United States in 1926, whereas gangs associated with horse racing had been identifiable by the 1890s. After the First World War, criminals as protectors of bookmakers became a matter
  for more serious concern. Soon after that war, gang members used firearms on the racecourse at Alexandra Park and later that day tried to throw police officers under trains at Kings Cross
  underground station. It was rare for such violence to end in murder but it was not unknown. At Cardiff prison in January 1928, Edward Rowlands and another member of his gang, Danny Driscoll, were
  hanged for the murder of Dai Lewis who had challenged their monopoly of protection at the old Ely racecourse in the west of the city.4


  As a rule, the gangs fought one another rather than the racing public. The most memorable pre-war incident was the fight on Lewes racecourse in 1936, adapted two years later
  by Graham Greene in Brighton Rock, as the fracas at Brighton races in which Pinkie and Spicer are carved. Mr Colleoni in the novel was modelled on the elderly Darby Sabini,
  who had retired from the Clerkenwell gang to the hotel suites and crescents of Brighton.5


  The supremacy of the Sabinis was challenged at Lewes on 8 June 1936 by fifty or sixty men, led by James Spinks of Hackney and Charles Spring of Upper Clapton. Hackney, Shoreditch and Bethnal
  Green took on Clerkenwells Little Italy, beating up a Sabini bookmaker, Alf Solomons, his clerk, Mark Frater, and their protectors. The challengers carried
  life-preservers or coshes, choppers, sawn-off car-handles with nails through the head, jemmies, knuckledusters and iron bars.


  As in Greenes novel, the fight was broken up by bogies. A warning had been received from a woman anxious to protect her lover, and plain-clothes police were concentrated by
  the five-shilling ring. Racegoers spoke of one of the fiercest fights for thirty years. Fifteen of the injured were left rolling on the ground in agony. Despite the intimidation of witnesses and
  with groups of gang members surrounding his court, Mr Justice Hilbery, at Lewes Assizes, passed sentences totalling forty-three years hard labour or penal servitude on sixteen attackers.
  When Brighton Rock was serialized in the Evening Standard in the autumn of 1938, it was promoted as A Race-Gang Thriller.6


  The only case from the dog tracks whose publicity exceeded the notoriety of the Lewes fight was the Wandsworth Stadium murder of 1 September 1936. On that evening, before the first race, there
  was a flash of blades and a scuffle in the two-and-sixpenny ring. Two Colombo brothers from Clerkenwell were attacked by rivals from the same area. Massimino Colombo died from throat wounds in
  Balham Hospital, though his brother, Camillo, stabbed twice with a stiletto and slashed with a razor, survived.


  The accused were Herbert Wilkins, described as a garment worker, and Papa Pasquale. Pasquale boxed professionally as Bert Marsh and supervised bookmakers pitches at the
  track. Both described the Colombo brothers as aggressors, not victims. Marsh had the good fortune to be defended by Sir Norman Birkett KC. Defence witnesses, after a period of
  collective amnesia when first questioned, swore in evidence that Massimino began the fight by attacking Wilkins. The jury acquitted both defendants of murder, though convicting them of
  manslaughter.


  Camillo denounced dog-track intimidation to the court for denying justice to his dead brother. You cant get proper witnesses here because of the gang. Asked why he had first
  said he did not know the attackers, he replied, Because in this racing gang, if you get hurt and rush to the police, you have a black mark against you. I thought that if my brother lived, I
  would not inform the police. My brother died and then I made a statement to the police. But he spoke to a courtroom filled with friends of the men who had killed Massimino. When the
  acquittal of murder was announced, racecourse frequenters and workers began to tic-tac congratulations to the smiling prisoners in the dock.7


  The coming of war was to limit the scope for racecourse protection. Dog racing was restricted by the impossibility of lighting stadiums during the blackout. Racing was permitted on one afternoon
  a week at each stadium, usually on a Saturday. Its urban tracks were not open to the objection made in Parliament against horse racing, that petrol would be wasted by people travelling greater
  distances to courses. Horse racing was banned briefly in 1940 and subsequently restricted to six courses and a fifth of the pre-war meetings. The Derby was run at Newmarket when the Army
  requisitioned the course at Epsom.


  Apart from these main areas of activity, a major difference between the pre-war underworld and its successors was the relative unimportance of drugs, which had not been fully criminalized until
  after the previous war. Marijuana or what was called Indian hemp, like cocaine and heroin, was generally seen as the preserve of bohemians or the night-club set. In 1936, the League
  of Nations publicly apologized for a report which suggested that there were 30,000 drug addicts in Britain. As the report was withdrawn, the Home Secretary confirmed that the correct number was not
  more than 2,000, and that most of those are known to the authorities. Even this seemed an over-estimate, judging by the Home Offices own figures two years later. In 1938 it knew of only 519 drug addicts in the country, 246 men, 273 women.


  Yet undercover officers of a Scotland Yard drugs squad were already at work. On Sunday 15 February 1938, Detective Constable Liddle posed as a student trying to buy drugs in
  Paddington. He met an off-duty barman in the Edgware Road. They went to a pub and the barman said, Pal, I can get you anything you want. It is all snow but I know just the stuff for
  you. The stuff was a heel-ball pellet of opium to be smoked in a cigarette. The two men met again at a caf in Commercial Road, Stepney. The barman handed a matchbox and
  a tin to Liddle under the tablecloth. Open them, pal, they are the goods. The matchbox held ten black pellets, the tin seven more. The price was 7 (280). The barman
  added, There is enough there to last for a month and they are the best we can get. When you take a few puffs, you will feel it go right through you and you will dream lovely dreams.
  Liddle called a taxi and, when they were both inside, ordered the driver to take them to Paddington Green police station.8


  It was rare for dealers to be caught but, in October 1937, a dance hostess was convicted for dealing in cocaine hydrochlorine, diamorphine hydrochloride and Indian hemp from her flat at
  Connaught Mews, Marble Arch. Others received short prison sentences for attempting to obtain drugs by forged prescriptions. The proprietor of the Brown Bomber Club in Fouberts Place, and his
  American business partner, were sent to hard labour for possession of heroin, supplied by registered post from Paris. At Hyde Park Corner, the regular customers of a matchseller, Long John
  Silver, gave him 1 and got what he called dope. Wearing a sailors blouse, and with the face of a friendly ruffian, he was a well-known figure in pre-war London,
  killed in 1939 while trying to save his dog from the traffic.9


  At the outbreak of war, most London gangs were defined by geographical areas. Other cities contained such groups as Birminghams Brummagem Boys, or Glasgows
  Billy Boys. Among the gangs of the capital, the Sabini family of Clerkenwells Little Italy had been pre-eminent in racecourse protection since 1918. Their closest
  rivals on the course were the Whites of Islington and Kings Cross, who also controlled much of Soho, as well as the Hoxton boys, and the Kimbers from Birmingham. Billy Hill,
  who saw himself as a young contender in the 1930s, had established his gang at Kentish Town and thereby invited trouble from the neighbouring Whites. Hill also liked his men to
  be known as The Heavy Mob, despite the more general application of this to the Flying Squad. There was a Hackney gang and, south of the river, the Elephant Boys, a more loosely
  organized group. The Elephant Boys were more like freelance criminals in an extended family, while most of the other gangs relied on protection rackets at race tracks or in clubs.


  Before the war and during it, the penalties that the gangster faced were severe by the standards of a later age. The death penalty for murder remained in force until 1964. Until the Criminal
  Justice Act of 1948, flogging might be imposed in addition to imprisonment where a crime had involved serious violence. There was also penal servitude, originally introduced in 1853 to replace
  transportation to a penal settlement overseas. Under its provisions a convicted prisoner might be sentenced to any term, including life imprisonment, but not to less than three years. In practice,
  it meant that he would be put away for as long as possible under the harshest available regime. Penal servitude as a particular form of imprisonment was also abolished by the act of 1948.


  Perhaps the most controversial crime to be dealt with in wartime was looting during the aftermath of air attacks. In theory, looting was punishable by hanging, or by shooting in the event of
  martial law. Yet despite government threats during the autumn blitz of 1940, no death sentence was passed for this crime.


  To many people by 1939, the war against crime was synonymous with the activities of Scotland Yard, which was itself often synonymous with the CID or the Flying Squad. Other
  squads came and went as they were needed. After the fight at Lewes Races in 1936, a Protection Squad was formed to work in partnership with the Jockey Clubs own security force, a force
  manned largely by retired policemen. In January 1937, as part of a drive to clean up London before the coronation of George VI in May, the Yard set up an Anti-Vice Squad, known
  officially and more prosaically as the Clubs Office. Its duties were principally the regulation and prosecution of clubs in and around Soho, as well as keeping prostitution and the sale of
  pornography out of public view. Similar duties had been performed by the Metropolitan Police before the Great Exhibition of 1851 and Victorias jubilees, and even before
  her coronation. In June 1939 the former Drugs Squad was reconstituted, following reports that cannabis rolled in cigarettes was being sold to the young in the dance halls of Brixton, the Elephant
  and Castle, and Battersea.


  The most famous of all these squads, the Flying Squad, had been created after the First World War and almost from the start had chosen to sacrifice solidity for speed. It had used a succession
  of high-powered cars, including Railtons and Bentley Invictas. The glamour of the chase was enhanced by news that some of the squads supercharged sports models were tested and used for
  driver-training on the banked motor-racing circuit at Brooklands. Though the police also tried out an armoured car in 1936, its windows two inches thick with loopholes for guns, the preferred
  chasers were the long low supercharged Invictas or Railtons.


  The introduction of the 999 telephone service and the use of police radio were further advantages for the crime-fighters, but it was still only possible for radio cars to
  communicate by tapping messages in Morse code. By the outbreak of war, the balance swung again in favour of the fugitives. On 15 June 1939, Scotland Yard admitted that recent robberies had been
  carried out by criminals using an unnamed American car, unkindly headlined by the press as Car Police Cannot Catch. It was capable of 130 miles an hour through London streets, leaving
  any pursuit far behind.


  A number of Scotland Yard officers were already public names by 1939, while others already in the service were to be recognized during and after the war. Their ages divided them into those who
  had served in the earlier war and were now too old to be called up, and those young enough to be conscripted as the exemption of police officers from military service became more selective. Among
  the older officers, Chief Inspector George Hatherill was to draw up a plan for the creation of a Special Investigation Branch within the Corps of Military Police. Chief Inspector Edward Greeno,
  with almost twenty years service by 1939 and an unrivalled knowledge of the racecourse, had served in the Flying Squad and later joined the murder rota in October 1940. He was
  to lead the successful hunt for the Blackout Ripper in 1942.


  By the late 1940s, no Scotland Yard officer was better known than Superintendent Robert Fabian, Fabian of the Yard, whose cases were to form books of memoirs
  and an early television series. As the war began, Fabian was awarded the Kings Medal for Gallantry by George VI, for single-handedly dismantling an IRA bomb in Piccadilly Circus. One of the
  most successful thief-takers, not least in dealing with black marketeers during the war, was Inspector John Capstick, whose skills earned him the rueful underworld nickname of Charley
  Artful.


  Of the younger men, Sergeant John Gosling in 1946 was to head the so-called Ghost Squad, an intelligence force whose aim was to penetrate the criminal underworld. Among
  specialists, Superintendent Fred Cherrill was unequalled in knowledge and practical experience of fingerprints. In the case of those corpses whose fingerprints could not otherwise be reproduced, he
  perfected the technique of removing the skin from the fingers of the cadaver, wearing it as stalls on his own fingers, and so recreating the prints. Civilian advisers to the police included Sir
  Bernard Spilsbury, who remained the great pathologist throughout the war, and Robert Churchill, gunsmith and owner of a famous shop near the Haymarket, an expert witness in firearms cases for over
  thirty years.


  A number of Scotland Yard officers played a direct part in the war. Chief Inspector C. E. Campion became the first commander of the Special Investigation Branch of the Corps of Military Police,
  as Major Campion. Commander Leonard Burt was transferred to MI5, where some of his last duties included escorting William Joyce, Lord Haw-Haw, and then John Amery, from Germany to
  face trials for treason in England in 1945. One of Burts junior officers in MI5, working in the safety of the cells in Wormwood Scrubs, was Reginald Spooner, later to make his name as the
  leader of the hunt for the murderer Neville Heath in 1946.


  Chief Inspector William Salisbury, who remained at Scotland Yard during the war, specialized in penetrating the shadow world of dodgers and racketeers. Salisbury ran to earth the
  impersonation racket, in which those who had failed army medical boards would attend them for others who were anxious to avoid military service. It was also Salisbury who cooperated
  with the Armys Special Investigation Branch to follow up stories of doctors writing medical exemption certificates for money. In countering other forms of evasion, he
  listened in the scullery of a pub as a Ministry of Labour official in the adjoining kitchen blackmailed a client whom he had promised to save from military service by ensuring that his papers were
  lost. In 1942, Salisbury was also the senior Scotland Yard officer in the Manchester clothing coupon forgery case, one of the biggest crimes of its type in the entire war.


  Inevitably, senior officers and major criminals were well known to one another. A gang leader like Billy Hill and Flying Squad officers, including its earlier commander Peter Beveridge and his
  successor Ted Greeno, drank in the same bars and occasionally exchanged words. On Monday afternoons they found themselves in the same Soho club in Archer Street, where leading members of the gangs
  and their women paraded in a 4 p.m. ritual, like an Ascot of the underworld. Drinking with Hill, Beveridge said philosophically, When I feel your collar, youre going to
  stay nicked for a long time. Offered a drink by Hill, Greeno replied more abrasively, I dont want your drink, I want your body.10


  Crime and law enforcement alike were soon to be embroiled in a wartime world of registration and conscription, rationing and regulations. In September 1939, the National
  Service (Armed Forces) Act imposed conscription on all men between the ages of eighteen and forty-one. There were, however, reserved occupations in which men were exempt from call-up. Even within
  some of these professions, age limits were imposed so that younger men might be called up and the older ones left in their jobs. The regulation of conscription, like rationing, varied throughout
  the war. When the manpower shortage became serious, the rules for reserved occupations were revised and in December 1941 the call-up was extended to single women between twenty and thirty, as
  non-combatants.


  Conscription on this scale included many thousands of unwilling recruits. It was perhaps not surprising that the number of deserters from all the armed forces should have passed 20,000. Those
  who were caught could expect to be sent to a civil or military prison for a few months and then returned to their units. However, they consoled themselves by believing that
  there was a good chance that their units might regard them as more trouble than they were worth. Having served their sentences they would perhaps be dishonourably discharged to civilian life.


  Until a 1953 amnesty, wartime deserters were being caught, usually as a matter of accident, and were now receiving harsher sentences than some of those imposed during the war. On 13 February
  1950, an RAF man from Blackfriars who had deserted in 1941 to protect his mother from his fathers violence, was sentenced to nine months detention  one month for every year of
  his absence. Three months later, a soldier who had deserted in 1944 was sent to prison for two years. By April 1950, when those who had no identity cards could still not draw the new issue of
  ration books for the year, stolen books were said to be changing hands at several times the price of some books during the war. So great was the official apprehension over major thefts of the new
  books that, on Friday 14 April, a twenty-four-hour weekend guard was announced on all London food offices, from which the books were due to be issued on the following Monday. Yet in the following
  month, a man was arrested, having deserted from the Lancashire Fusiliers ten years earlier. He had survived simply by applying regularly for emergency ration cards on a variety of plausible
  pretexts.11


  The huge majority of deserters evaded capture, while some were caught as a matter of chance and some through over-confidence. A soldier who had deserted in 1941 made his way to the United
  States. Five years had passed since the end of the war when he returned and was arrested as he left the liner, though he appeared as an American, dressed in American sports jacket, slacks and silk
  tie. I admit it, he told the court and was handed over to a military escort for detention at the Royal Artillery barracks in Winchester.12


  Though desertion was more common in a theatre of war, the figures were generally lower when the fighting was intense and higher when there was a lull on the battlefront. The reasons for
  desertion were more often boredom or family troubles than a reluctance to fight. Over 10,000 men deserted from the British D-Day invasion forces between 6 June 1944 and 31 March 1945. Once again,
  the majority did so during winter inactivity, rather than when the fighting was at its peak. Similarly, the number of deserters rose after the war, among those men impatient
  to be demobbed.13


  On 29 March 1950 Emanuel Shinwell, as Minister of Defence, told the House of Commons that there were still 19,477 absentees, some 5,000 less than at the worst: 1,267 were from the Royal Navy,
  13,884 from the Army and 4,366 from the RAF. However, he called this a nominal figure because it included an estimated 10,000 men from the Irish Republic. These Irishmen had
  chivalrously joined the fight against Hitler with none but a moral obligation to do so. When the war was over and servicemen were told that they must now wait a year or more to be demobbed, it
  seemed hard indeed on these generous volunteers. Taking matters into their own hands, the Irishmen had quietly and reasonably gone home. More than a thousand men had similarly returned to European
  countries. By 1950, however, there was a further steady desertion rate of 200 a month among the new generation of post-war National Servicemen.


  Deserters were a shifting population. Many gave themselves up within a few weeks, having no money nor even a ration book, but were then replaced by new absentees. Those who knew how to steal
  military supplies or civilian property for the black market, or even to drive goods vehicles, might remain at large indefinitely. Their value to the criminal underworld, whether in London, Paris or
  Brussels, was self-evident. If they needed identity or ration documents, that underworld was well placed to supply them.


  Identity cards were first issued in September 1939 and ration books in December. Ration books came with extra pages of coupons. These extra coupons were not valid for any commodity rationed at
  the time of issue but were to be kept until the holders were told what to do with them. In due course, they would be used for further items whose rationing might be announced during the annual
  currency of the book. Throughout the war, the raising or lowering of the ration, whether of clothes or individual items of food, was commonplace. The small allowance of petrol for the private
  motorist in September 1939 was abolished completely in the summer of 1942 and not restored until 1945 at a level of about ninety miles a month.


  During nine post-war years, before all rationing ended, there were complaints that the new Labour government had a political fondness for such controls. Though Clement
  Attlee, as prime minister, denied and resented this, there was at one point in 1949 more meat at the docks than the ration could consume. At the same time a glut of rationed margarine was caused by
  a small increase in the butter ration. More than ten years after petrol rationing had begun, the weakness of sterling and the consequent dollar gap still made it impossible for the
  country to buy adequate supplies. Winston Churchill, speaking at Plymouth in February 1950 during the general election campaign, could only hope that petrol rationing would be abolished by a
  Conservative government, but he could not promise it. On 20 March when the Labour government was asked in the House of Commons why motorists were worse treated than in any other country, Philip
  Noel-Baker for the Ministry of Fuel could only reply, It is really a question of dollars. In the event, petrol rationing ended on 27 May, to be followed swiftly by a steep increase in
  fuel tax.


  So long as the war lasted, every shipload of imports that could be saved was one less target for the waiting U-boats as well as one less demand on the nations dwindling financial
  reserves. In addition to formal rationing, manufacturing regulations were imposed by the Board of Trade, which had power to vary them at any point. In the immediate aftermath of Dunkirk, the
  Limitation of Supplies Order 1940 imposed restrictions on the quantity of materials available to manufacturers of a wide range of products. Once again, the government was free to vary the materials
  listed or the quotas permitted, as circumstances required. Two years later, the Board of Trade enforced Utility designs upon clothes and, within a few months, upon furniture and other household
  equipment.


  In the case of clothes, the size of lapels and the number of pockets were regulated, while mens trouser turn-ups and frills on womens underwear were banned. Books were not rationed
  but the supply of paper was strictly controlled and its quality reduced to War Economy Standard. Newspapers shrank to a four-page broadsheet or an eight-page tabloid. In 1945, the
  publishers of F. L. Greens Odd Man Out, Michael Joseph, inserted a prefatory note in the first edition, explaining that their paper allocation had compelled them to set the novel in
  uncomfortably small type, reducing 418 pages to 224.


  Such was the wartime world. Yet until the last moment in the summer of 1939, the nation appeared to turn its back on the approaching shadows and, if the polls were to be
  believed, thought war much less likely than it had been during the Munich crises of the previous year. Like so many summers preceding a war, this was to be remembered as a season of sunlit
  frivolity. Police manpower was currently devoted to such easygoing projects as the suppression of cafs, not brothels, in the City of London, where the tired businessman on his way home
  could purchase a kiss and a cuddle from one of the waitresses, provided he paid 2s. 6d. (5) for his cup of tea and left a tip for a similar amount, about fifty times the cost of tea
  elsewhere. Plain-clothes officers who spent afternoons as dutiful customers of such establishments testified to sounds of petting from behind screens. When asked to describe the
  precise sound of petting, they were unable to do so.


  By contrast with the horrors already evident in Germany and in her conquered territories, it was difficult to deny a certain charm to these furtive and illicit amusements of the dying peace. On
  Hampstead Heath in the last Whitsun holiday before the battle, Prices Continental Show folded its tent among a collective imposition of fines. Its amateur fan-dancer had
  moved about, smiled and winked at the audience, which contained its regulation sprinkling of plain-clothes policemen. One of them testified that he had sat through the entire
  performance three times running, in the discharge of his duty, before intervening at last.


  This case against Arthur Price of Salford, who toured the country with his Show, was heard on 30 May 1939. He was fined 5 (200). His elderly mother, who assisted at
  the tent, was also fined 5. The smiling dancer, Betty Ross, was let off with ten shillings (20), and the barker who had stood outside shouting at the passers-by, It is
  impossible to believe unless you see it! was fined 1 (40). Old Mrs Price said sadly, They do worse than this in the West End. I have seen it.14


  They were doing worse all over Europe. The innocent holiday world of the fairground fan-dance with its smiling and winking performer was swept away as the Continent moved towards armed conflict.
  Neville Chamberlain warned Hitler on 23 August that Britain would stand by her guarantee to come to the aid of Poland. Parliament passed an Emergency Powers Bill, ready for
  war, on the next day. Within the week, a general evacuation of women and children from London and other major cities had begun. Before daylight on the next morning, 1 September, German forces
  invaded Poland.
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