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How We Held Up The Bank

An Exciting City Story

By George Hudworth

TAKEN FROM "THE HARMSWORTH MAGAZINE," VOLUME II, FEBRUARY - JULY 1899


Although I am writing this in a prison cell (by very special permission), with a long period of penal servitude over-shadowing my future like a black cloud, still I feel a glow of pride when I think how very near my fellow-conspirators and I were to bringing off what would have been the most brilliant and daring coup in the annals of bank robberies. . Aye, and but for two whey-faced clerks nothing could have prevented our success. So will a speck of grit throw out of gear the most delicate machinery.

There were seven of us in it--Burton, Foley, Regan, Soames, Challoner, Dick Selwyn, and myself, Paul Marker--seven as reckless dare-devils as were ever born of the union of a fast and godless life with impecuniosity. I was the leader, for to me belongs the credit of first conceiving the daring scheme, and Dick Selwyn was second in command, because he had once been a bank clerk, and was by way of being an expert in the matter of the manners and customs of a banking house; the others were merely parts of the machine, and well they worked together, and did their duty unflinchingly like men.

No need to tell how various circumstances worked together to unite us seven in the common fellowship of needy wretches who were prepared to go to any lengths to get money. It is sufficient to say that gambling, the turf, and evil living, had put us in such a position that, though at present we had a little capital in hand, the only certain prospect before us was the gutter.

"Look here, boys," I said, when introducing my mad-brained scheme, "we're almost at the end of our tether, and when the little we have amongst us is spent--thrown away on the green cloth, or scooped into the pouch of the rapacious bookie--where are we going to for more? I will tell you: to the place where money is most often found--the bank! If you have grit to follow me through this, we need never want again."

And then I unfolded my great scheme. They listened to me in dumb amazement, but not an outward sign did one of them show of the inner tumult my words aroused, except perhaps a tighter clenching of the teeth and a harder drawing of the breath. They approved my plan unanimously.

Our scheme was to hold up a bank, boldly and confidently in broad daylight, and to seize all the money there was in the place!

The Metropolitan and Suburban Bank was the one selected, which everyone knows occupies a comer where one busy City thoroughfare strikes another at right-angles. The bank has only one entrance for the public, and if one walks past this and turns up the intersecting street to the right it will be found that the bank premises extend for about fifty yards up the street, being lighted by high windows which are well barred and inaccessible either for ingress or egress.

Turning round again and retracing one's steps past the main entrance, some twenty yards or so beyond it will be found, on the left hand, one of those narrow alleys so common in the City, which ends in a cul-de-sac; the left-hand side of this alley is composed of the wall of the bank premises, with one or two high barred windows in it, and at its extremity is a small door, which acts as a kind of stage-door, so to speak, to the bank, and is the only entrance to it except the main entrance, the rear of the premises being flanked by areas from which there is no outlet to the street; the bottom and right-hand side of the alley are composed of suites of offices to which there are two or three entrances. Thus it will be seen that in attacking the bank we had only two doors to deal with.

At the main entrance a flight of a few steps from the street will bring one within the porch. Then at the top of a further flight of a few steps are the glass swing-doors which lead into the bank proper, which, leaving the usual open space in front for the public, is enclosed behind a substantial counter. Through a wicket in this it is necessary to pass to reach the managers' rooms, strong rooms, and so forth.

The main entrance is secured at night in the first place by the locking and bolting of the glass doors, then by the closing of enormous iron gates at the foot of the flight of steps outside them, and lastly by the dropping, at the top of the steps to the street, of an iron shutter having in it the usual small door. It was the custom, we ascertained, to drop this shutter soon after four each afternoon, leaving the locking of the gates and the glass doors till all business was over for the day, and thus any belated customers inside the bank, or those outside having pressing business with the manager, could pass out or in through the little door in the shutter.

Having got all these details at our finger ends, our next proceeding was to secure as accomplices two of the bank messengers, which was, in truth, a most hazardous and difficult operation, such was their obstinate incorruptibility; but every man has his price, they say, and so in the end it proved had these two, and an extremely lofty one it was. One of these men was he who manipulated the iron shutter at the main entrance, the other was to admit one or more of us by the door in the alley. Then as a last precaution we took two rooms in the basement of one of the offices on the right-hand side of the alley, and in them we installed two ladies of our acquaintance skilled in the art of type-writing; and on the outer door of this our place of refuge appeared the innocent legend: .. Miss Mary Paley, Typewriter."

Do not think we took these two ladies into our confidence--our faith in the feminine capacity for keeping a secret was not so far-reaching; no, we just told them that we were making a good deal of money, and desired (from a feeling of pure generosity) to start them in a little business, only reserving to ourselves the right of first call on their services; and then we so inundated them with agreements, leases, reports, and other documents to be copied, as to make it quite impossible for them to do any business with the outside public; and I am quite sure the girls never suspected anything.

So all was in train, and it only remained to carry out the active part of the programme, which was to enter the bank soon after four, some by the main door, some by the door in the alley--each of us armed with a couple of revolvers--and, leaving a man to guard each door, the rest of us would hold up everyone within the bank, seize all the cash on the premises, and pack it into bags, which two or three of our number would transport to our typewriting establishment.

When all the cash was lodged in safety, we would make our way after it one by one (for who would look for bank robbers in a lady's type-writing office?); one of us--to be chosen by lot--would stay till the last in command of the main door, and when the rest of us had made good our retreat he would dart through the door in the shutter--which locked automatically--slam it behind him, and trust to Providence to get away before the alarm was given. A very nice little plot, I flatter myself; and now let us see how it worked out.

On the afternoon fixed for the execution of our designs, some few minutes after four, two groups of men might have been seen near the entrance to the Metropolitan and Suburban Bank. The group nearest the door consisted of Dick Selwyn, Challoner, and myself; a little further off stood Foley and Burton, and Soames and Regan were round the corner in the alley. Each group of us was conversing in the manner of men who snatch a few moments from the cares of business to enjoy a brief chat. How deceitful are appearances!

The first stroke of the Exchange clock chiming the quarter-past four was to be our signal for action, and the seconds seemed to drag on intolerably as the psychological moment approached. I am not by nature what is known as a nervous man, but during those leaden moments I felt myself twitching all over, and my lips were dry. Challoner, whom I had seen face a murderous gang of racecourse roughs unflinchingly, was humming hurried tunes and shifting from foot to foot; and little Dick Selwyn was biting in two the cigarette between his lips.

At last the looked-for stroke boomed forth, and I felt the blood throb in my veins. Quickly but quietly we stepped forward--we first three--and entered the bank; the messenger had just lowered the iron shutter, and the little door was swinging on its hinges.

As we passed through, the man fell back with rather overdone simulation of surprise and alarm, and then Foley and Burton joined us, and, shutting the little door and leaving Burton to guard it, the rest of us dashed into the bank, driving the messenger before us.

"Let nobody move or utter a sound who values his life," I said, clearly and distinctly, as we covered the room with our revolvers, and with one accord the staff seemed to stiffen into petrifaction.

Then, as arranged beforehand, Foley took up his station before the door which we knew led to the strong-rooms and basement, and at the same time the portly form of Soames appeared at the door leading towards the entrance in the alley, driving in before him our other messenger accomplice. Thus we had them surrounded and cut off, and the next thing was to concentrate them.

Challoner, I should have said, had meanwhile driven the managers and one or two customers of the bank who were with them into the head manager's room, and now we herded the rest of the staff in there too; for the room, being large and isolated, and having only one door, which led into the general office, was the most suitable for the purpose of concentration.

There they were then, huddled together like sheep in a pen, and Soames and Challoner stood guard over them, cowing them with their revolvers. Selwyn and I then proceeded to the securing of our booty, calling out the manager and the head cashier, whose keys were necessary for the opening of the safes and strong-rooms.

What a queer look that huddled crowd in the room had as I looked in to summon the men we wanted, and in what different ways they showed the emotion they felt! Some were pale and trembling, others pale but resolute, while others winced as before a blow; others again were black-faced and sullen, and others flushed and angry. One boy drew my attention to him by the apparent extremity of his fear; his face was absolutely ghastly, and his brown eyes were staring and unnaturally bright; his arms were held rigid down his sides, and his fists were tightly clenched, his jaw was visibly trembling, and ever and anon he passed his tongue over his parched lips. Abject terror was never more truthfully incarnated.

"All right, you scoundrels," said the manager, as he and the cashier stepped forward; "you may conquer us by force majeure now, but be assured a day of retribution will come to you."

And he fixed on us a keen stare, as though to imprint our faces on his memory.

Once these two men were in our hands, our work of spoliation proceeded at a great pace. Selwyn was invaluable: he knew where everything was, and how to set about packing all in the smallest possible compass, and he was a very rapid worker. As our work drew near its completion we saw that there would be a pretty formidable cargo to transfer to our office; but we had strong men in our ranks, and anticipated no difficulty over that detail.

At last, when all was packed and ready for taking away, Dick and I took the manager and cashier back to the others, and I addressed the crowd.

"Now, look here, gentlemen," I said, "everything has gone off very well so far, and now we are going to take our booty away; but let me warn you all that if any one of you utters a sound, or attempts in any way to attract outside attention, that person will be shot dead at once without mercy. We are desperate men, and will stick at nothing now we have got so far."

I had hardly finished my speech when there came a most lusty knocking at the outer doors, while in the street without resounded the shouts and clamour of an excited crowd.

"You are caught, my fine gentlemen," said the manager, calmly. "Look over there."

And following his eyes we saw the defect in our armour which had undone us.

Across the street opposite the bank's main front was the side wall of another large building; and one small window in it, set high near the roof, commanded a view of the interior of our bank. This window was now full of interested faces watching our proceedings.

What had happened, as we learnt afterwards, was this: In the small room of which this was the window, a wretched little clerk was wont to waste his employer's time. Engaged in this nefarious occupation, instead of performing the part of the industrious apprentice, he had been a witness of our performance, across the street, and had promptly given the alarm; hence the hornets' nest that was buzzing about our ears.

The knocking from without increased, and loud shouts were heard bidding us open the doors in the name of the law.

At this moment Regan came in from his watch over the side-door, and whispered to me that the alley was full of people, and that the door would not hold much longer. I cast a wild, desperate look around, and my eyes were drawn to the boy who had exhibited such fear at the beginning of our operations. He was bending forward with excited eyes fixed upon me, and with the parted lips of one who is eager to speak, but hesitates. As his eyes met mine he made a motion forward, as if trying to force himself to speak the words in his mind.

"£1,000 to anyone who will show us a way of escape," I said at a venture, with my eyes on his, and he took the bait at once.

"I will!" he cried, huskily, springing forward with flushed cheeks and feverish eyes. "Follow me below--a window to the area--follow me quick, quick, or it will be too late."

On ran the boy down the stairs and along the passage at the foot of them; a sharp turn to the right, and a dimly-lighted room appeared ahead; into it he dashed and I after him, and my clattering companions after me, in an impetuous sauve qui peut. The boy dashed across the room to the wall at the end, and then I .saw him turn and face us, and simultaneously Selwyn yelled out with a curse, "Oh, what silly idiots!" Following this, almost before the words were out of his mouth, there was a muffled thud and a clatter and a click behind us, and we were in impenetrable darkness.

"We are trapped!" Soames' deep voice rolled out through the gloom, and then the boy switched on the electric light. In its brilliant glare he faced us boldly, and the hectic flush of excitement on his cheeks contrasted strangely with the ghastly pallor beneath.

"You're in a strong-room--caught like rats in a trap," he cried, with the ring of hysteria in his voice, and the corners of his mouth twitching in a nervous grin.

"Nark!" growled Soames, fiercely, and felled him to the ground with a blow on the mouth.

Whew! how hot and stifling it was getting! Each minute it seemed to get hotter, and the difficulty in breathing increased, and it gradually dawned on me that our prison was not only sound-proof, but air-proof also!

"Ah, that's their game," I gasped; "boys, they're going to suffocate us."

And as I spoke the boy clerk, who had recovered from Soames's blow, fell with a thud on the iron floor--he had fainted.

"Serve the treacherous young devil right," snarled Soames; and then he staggered coughing and choking.

Regan and Burton were the next to collapse, and as they sank to the· floor almost together I fancied I heard a sound as of the rattle of a key in the lock.

"Oh, for pity, come quickly!" I murmured, in stertorous accents, turning towards the door; and as I did so Dick Selwyn pitched forward past me on to his head.

I can remember looking at him as he lay there before me, and then a great blackness seemed to weigh down upon me, with the heavy pulsing of an engine in my ears, and for a time all was chaos.

When I returned to consciousness, two stalwart policemen were putting me on my feet in one of the rooms of the bank, and by my side, attached to me wrist to wrist by a steel symbol of the common bond of misfortune between us, was Dick Selwyn.

We all recovered, we half-suffocated victims of the impenetrability of the strong-room--seven of us to exist for many years (I fear) as guests of Her Majesty's Government, the other one to appear as an important witness against us, and to figure in the daily papers in large capitals as THE BOY HERO.
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