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Growing up with Mister Sin
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My mum Doreen believed my coming into the world in March 1949 would make my father settle down. No such luck. I became

the cheese between two slices of bread, as my mother's favourite saying went.

By 1950, Abe Saffron's Roosevelt in Kings Cross was the most successful and infamous club in Australia. It brought a touch of

Hollywood to town, with wonderfully produced shows the likes of which had not been seen in Sydney. The club became the most

important stop for Sydney's elite, including politicians, high-ranking police and judges. Early photos show Australia's high society

in attendance, the men dressed in double-breasted suits and hats and the ladies in lovely evening gowns and furs. It was all glitz

and glamour.

My father employed many interesting characters, including doormen and bouncers who were great boxers or nefarious types who

became underworld figures, such as "Chopper" Read, who became notorious as a standover man. Kings Cross was also the home

of several illegal baccarat games, after-hours bars and brothels, where police actively took a percentage of the action from many

individual operators.

My father had an ingenious solution to the problem of the prohibition of the sale of alcohol after 6pm: have the Roosevelt patrons

place their order before the deadline and serve them their drinks later. As the local police turned a blind eye, the result was the

creation of the most corrupt state in Australia.

It was at this time that my father began exploring two other appealing vices he could add to booze in the Cross: sex and gambling.

Ultimately, the three together would become the linchpins of his growing empire. On his deathbed, he told me he had a financial

interest in two illegal baccarat games in the Roosevelt days, and had begun to co-ordinate prostitution in several rented apartments,

for which he took a cut.

My father was foremost a businessman and he gained a reputation of trust and discretion among the nation's corrupt police,

politicians and judges through his operation of the Roosevelt, which was where they were entertained. His reputation for silence

was one of his main assets and he also rarely asked for favours - it was understood that the authorities would not disturb his
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operations. They recognised in my father someone who could be a staunch, trustworthy ally in their illegal vice activities, and who

would help them make money on the side.

He not only appealed to the greed of the many officials he befriended, but also served their appetite for more earthly pleasures,

providing them with sex orgies.

Away from their wives, they enjoyed the unbelievable entertainment and substantial cash rewards of dealing with my father, and in

turn, they protected him.

My father was silent to outsiders and never said what was on his mind. But he was a great listener and could remember whatever

was said with a photographic memory. He could repeat it word for word, recalling dates and times with complete accuracy. I guess

this helped with his cash dealings.

By my second birthday, in 1951 - which I celebrated at the Roosevelt surrounded by 30 kids, with a huge cake with sparklers - my

father's net had spread. He now controlled five pubs, operating behind family members, and the club.

He was charged with running several illegal games of baccarat, a favourite with the elite of Sydney, but to no avail. All charges

were dismissed. He was way too clever to be caught.

The truth behind the headlines declaring my dad's underworld status is of a quiet man who made money from the decadence of the

establishment. He never aimed to be the No.1 crime boss. Later, his brilliant abilities and the authorities' growing desire for one

"godfather" put him in a position of enormous power.

My father insisted on absolute control in the family - Mum never got a driver's licence or a car until I was in my teens because he

felt he would lose control over her in some way. He also didn't think it was appropriate for a woman to drive. In the early days, she

had to rely on buses, or being picked up by one of my father's employees and taken wherever she needed to go, including the club.

When he eventually weakened and she got her licence, he bought her a second-hand car, which he bargained for - it was forbidden

to buy a new one, so my kids, his employees and I would always drive one of his old cars. She didn't even have a chequebook in

the early days and was very careful with money, even making her own clothes. She was my primary care giver because my father

was only home three nights a week. His excuse was simple: he had to run his businesses and support the family. Throughout my

growing up, I was confused as to why my father was rarely at home, and even as I got older I could never understand my mother's

blind devotion to him.

My mother's friends from the Roosevelt would tell her how generous my father was to his many girlfriends and mistresses, and

how they would spend a fortune of his money on clothes.

Doreen was a country girl; a sweet, fun, classy, young wife. She never married him for his money; she loved him as a soulmate, her

one great love. Even when I was a child, she knew that my father was a scoundrel and a playboy. He was a sinful man with no

moral character, but she kept hoping he would change. I would often fall asleep to her crying.

My earliest memory, aged four, is of my father putting me in his convertible and driving me around Kings Cross on his errands. I never got dirty as a child - I was not allowed - and was

treated as a little gentleman. I remember feeling that I was on display. I also remember police officers on the street saying hello to Dad with what I  soon learned to be great respect and

fear. No matter where he went, everyone knew him.
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As a child, I was never allowed to go to my father's office at 44 Macleay Street, Kings Cross, and neither was my mother. She told me it was not a pla ce for small children. Later, talking

with his old friends in my early 20s, I found out that his office was not just for business but also a place where he would have sex with many women. My father had a certain charm and

power that drove women crazy.

A huge blow for my father came in 1954, with the royal commission into liquor trading, conducted by Justice Victor Maxwell snr [who died in 1975]. Thi s was the beginning of a

lifelong battle with hypocritical elements within the law and politicians who wanted to bring him down for their personal gain. The truth is that my f ather was a visionary and the

founder of the modern entertainment industry in Australia, providing fabulous clubs, pubs, gambling and sex to the public - all of which is legal toda y.

The commission discovered that he was using family members as fronts for ownership in the pubs, a practice that was illegal. An individual could own o nly one pub. They also

discovered how he was providing liquor from these pubs to the Roosevelt, a practice that was also illegal. He was found guilty and required to sell hi s pubs, give up his liquor licence

and close the Roosevelt. Other than this crippling of his businesses, no charges were brought against my father or any of his family.

I was just seven when in 1955 I left Sydney with my parents on an around-the-world cruise on the SS Orcades. Little did I know that I was going to be left in Switzerland. Towards the

end of the trip, my parents took me to Lausanne and introduced me to Mimi and Jacques, relations of my mother's first housekeeper, Roxanne. After seve ral

days, for reasons I've never learned, my parents told me I was to stay for a while with Mimi and Jacques, who spoke almost no English.

Back in Australia, the vice squad had come looking for Dad when investigating an incident where he, Wayne Martin (a Roosevelt employee), Hilton Kincai d, Max Murrell (his silent

partner) and my Uncle Henry had gone to Murrell's home in Palm Beach - with four girls, of course. One of them, Jean, told the police about a sex part y, but later called my father to

apologise, saying she had been forced to do so by the police.

The vice squad found a whip with furry yellow thongs and a camera in the Kings Cross apartment that he kept throughout his marriage. The papers shoute d: "Depraved conduct, whip

used on nude girls." My father said the offending item was only a feather duster. Before the matter went to court, Jean had a convenient memory loss a nd the case collapsed, resulting in

no convictions.

It was 18 months before I returned to my parents. Happily, I loved Switzerland. Mimi and Jacques loved me and it was the most normal time in my childh ood. I still have the fondest

memories of my time there, including when I received a scooter for my birthday - the best present I ever had. My father never visited me in Switzerlan d and my mother only came

twice. When my father heard that I called Jacques "Dad", my mother was sent to pick me up.

Sadly, nothing had changed at home - my father still only came home three nights a week and my mother had a growing sadness about her.

After the sex scandal and the allegations of depraved behaviour, my father was dubbed "Mr Sin" by newspapers and the name stuck for more than five dec ades, until his death [aged 86,

on September 15, 2006]. To some extent, he enjoyed the notoriety, although after my mother's death [in 1999] he would famously and successfully sue th ose who publicly referred to

him by this title, as he tried to clean up his image.

My father, however, was indeed a sinful man. From the day he married my mother, he told her he could not and would not be exclusive to her. My mum fou ght him at times, but even

she had to accept his interests as part of her life. He did run brothels, illegal gambling and nightclubs, but he never forced anyone to do what they,  making their own immoral choices,

wanted. Women were drawn to him because of his combination of gentleness and power.

Mum, too, was a victim of his charisma. She would wait on him hand and foot. His charm was that he never asked for anything, but would quietly stand a nd wait then thank her in a

gentle voice. Whenever they went out for dinner, she would order one meal to share, and it would always be her choice. He was vain in his appearance a nd my mum combed his hair

and dressed him with fashionable taste.

My father's gentle side was also what held people's loyalty and why his employees wanted to work for him forever. They were respectful to him: he was fair, if not extravagant, with the
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wages. He related to the working man or woman more than the businessman. In fact, while he might have complained about his business associates, he wou ld never follow up on firing

anyone, even if they were a loose cannon or stole from the till.

At times, this drove my mother crazy because he would complain about someone but didn't have the heart to dismiss them. Instead, he would stop speakin g to them for a time, which

was how he would punish - with coldness.

With very few friends, I spent most of my time with adults. It seemed there was always someone different popping in on Friday night or Sunday afternoo n, and my mother was always

preparing food, the perfect hostess. I met politicians, police, solicitors, doctors, entertainers, radio disc jockeys, airline pilots and stewardesses , businessmen and many women. Some of

the people I particularly remember were: Barry Humphries, who later became Dame Edna and a family friend; Brian Bucket, a young architect who became a  lifelong friend of my

father's; Norm Allan, who became NSW police commissioner in 1962; Jim O'Bannon, an airline pilot who always gave me puzzles and brain-teasers to solve ; Johnny, a gay friend of

my mother's; Lee Gordon, who later became my father's partner in bringing entertainers to Australia; and Wayne Martin and "Last Card" Louie Benedetto,  my father's employees ... the

list was endless. These were very important occasions for my father; they were when he portrayed his family image to the world - and himself.

I know my mother was aware of my father's activities, as her friends, like Johnny, would inform on him to her. I don't think she was in denial about h is outside life, she was just very

dependent on him. My father didn't want his wife working and she also had me to think about. She often said she couldn't take me away from him - he lo ved me so much and she

couldn't hurt him in that way.

But I noticed she was becoming more and more depressed, and I would often arrive home from school to find her in bed, most of the time asleep.

My father met a new girlfriend, Rita Hagenfelds, and set her up in a new home in Kensington. He fooled around with many women, but Rita became my fath er's first real mistress, a

constant companion.

He spent up to three of his nights away from home with her, retaining at least one night to do as he pleased. He was never quiet about his affairs and  in no time my mother knew about

Rita and became the laughing stock of the Jewish community.

She was so embarrassed she attempted to commit suicide with an overdose of sleeping pills. I was fortunate to discover her and called the doctor. Unfo rtunately, it was a Thursday - not

one of my father's days at home - and it was inconvenient for my father to come home. After several calls to track him down, he finally returned but d idn't stay. This was quite a shock

to me and even at an early age it made me question my father's loyalty.

Rita was a showgirl, many years younger than my father, and he was totally smitten by her, often taking her out to all the best nightclubs, including his own. Her house became a party

place with a beautiful pool, numerous girls often sunbathing topless and a constant stream of my father's friends, including judges and police. These were often the same people whom

my father entertained more respectably with my mother at the family home. As usual, he was living two lives and no one dared to challenge him. He ende d up staying with Rita for

more than 20 years.

In 1960, he opened the first strip club in Australia, the Staccato, in Kings Cross. It was managed by "Last Card" Louie and Wayne Martin and was an immediate success. However, the

religious right and the church immediately denounced the venture, claiming it exploited women and corrupted the soul. The general public, on the other  hand, loved the club and it was

crowded every night. Shortly after, he opened the Pink Pussy Cat and began a period which would lead to his absolute control of Kings Cross. In the '6 0s, no one dared open any form

of entertainment, nightclub or bar without his permission. The rare club licences granted to others required a consideration paid to my father.

The early '60s were extremely busy and profitable for my father. During this time, he bought a run-down apartment building and converted it into Sydne y's first motel, Lodge 44. As

soon as it was completed, my father moved in and converted three rooms into his offices.

The motel was also used as a rest stop for my father's friends, police and politicians, who were being entertained by arranged girlfriends. Several hi gh-class escorts, all of whom worked

for my father, had arrangements for rooms. Because I was good at maths, my father arranged for me to be picked up at school two days a week and brough t to the office to do some of
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the books and money. It was overwhelming how much money there was to count. It was always in familiar brown envelopes with either the business name on  the front or initials and

the day of the week. I often asked my father what the initials represented but he said not to worry, just to keep that money separate from the clubs'.  It quickly became obvious that this

money was from illegal businesses and that what was constantly being told to me about my father was true. I never questioned him about this, but inste ad did my job and counted the

money, which at times was in the thousands.

The birth of Rita's daughter Melissa, in 1966, probably prolonged my father's relationship with Rita, as some of his old friends told me he was gettin g fed up with her. My mother, who

hated Rita, always denied that Melissa was his daughter. If anyone had contact with Melissa they were banned from my mother's life. I never met her un til I was in my 20s, and my

father never mentioned her in my mother's presence.

Mum left him twice: once when he had been in the newspapers accused of depravity amid the sex scandal about the furry whip, and years later when he wa s open about another

long-term affair. She was in her 60s the second time, in 1998.

In the end, my mother chose to stay on in this oppressive environment; an abusive one, in truth. My Mum was dependent on my Dad and with that came a v ulnerability, or great love.

She was steadfast, supportive and good. She would never let any other woman have him in marriage.

For many years, my father felt he was above the law. My mother would disagree with what he was doing and constantly warn him about many of his questio nable activities. All to no

avail. He had total control of the money and all assets; she had me to raise.

He wanted my mother and everything else - no wonder she became hopelessly lost. He would never let her go. Once my Dad owned something, it was never t hrown out or discarded.

Edited extract from Gentle Satan: My Father, Abe Saffron by Alan Saffron, rrp $32.95, Michael Joseph, which is released on Wednesday.

Source: The Sun-Herald
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