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Introduction


Glasgow people are amongst the warmest and most humorous on the planet, but underneath the surface of a friendly, vibrant community lurks a brutal criminal underworld that has blighted the city and its inhabitants for generations. Glasgow is, in fact, one of the most violent places in the UK – in fact a recent article on the BBC News website shows that Scotland’s largest city ranks as the most violent part of Britain, with 2.7 homicides per 100,000 of population as opposed to 1.0 for the rest of the country.


Over the years thousands of people have been drawn into this vile and insidious underworld. Once entered, it is almost impossible to escape; many who have been sucked into it have paid for their involvement with their liberty and, in many cases, their lives. This is what I mean by the Glasgow Curse, and I should know what I’m talking about, as I was born into one of the most notorious crime families in the city: the Mansons. Back in the day my uncle, Billy Manson, was a criminal boss who controlled a tight ship and, along with his loyal friend and partner in crime, Scotland’s most notorious gangster Arthur Thompson, had an iron grip on an underworld dominated by fear, armed robbery and protection rackets. Vincent and Robert Manson, my other uncles, were equally hardcore villains with a proclivity for lawbreaking and violence. It was their way of life and nothing could change that.


Crime was my way of life from as far back as I can remember; over the years, I have been responsible for all manner of offences – fraud, armed robbery, grievous bodily harm, drug dealing, prison riots. You name it, I’ve done it.


Except for one thing – I have never killed anyone.


This highlights another facet of the Glasgow Curse: you can trust no one; the person you regard as a brother can turn round and stab you in the back.


One of the main reasons for writing my life story is to clear up all the lies and inaccuracies that people have written about me over the years in a number of tabloid newspapers and books, most notably Paul Ferris, a criminal I first met decades ago when we were teenagers together in a Young Offenders Unit. Ferris and I crossed paths many times, and I worked closely with him when he was at the height of his career in crime, during the early 1990s. In contrast to what Ferris would have everyone believe, he had no code of honour. In his books The Ferris Conspiracy and Vendetta, Ferris accuses me of all sorts of things, while I have also been linked by some to the death of two other Glasgow criminals, Joe Hanlon and Robert Glover. Neither accusation has any basis in fact.


This is my chance to repudiate their claims, and to put forward my side of the story. But this is not the only reason. If by writing a book that tells the truth about the consequences of a life of crime, that doesn’t sensationalise what is truly an awful, degrading and hopeless way of life, it might in some small way help finally break the curse that has destroyed too many Glaswegian lives for far too long.




Chapter One


Born in a Prison


The first six months of my life were spent in Exeter Prison, at that point a female only borstal, where my mother was incarcerated for her part in a family plot to steal valuable antiques and the contents of a safe inside an English country mansion.


Although I don’t know all the ins and outs relating to the wild scheme, I do know it was well planned but went spectacularly wrong. My mother was keeping lookout while her brothers tried to get into the property, and it was at this stage the police turned up and she was quickly apprehended. During a fierce struggle with the arresting coppers, my mother thought it was wise to sink her teeth into a police sergeant’s hand, almost severing his thumb in the process. She received a two-year borstal sentence for her stupidity.


While most newborn babies come into the world in a hospital setting with possibly their fathers or other family members there to witness the event, I arrived surrounded by prison guards. What a dreadful thought, and how unpleasant it would’ve been for any woman to give birth in that way. My mother, Sylvia Manson, was only 19 years old when she had me in February 1968, but she never did talk much about this episode in her life. I never really took the chance to ask her about it when I was growing up because, frankly, I wasn’t that interested. Over the years I did pick up certain details relating to my mother’s incarceration, and I do know she served the full two years of her sentence – the maximum length of time that any borstal inmate could serve.


For many years I knew next to nothing about my father, David Lobban. A respectable and quiet man who never had any criminal leanings, he must have found my mother extremely difficult to live with. At any rate he left us when I was 18 months old.


In contrast to my father’s law-abiding ways, my mother’s family were always disrespectful towards the law and they wholeheartedly stood by the criminal code of silence. In my mother’s case, while she was no angel, during the court proceedings against her she never once incriminated any of her brothers. She took it on the chin and was sent down on her own.


Was the court aware of my mother’s pregnancy before passing sentence? Surely not, as her borstal sentence was punitively steep. Prison rules of the time stated that a female prisoner could keep her baby with her for up to six months, after which time a family member had to take over the care of the infant.


In my case, my grandparents, who lived in the East End of Glasgow, travelled all the way to Exeter to collect me and, like some little parcel, shipped me all the way back home with them. Oblivious to what was going on around me at the time, I now look back and find it hard to imagine what it must’ve felt like for everyone concerned.


It would’ve been heartbreakingly difficult for my mother when the time came for her to hand me over to my grandparents, but this was typical of a hardened family, just doing whatever it was they had to do and simply getting on with it. I’ve no idea if Sylvia saw me again during the remainder of her sentence; perhaps not, since the distance from Glasgow to Exeter and back is approximately 900 miles – quite a trek.


Adding to my mother’s dismay at having to hand me out to be looked after elsewhere would most certainly have been a cutting reminder that I wasn’t the only baby that she’d had to part with so young. My baby sister, Patricia, died of pneumonia aged just six months – or so the story goes.


There are rumours within the Manson family that suggest little Patricia died when Alex Manson, one of my uncles, fell asleep on an armchair while holding her in his arms, accidently smothering her. I genuinely don’t know what to believe when it comes to my baby sister’s death, but the uncle in question was an insufferable alcoholic who was held responsible for another atrocity within the family, so I wouldn’t put it past him to have inadvertently smothered the baby when he fell asleep full of booze. Whatever the case, growing up with siblings wasn’t to be for me. I’ve always wondered what it would’ve felt like to have a sister.


My granda, William Manson, also known as Hector, died in a manner that I still find very hard to accept. In a drunken fit of rage it was alleged Alex Manson attacked him in his flat in 1985. I was in prison at the time and my aunt Patsy had to take care of all the funeral arrangements. Hector was frail, a wheelchair user since he’d had a leg amputated. (Gangrene had set in to his foot after he got an infection in his toes. In the habit of using razor blades to cut his toenails, he accidentally cut his toe then neglected the wound.) He relied on help, but Alex was volatile and violent when he had a drink in him, which was most of the time.


The attack was savage, deranged. Before Hector slipped into a coma during the beating, the urinary catheters fitted to his bladder had been ripped from his body and he was stamped on so hard in the assault that the imprint of a training shoe was left on his forehead and neck. A lack of evidence meant that no one was ever prosecuted for this despicable act of extreme violence, but Alex spent time on remand in Barlinnie jail having been accused of this crime.


Alex was different from the rest of the Manson family, especially his brothers, but only because he wasted his life with booze. When my grandmother died soon after old Hector, a pal and I intended to drive Alex to Hawick to collect his half-brother, Archie Gourlay, so that he could go to the funeral, but the dark country roads spooked Alex. Paranoia got the better of him – maybe he had a guilty conscience – and on the way there he jumped out of the car at a busy roundabout and started shouting at motorists for help. After several hours at a local police station he made his way home. There’s no doubt in my mind he thought that my friend and I were going to do him in.


My mother was born in Glasgow and, as a young woman bursting with acumen, she left school with top qualifications and passed her driving test when she was just seventeen. People would often tell me that she and I looked alike. She had natural long dirty-blonde hair which complimented her fine-looking facial features. Her high cheekbones and piercing green eyes set off her lovely smile. She was very attractive in her day, and she knew it. She was also very assertive. But she possessed a violent streak so terrifying that whenever she started boozing you were better off staying well out of her way.


I witnessed this violent side of my mother’s personality on numerous occasions, especially when she was steaming drunk, and when she flipped she would change into a completely different woman. Born with only one kidney, she should’ve known better and stayed well clear of alcohol, but she took no notice of this pitfall. In the end she endured a slow and agonising death alone in her bed in a filthy house in 1999. She was just 52 years old.


Sylvia was the youngest member of the Manson family, and just like the rest of them she possessed a somewhat twisted streak. She could change rapidly from being a tender and loving person, an avid reader, especially of horror stories, Mills and Boon romances and the Bunty, to one who was instinctively horrible, uncaring and evil. She always had a book in her hand along with a can of Carlsberg Special Brew and a fag.


I had to share a bed with my mother when I was small, and when she was drunk she would often wet the mattress and I would have to sleep on towels to try to keep dry. There was no heating in the room, and on cold winter nights I was often freezing with the wetness of the bed. I remember my mother trapping me in the kitchen once when she was drunk and severely beating me with a pot. She hit me so hard that the pot was completely dented and useless for cooking. On occasion she would also whack me over the buttocks with a thick leather belt.


When I was eight or nine years old, she would put me on the train on my own at Glasgow Central Station and send me to visit my aunt Patsy in Dundee. One time she dressed me up in girls’ sandals for the journey. When I arrived, Aunt Patsy had to go straight away and buy me boy’s shoes. Your mother is your mother at the end of the day, but I could never understand growing up why mine was so cruel towards me. I know now that it was all down to the booze.


After completing her borstal sentence, Sylvia never went back to prison, not even for a single day on remand, which I find incredible considering the damage she meted out to so many different people. Somehow she always managed to dodge the law for her various violent offences, which included stabbings, slashings and even biting one of her old boyfriend’s ears clean off. Sylvia wasn’t someone you wanted to mess with. When I look back, I’m amazed she never killed someone. My mother was nuts.


Having liberated me from Exeter Prison, my grandparents flitted from Budden Street in Parkhead to Penicuik Street in Carntyne, still in the East End of Glasgow.


Penicuik Street was a typical row of three-storey tenement blocks, and my grandparents and I lived in one on the bottom right-hand side as you walked in the close. It was quite a small street, with only four blocks of houses on either side. The house was tiny, with only one bedroom, a kitchen and a bathroom. The three of us slept in the same room in the same double bed. I remember at one stage having my own little fold-away bed that converted back to a cabinet when not in use for sleeping.


At the back of the house there was a huge back court, a sort of wasteland which all the households from three different streets had the displeasure of having to share. People used this waste ground as a shortcut from street to street, but you did get kids playing there even though broken bottles and other dangerous objects littered the place.


The first eight years of my life were spent growing up in Carntyne, and despite the hardships of life there I have many fond memories from that period. This was a very exciting and significant time for me. Looking back, I was taught how to be independent and fend for myself from a very young age. The truth is, I wasn’t cared for properly as a child. My grandparents would often go on drinking benders. During the worst of these binges I took on the role of a kid twice my age because my granny and granda were never in a fit state to care for me when they were plastered. You could say they lived a sort of double life, having a kind of Jekyll-and-Hyde syndrome, where one day they’d be sober and the next they’d be drunk. With no supervision, I could do whatever I wanted, when I wanted, and there was no one there to discipline me. It was not all bad, however, and there were times when my grandparents would stay sober for short periods. To be honest though, I preferred them drunk – what child wouldn’t, when it meant you could do anything that came into your head?


My grandparents, Nessie and Hector, married in the 1930s and they were a devoted couple when they weren’t drinking. My grandmother already had a son, Archibald, before they married, and together they produced six more children: Alex, William, Vincent, Patricia, Robert and my mother, Sylvia.


My grandmother was a heavy-set woman with long dark hair that she always kept tucked under a headscarf. She was originally from the Outer Hebrides and was a fluent Gaelic speaker. Nessie always had her own seat right next to the coal fire, and because of the incessant heat her bulky legs would turn a blotchy red colour. She had a heart of gold when sober, a typical Glaswegian granny who doted on her grandchild. As a little boy I called her ‘Nana’ and she called me her ‘Silver Son’.


During sober periods she was really on the ball. She would hang out her washing and keep to her daily chores. Every morning, in rain, sleet or snow, she had a routine of making the short journey to the local grocery store, Jamison’s on Carntyne Road, to pick up a copy of the Daily Record and a quarter of cheese for the breakfast. It was always cheese; we ate loads of the stuff. Some mornings there would be spam too and occasionally my grandfather would make a pot of porridge, which he would put into bowls and leave on the windowsill to cool down.


When the drinks were flowing, Nessie loved nothing more than to belt out a few old-fashioned songs. She was a lovely singer and one of her favourites was ‘Stormy Weather’, an Ethel Waters number, which she would sing with real vigour. Another was ‘My Yiddishe Mamma’, made famous by Anne Shelton.


Every week she would fill out the spot-the-ball coupon from the newspaper, and she always betted on the Grand National when it came round. I remember having to close my eyes and pierce the newspaper with a sewing needle, and whichever horse the pin landed on was the horse you backed.


Our television was a black-and-white set with wooden shutter doors, a fancy TV at the time, a gift from their son, my uncle Billy, after whom I am named. Coronation Street was a big hit with Nessie and you wouldn’t dare utter a word when it was on the telly. Every night when the programmes finished and the national anthem came on my granny would turn the volume up and my grandfather would shout: ‘Nessie, fur fuck sake, hen, will ye turn that fucking thing doon,’ before rushing over to switch it off himself. Hector was a staunch Celtic supporter, which explained his anti-royal sentiments.


Hector was born in 1915. He was a very proud and well-turned-out man for his years. Even when drunk he made an effort to look after his appearance. His head was nearly bald, with bits of grey hair sticking out from each side, which he tended to regularly with the comb he always kept in his back trouser pocket. He smoked Woodbine cigarettes and he liked nothing more than to sit sucking on a bar of Highland Toffee, the only time, I remember seeing him without his false teeth.


At night he washed his white dress shirt before going to bed. As a young boy I would stand in the scullery and watch him shake the shirt several times to get rid of the excess water. He would then hang it on the pulley so that it would be dry for him first thing in the morning. He would also polish his shoes to a clear shine, and then iron his trousers, which he wore with braces, using the old iron heated on the gas stove. Immaculate, he was a credit to a man of his age. At the weekend I loved nothing more than to walk with him to the Barras market where he was well known for years. With his street trader’s badge pinned to the lapel of his overcoat, he sold Wilkinson Sword razor blades. I would have to run to keep up with his brisk walking pace as we headed to the market. The Barras was always very busy at the weekend, with crowds of shoppers searching for a bargain, and I couldn’t get enough of the frenetic atmosphere.


At one time Hector worked as a ships’ rigger for the Glasgow shipyard Harland and Wolff. He also had a wooden barrow with large wheels that he would push around the streets of the Gorbals selling fruit and veg. During World War II Hector served his country in the Merchant Navy. He had a lucky escape when his ship, HMS Forfar, was sunk while he was not aboard. HMS Forfar was torpedoed on 2 December 1940, 500 miles west of Ireland, by a German submarine, U-99: 130 members of her crew lost their lives in the attack. Hector and one of his mates had failed to return to the ship from a short spell on leave, and he would often reminisce with Nessie about how lucky he was to be alive.


When his singing head was on, he would try his best at a verse or two of the Tony Bennett favourite ‘I Left My Heart in San Francisco’. My granda was also a fantastic impressionist and he would have people in stitches when he mimicked acting legend James Cagney.


When Nessie and Hector were drinking, they would always start with a single bottle of Eldorado fortified wine. It was always Eldorado, or LD, as people called it. The local off-licence must have made a small fortune just from selling bottles of LD to Nessie and Hector. After the first bottle had been knocked back they would take it in turns to walk the short distance back to the off-licence for another. Well into their drinking sessions, the atmosphere would turn foul and the tension would thicken between them. I knew what signs to look out for, and I knew what would happen next. Nessie would be sitting in her favourite chair, arms folded, and the insults would come pouring out of her. She would start by saying to Hector: ‘You’re nothing but a dirty cow’ or ‘You’re a baldy bastard . . . nothing but a brass-nail.’


After the last swig of LD she would stand up, walk over to an unsuspecting Hector and smash the empty bottle right over his skull. My poor old granda! I can see him now, sitting there with his head and face drenched with blood. He had that many wine bottles cracked over his nut I don’t know how his body coped with the abuse. His bald head was covered with scars. It was always comical for me as a wee boy to sit and watch the pair of them turn from being a loving couple to cursing each other.


One day Hector was so drunk he took off all his clothes, every stitch, and wandered around outside naked. They had been arguing all day and he decided to demonstrate his love for Nessie. He stood on the grass verge that ran along the street in front of the houses and, with his arms held aloft, he began shouting in a high-pitched Glaswegian voice: ‘Nessie, I luv ye, hen . . . I luv ye . . . Nessie, I dae luv ye.’ This sort of incident didn’t seem to upset or offend the neighbours. They simply laughed; it was nothing out of the ordinary.


If Hector and Nessie had a bad fall out, he would sometimes pack a bag and head off to the Great Eastern Hotel on Duke Street. The Great Eastern Hotel is one of Glasgow’s best-known landmarks and is of historic significance to the city. It was built originally as a cotton spinning mill and was previously known as Alexander’s Mill. In 1907 it was converted into a hostel for homeless people and Old Hector spent many a night there. It was finally closed amid some controversy in 2001.


Hector was also no stranger to crime. He served a five-year sentence for stabbing a man who had apparently been bothering Nessie; a family member suggested that, in fact, my granny had concocted a story after they had been seen together up a close. Whatever the case, I believe it was the only long-term prison sentence my granda served. Like my mother, Hector was lucky in evading capture for violent crime. A family recollection has it that on one occasion Hector, in his bare feet, crept up behind a copper who had been harassing him and hit him on the head with the hob of a cooker. Suspecting Hector of the serious assault, the polis (Glaswegian for ‘the police’ or ‘police officer’) went to the house looking for him, but he was already in his bed. They decided that it couldn’t possibly have been him. If only they had checked his feet, they would’ve seen they were dirty and would probably have charged him!


As a child I always looked at life through rose-tinted spectacles. With no real discipline in my early years, I felt I had a sort of licence to do whatever I wanted. My grandfather acted as a fatherly figure; I cannot remember him lifting his hands to me ever. At no time did my grandmother hit me either.


Growing up in Carntyne was a happy and exciting time for me, not because I was cared for properly as a child, but because I could do as I pleased, which I suppose is every kid’s dream.


I remember the ragman with his horse and cart, walking his horse along the street blowing his bugle, enticing all the kids from their houses. It was always a treat exchanging a few old rags for a big balloon on a stick or simply following the horse and cart along the road in the hope you’d get one for nothing. Then you had the hawkers who sold their homemade candy-apples around the back courts. Whelks and mussels were another customary trade for most of the residents from the neighbour-hood. Men carrying cardboard boxes stuffed with little white paper bags full of seafood they’d just picked from somewhere along the Ayrshire Coast would walk about shouting erratically in a fancy tune, ‘Get your whelks and mussels!’


Kids would be playing in the streets, dodging the lorries as they delivered their bags of coal. Women would hang out their windows talking to each other. Others would be shouting at their kids, telling them their supper was ready. Packs of dogs would roam the streets and back courts rummaging for food. Sometimes you would catch a glimpse of an old woman throwing a pail of water over a couple of strays who’d become over-amorous and got stuck together in her garden. On every street corner there was something exciting happening; it was a very spirited and fulfilling time in my life.


From as far back as I can possibly remember, it was drummed into me time and time again never to talk to the police. My grandparents were forever telling me that if I were naughty then the man wearing the uniform would take me away and put me in a home for bad boys. We even had a budgie called Billy that could say ‘fuck the polis’ as clear as day! The Mansons also had a characteristic whistle which they used every time they wanted to get inside the house. Like a sort of security measure, family members had their own pitched melody that was easily identifiable and each of us could distinguish who was who.


When most children were tucked up in bed having a nice bedtime story read to them, I was probably running around the neighbourhood until all hours of the morning. I can’t ever recall having a bedtime story read to me as a small boy. It simply wasn’t part of my upbringing. I was an extremely energetic little kid who lived life to the full. Carntyne provided me with so much streetwise knowledge, which I feel became invaluable in an existence where criminality was prevalent. Sometimes I would wait until my grandparents both fell asleep, then I’d go out into the night on my bicycle and ride about until all hours. I would often sellotape a torch to the front of my handlebars and just ride through the dark streets for hours on end. This was great fun and I felt on top of the world, but for a five- or six-year-old boy it was going just a bit too far. There was no control over me when Nessie and Hector were drunk. At times I was locked out the whole night, and on these instances I would have to curl up by myself on the first landing in the close, where it was always freezing cold.


The local gang, the Goucho, ran a free membership so long as you were from Carntyne itself. Even as a wee boy I understood the meaning of being part of a gang. It was very important, as it gave me a sense of identity, a feeling that I belonged to something. Ultimately, it gave me a feeling of power, and all I wanted to do was be like the older boys. I was always extremely sociable and thrived on going about in large groups. Most nights there would be plenty of activity, fighting the nearest rival gang, the Powery from Haghill. A common place to confront the Powery was on the top of a steep hill we called the Bing that separated the two neighbourhoods: the fighting was all about who could dominate the top of that hill.


This constant fighting resulted regularly in severe injuries. I can remember one tragic incident where the older brother of my pal, John Kinnaird, and one of his mates, caught someone from the Powery gang. This took place up on the railway line. They brutally killed the boy with hatchets and pick shafts. The journalists and press at the time made a big thing about it.


As kids we would talk about the Black Maria, the black Sherpa van the police drove slowly around the area. I was a bit too small to know what the inside of one looked like, but I clearly remember stories of those who did and they weren’t at all pleasant. So, from an early age I was taught that the police were the enemy. This was drummed into me. In Carntyne there were rules of conduct and a code of silence that everyone in the district understood. It seemed everyone viewed the police with hostility, typical of an underprivileged neighbourhood, and this in many ways bonded the whole community together. That’s one thing I can say about the Manson family – there were no stoolpigeons amongst us and we always stood for what we believed in. This was confirmed independently shortly after this book’s first printing, when a minister who knew my family well wrote to congratulate me. In his letter he drew attention to the fact that at the time of my Uncle Robert’s death, he heard a very senior lawyer say that although the Mansons were one of the foremost criminal families in Scotland, we had standards, and were respected for that.


It was always a right treat for me and all my wee pals on the street when my uncle Billy and his friends drove up to the close in their fancy E-Type Jags and Jensen Interceptors. Sometimes as many as three or four cars would pull up outside in the street. Burly men with long hair and sideburns, usually in dark suits with flared trousers and platform shoes, would step from the vehicles, pick me up and swing me about as if I was their own. This meant that I became the centre of attention amongst the kids who were hanging around staring in awe.


Quickly a big crowd would appear to find out what was going on. With dirty smiling faces, my pals and I waited for my uncle Billy and his friends to emerge from my grandparents’ house, having finished what they were doing, and jump back into their cars. As the excitement amongst the crowd reached ecstatic proportions, and just before the cars started to pull away, the windows would go down and then all you would hear, above anything else, was the clatter of dozens of loose coins pelting off the pavement. This is what we called a ‘scramble’ and for every kid in the street it was a mad free-for-all. Other times my uncle Billy would bring his camera, the old self-timer type, and he would take snaps of my granny, granda and me together. Wherever these photos have gone, I’ve no idea.


Sometimes Billy would take the three of us to Largs or somewhere else along the Ayrshire coast, to go out in the boats fishing. There’s no doubt he was very good to us and would spoil us with gifts all the time.


The uncle after whom I am named was born on 20 March 1939. He was the mastermind of an expertly planned jailbreak from top-security Perth Prison on 9 December 1979. He astonished the police and prison authorities with the speed and precision with which he carried out such a highly sophisticated escape. Billy and one of his pals sawed through their cell bars, scaled the wall and got onto the roof. They used homemade rope to descend to the yard, then escape over a surrounding fence. A high-powered vehicle was waiting to take them to freedom. Billy’s old pal, legendary Arthur Thompson, who dominated the organised crime scene in Glasgow from the 1950s onwards, and whose son I was later accused of killing, played a vital role in assisting him during the escape, especially after he got away.


Billy was serving a twelve-year sentence at the time, having been found guilty at the High Court in Glasgow on 13 January 1978 of robbing the Orient bingo hall, and threatening staff with a sawn-off shotgun and a meat cleaver. Billy always strenuously denied ever being involved in this hold-up, and he went to extraordinary lengths to prove it. He claimed that Strathclyde police officers, acting through malice and gratification of personal desires, conceived and orchestrated a plot to pervert and corrupt the course of justice. He also claimed the coppers seriously assaulted him in the back of a police van and committed perjury at his trial.


He raised a £30,000 action against then Chief Constable Patrick Hamill and in a 40-page High Court writ he asked the court to declare that the incompetence, neglect and maladministration of the police in abusing the legal process had caused the High Court to be deprived of fairness and equity. Billy claimed that the coppers bundled him into the back of a police van simply because he was in the area where the robbery had been committed, and that on the way to Tobago Street Police Station he was punched, kicked and beaten with batons until he was black-and-blue and had a fractured nose. He also said that the police took money from a plastic carrier bag found near the scene of the robbery and smeared it with his blood and fingerprints.


It wasn’t just Billy who claimed he was innocent. His lawyer, the respected Glasgow professor Peter Watson, examined the case thoroughly and as a result went out of his way to secure a Royal Pardon. He said at the time: ‘Billy Manson is a well-known figure in the Glasgow underworld, but in the past he has always admitted his crime. When he is “done” for something, he doesn’t complain. This is the first time he has protested his innocence. I’ve no doubt in my mind that he is in fact innocent.’


When Glasgow and North Argyll Legal Aid Committee had rejected Billy’s application for legal aid, Arthur Thompson paid £750 towards his civil case when a judge asked him to lodge the money against future expenses. On 22 January 1980, six weeks after Billy escaped from Perth, two police officers who were investigating a completely different matter arrested him in the Garrowhill area of Glasgow. Billy happened to be walking nearby when the call came in and the police thought they’d pull him anyway. Billy tried to do a runner, but the police caught him and hauled him back to the police station, where they quickly discovered he was the most wanted man in the country. A nice and unexpected result for the two uniformed bobbies.


The following day Billy was taken to court handcuffed to two members of the Serious Crime Squad and during a private hearing various charges were put to him. Sheriff Archibald Bell QC sent Billy back to prison to complete his twelve-year sentence, as well as sentencing him to a further three years for escaping.


Billy served his time in tough Peterhead Prison. He refused to wear the prison uniform, wearing instead a pair of overalls, on the chest of which he embroidered the words ‘I Am Innocent’. He went on hunger strikes to bring attention to his plight and he also refused parole at every opportunity, as this would have been, in his view, a declaration of guilt. He served out his full sentence at Peterhead and was finally released in 1989.


In 1964, Billy had also escaped from Barlinnie Prison in Glasgow and managed to elude the law by living as a fugitive for 18 months. He was once described as one of the most dangerous villains in Britain and at one stage senior police chiefs throughout the UK held top-level conferences about him, his associates and his activities.


He also possessed a talent very few of us could match: the ability to turn a block of wood into a masterpiece of craftsman-ship. He specialised in carving models of old Spanish galleons and other ships it was simply amazing what he could achieve using his hands. He could quite easily have made a career for himself using the skills he possessed as a carpenter. It saddens me when I think about what he could have done with himself.


His story is quite remarkable. In his heyday he drove the best of cars and wore the best tailored suits. He was also adventurous and occasionally he would drive to Brands Hatch to race fast cars around the track, or he would take flying lessons in a light aircraft. There’s no doubt he led a luxurious lifestyle, but what major villain didn’t back in the 1960s and 70s?


On 12 November 1997 Billy was found dead in his flat in Maryhill. His death certificate states the cause of death was an overdose of co-proxamol, a particularly dangerous painkiller which, before it was withdrawn from the market in 2007, was the second most frequent means of suicide using prescribed drugs in the UK. Billy was using co-proxamol for the back pain he suffered and for ongoing ailments connected to an attempt on his life. Co-proxamol was a drug he’d been prescribed by his doctor, but I believe Billy was taking a few more than he ought to have been. His friend Walter Norval – known by the serious crime squad as ‘the Glasgow Godfather’, and the notorious leader of the XYY gang – assured me that Billy was using light drugs for recreational purposes but during the latter stages of his life he became a bit more dependent on them. Years in prison had taken their toll on his mental state, and his friends were reporting a change for the worse. According to Norval, Billy was losing the plot and was beginning to cut himself off socially.


Crime writer and ghost writer to Paul Ferris, the late Reg McKay, made wild claims in one of his books, McGraw, suggesting that Billy Manson died after being forced to swallow a huge quantity of co-proxamol tablets. It wouldn’t surprise me if this malicious rumour had been instigated by Ferris himself, but it is complete and utter nonsense, as the toxicology and post-mortem reports indicate no signs of forced ingestion. In addition, witnesses present when the police had to gain entry to Billy’s flat after he hadn’t been seen for several days stated that the door was locked and bolted from the inside. And footage from CCTV cameras in the vicinity showed no suspicious comings and goings from Billy’s flat.


Recently a member of the Manson family wrote to the Crown Office and asked them to look into the shocking allegation. Prosecutors are now examining the claims and a cold-case team could conduct an inquiry. This is welcome news to the Mansons, who are quietly confident that any inquiry will show how ludicrous the claims in McGraw are.


In Carntyne there was always plenty of exciting stuff for us youngsters to get up to. It’s not like today, when kids are spoiled with laptop computers and mobile smartphones, or else spending time chatting to their mates on Facebook. As kids we would venture outdoors and sometimes walk for miles in search of things to do.


The greyhound-racing track, which was literally just a good stone’s throw from where I lived in Penicuik Street, was a favourite haunt for us wee ones. It was one of the largest tracks in Scotland, always an extremely busy place full of activity. The reverberations from the loudspeakers echoed right across the neighbourhood. In order to get really close to the track we would first need to cross a live railway line. This was a very dangerous and stupid thing to do, but I suppose it all added to the excitement and fun of it all. Having crossed the railway line, actually dodging trains at times, we made our way towards a small hole we’d cut in the fence. From there we watched the greyhounds chasing the dummy rabbit around the track. This was a magical time. Thousands of men would be shouting encouragement for their greyhounds to win, while the commentator screamed over the speaker system as the dogs passed the finishing line. As a result of the huge floodlights, the whole stadium shone with this brilliant white light against the night sky. It was fantastic – there isn’t a kid in the world that wouldn’t have relished a couple of hours being entertained like that.


Next to the greyhound track there was a coal depot, or ‘coaly’, as it was better known. In the evening when the coal men went home, my wee pals and I would cross the live railway line again, climb up a steep embankment and there right in front of us were mountains of coal. There was a slight problem, however: guarding the coal was a massive Alsatian dog chained to a post. The only way it was possible to get to the goods was for one of us to distract the dog while the rest of us filled plastic carrier bags with as much coal as we could carry. Luckily the Alsatian never broke loose. At times this was a nice little earner because we would sell plastic bags full of coal all around the neighbour-hood, and there was that much of it nobody seemed to notice any had gone.


Another favourite pastime was heading to the other end of Carntyne to look for what we called ‘lucky didgies’ or ‘raiding the middens’. This would involve going to the so-called toffee-nosed part of Carntyne, where people lived much better than those down in the lower end. The houses were nicer, with lovely gardens and fancy cars parked in the driveways. We would target the rubbish bins outside the properties and more often than not we would come across all sorts of goodies to take back home with us. It’s amazing what well-heeled folk chucked away and every deprived kid who went on a lucky didgie escapade loved it.


Another childhood memory is the Big, Black Hand. This was something my grandparents dreamt up to frighten me when I’d been bad. As a very young child, I was so terrified of it that sometimes I couldn’t get to sleep at night. When I was naughty, my grandmother would grab me and make me stand in front of the coal fire in the living room. My grandfather would stand in the kitchen, out of sight, and silently open the small compartment in the kitchen wall which gave him access to the back of the coal fire. This type of set-up is what we called a back-to-back grate. The compartment was meant to be a way of cleaning the chimney. I would be screaming, ‘Please Nana, please Nana, naaaaw!’ and tears would be running down my face. I couldn’t bear to watch, but she made sure I looked straight ahead into the fire. She would say to me: ‘Right, the Big, Black Hand is going to get you because you’ve been bad,’ and then a hand, which Hector covered in soot from the chimney, would slowly appear from the fire, accompanied by a bogieman sound. I was petrified, and I could never quite understand how this black hand appeared. It took me a long time to figure out what Hector had been up to in the kitchen.


With an irresistible urge to fulfil my ever-growing imagination, sometimes I would walk to Duke Street, which was a good saunter from where I lived. This was a busy shopping thoroughfare in a slightly more affluent area of the East End, nearer to the city centre. I liked to hang around there, mostly on my skiving-school days.


I became obsessed with an air rifle that stood out in the window display of a shop on Duke Street. This shop sold fishing tackle, knives and hunting gear, and I would stand and stare at the rifle for long periods, oblivious to the throng of shoppers as they went about their everyday business. I had decided that I had to have that air rifle, and I had been nicking money from my gran’s purse to pay for it. When I had enough stashed away for the gun, I skipped back to the shop, knowing that there was no way the shopkeeper would sell me the weapon. I waited outside the shop for the first half-decent-looking person to come along and, pointing to the air rifle in the window, I asked him to help me get it.


‘Mister, gonny go in and buy me that gun?’ I asked him.


‘Aye, nae bother, son,’ he replied without a moment’s hesitation. I handed him the money. He got me the gun, as well as pellets and darts to go with it.


I took off back home carrying the air rifle, which was as big as I was, and heavy too. Penicuik Street was a good twenty-minute walk from Duke Street shops and when I got home my grandparents were sitting on the sofa, blazing drunk. They were unaware that I had been dodging school and were oblivious to the fact that I quickly got up to mischief with the air rifle, firing pellets at pigeons on the neighbouring rooftops.


But it wasn’t long before I was picking out bigger targets. From a good vantage point one day I could see a young boy I knew called Gilchrist, who was playing on the grass verge about 30 yards away. The Gilchrists lived on the other side of the street from my grandparents and Hector had never got on with them. I might have been young, but I knew what was what around the neighbourhood. I took aim and fired, hitting him in the thigh. What a shot! But the screams he made were loud, too loud. I panicked and ran through the back court, up the close and into my grandparent’s house, stashing the weapon under some bedding in a wicker basket.


It wasn’t long before two uniformed police came banging on the door. Now I was in trouble. Someone must’ve seen me running away, or the Gilchrist parents must have worked out who was responsible. I was the little baddie in the street and the finger of blame was always pointed in my direction first. The police came into the house and quickly found the gun. I received a slap on the wrist, but that’s all. I was far too young to be charged with a crime. My grandparents I’m sure took the flak, but they would have had a chuckle to themselves afterwards.


I was taught to steal from a very early age. My grandparents encouraged me to shoplift in all the big stores and supermarkets. I had to hold a plastic carrier bag and when I was told to open the bag Hector would normally put a chicken or packets of meat inside. I cannot remember ever being caught and we did this regularly – at least whenever we went to Parkhead or the city centre.


On one of these outings I remember my grandparents taking me to one of their favourite haunts called Paddy’s Market – or the Briggait, as it was much better known – situated at the Salt-market near Glasgow Cross. The Briggait was a popular place amongst the city’s most destitute, and you could pick up almost anything there, such as cheap second-hand clothes and even used dentures – it had the lot! When I saw one of the traders busy gabbing to another a few stalls away, I managed to slip a bunch of the then fashionable snake belts into the plastic carrier bag I had in my hand. It was probably the first time I’d stolen something without encouragement; later that same day all the kids from my street were running about sporting a colourful snake belt!


I’ll never forget how I got my first bicycle. Your first bike as a kid is always a big deal, although I waited quite a long time for mine. The popular kid’s bike back then was a red-coloured Tomahawk. It was a smaller version of the classic chopper and it had all the same characteristics. I’d always wanted one of these bikes and was forever asking my granny to get me one. My bike did come eventually, by way of my granda pinching a woman’s rent book stuffed with £20 notes. As my grandparents and I were waiting in the queue to pay their rent in the Parkhead rent office, Hector noticed a woman in front of us who had a wad of cash inside her rent book. Hector quickly pulled me aside, pointed out the woman, and instructed me to fall over in the exit doorway as soon as she approached.


The rent office in Parkhead was only up the road from Carntyne. It was a very busy place, with maybe five or six different queues snaking all the way outside onto the pavement sometimes. I have this vivid image of the inside of the rent office with clouds of cigarette smoke hanging in the air. With people coming and going and everyone chatting away, it was the ideal setting for Hector to dip the woman’s bag. Nessie had already made her way to the exit swing doors and I quickly followed her to get myself into position. As the woman approached the doorway, I did as I was told and fell over to block her path. It was a team effort and my granda wasted no time in dipping the prize, with Nessie giving him that extra bit of cover. It was all over very fast and the woman didn’t notice a thing. My granny grabbed my hand and we made our way out of the building. Hector hailed a conveniently passing black taxi and the three of us set off home. During the short journey back to Carntyne, Hector pulled out a bundle of £20 notes. Nessie turned to me and said: ‘Now you can get your Tomahawk bike tomorrow.’ I was over the moon.




Chapter Two


In the Clutches of a Stranger


My mother appeared one day, right out of the blue. There was no warning of any kind; she just turned up at my grandparents’ door and demanded that I leave with her. She was unwavering and totally adamant that she was taking me back into her care. She had no thoughts for how this would inevitably affect me and it made no difference when I courageously protested against it.


There was absolutely nothing my grandparents or I could do to prevent it. My mother’s mission that day was, in a wicked sense, to kidnap me and remove me from the environment I had grown up in. What a nasty thing to do. What was she thinking? One thing is certain: my feelings weren’t taken into account. To say I was confused by this would be an understatement. I was horrified. Here was this woman, my real mother – who I looked upon as a complete stranger – suddenly appearing at my grandparents’ and demanding the unthinkable.


Following her arrival, a massive argument ensued in the sitting room. I recall everyone shouting and screaming at each other, but in the end there could be only one outcome. My mother grabbed me by the arm and dragged me to her Morris 1100 parked outside. I kicked and yelled out while looking at my grandparents, as if expecting them to release me from my mother’s grip. But she was stronger than I was and she was in a heightened state herself, so it wasn’t too difficult for her to forcibly take me from the house and chuck me into her car.


The shouting and bawling continued right up until the point that I was thrown head first into the back of the car and the door was slammed shut in my face. Locked inside with no escape, I could see my granny crying outside at the close entrance. I felt so frightened and I was crying my heart out. For the first time I knew what it felt like to be held against my will. As my mother started the engine, all I could do was kneel on the back seat with my face pressing against the back window. With blurry eyes, clouding my vision I banged on the glass. It was horrible: I was now in the clutches of a stranger, and it broke my heart having to watch my grandparents fade into the distance.


Although I was only a small boy, I wasn’t prepared to let this woman get away with snatching me from the only place I ever knew to be home. For three years, I ran away from my mother at every opportunity. I would steal money when I could and get a bus or even a taxi back to Carntyne. At first, my mother took me to live in Blackhill, which bordered Carntyne in the north-east of Glasgow. Developed as a council housing estate in the 1930s, it had become known as one of the roughest areas of the city, notorious for deprivation, chronic housing and drug-related problems. The western side of Blackhill, near Riddrie, was the more desirable part of the area because the accommodation there was considered a cut above the rest – the houses were of the ‘cottage flat’ type, with back and front gardens, and the streets were much better kept.


We went to live in Craigendmuir Street in 1975, a typical three-storey, slate-roofed tenement block built of reconstituted stone. This was the not–so-desirable part of the area. My mother had a boyfriend at this time, a chap called Alex Gibb. Alex was a very tall, imposing figure who stood at well over six feet. He was an electrician by trade and held down a decent job working for an electricity company. He had been going out with my mother for a few years before I came to Craigendmuir Street. I remember him treating me very well; he was always spoiling me with loads of presents, the sort of thing you’d expect a man in his position to do with his partner’s wee boy. Because my mother had a twelve-year on/off relationship with Alex Gibb, naturally my wee pals called me ‘Gibby’, a nickname that would stick later in my life, and one that I became well known by in certain circles.


Like any kid my age, it didn’t take me long to adjust to my new surroundings. I quickly settled in to the Blackhill way of life, which was similar to Carntyne, as there were loads of kids my size and age running wild in the streets. We children learned to make use of the pavements and back courts. We would play ‘dreepy’ – hanging down and then letting yourself fall from massive walls and gable ends – jump around in puddles when it rained or play ‘jorries’ (marbles).


I have a deep scar on the palm of my left hand, which is as visible today as it was after it first happened. I picked this up while playing in the big metal rubbish bins that stood in the back courts of Craigendmuir Street and the surrounding area. I’d managed to climb up onto the top of one of these huge bins but quickly found myself falling inside. After a quick rummage about I jumped out instead of climbing back down the way I had got up. As I made contact with the solid concrete, I fell forward and automatically put my hands out in front of me to prevent me tumbling over. My left hand slammed down right on top of the neck of a broken milk bottle. Ouch! I was rushed to hospital, where I had five stitches inserted into the deep gash in my hand. It kept me from climbing the rubbish bins for a while.


I believe my mother did at times try her best to bond with me. She could be extremely charming and loving towards me, but only when she was absolutely sober and level-headed. As soon as she started to take large quantities of alcohol she would change into a horrible, evil woman who showed nothing but hatred and violence towards me: a scar far worse than the one I picked up jumping from the rubbish bin, albeit of the mental type, was heading my way.


It started as a quiet evening. I was at home with her and Alex Gibb in the house at Craigendmuir Street. Alex and my mother suddenly had a colossal argument. They had both been drinking heavily that day and the alcohol certainly fuelled the dispute. Alex got to the point where he’d had enough of the shouting and screaming so he put his jacket on and left for the pub. I went out and followed him along the road until he reached the local boozer. When he went inside, I about-turned and made my way back home.


My mother was bitterly furious by this stage. She was pacing up and down the sitting room in a blind rage. She had locked the front door and removed the keys, and, realising I was locked inside alone with her, I watched her every move. Ranting and raving, she grabbed a knife from the kitchen, one with a long machete-type blade, and began walking back and forth with it in her grasp saying ‘I’m going to kill him’ and ‘Just wait till he comes back.’ She had a look of pure evil in her eyes and I knew that I had to alert Alex to the danger that awaited him.


My only way out of the house was to climb through the window, and I didn’t hang around. I shot back along the road to the pub, where I could see Alex inside, drinking. I waited for him to come out. I recall it was a warm night and it was beginning to get dark, and I wasn’t wearing a top. It’s strange how these little things stay with you. When Alex did eventually leave the pub, he was staggering, now even more intoxicated than he had been before. I tried telling him that my mother had a big knife in the house and that he’d better not go back as she was going to stab him with it.


I tried everything I could to persuade him not to go back, but it did no good. He took no notice of what I was saying. I even pulled at his arm and his trouser legs, but to no avail. He just shoved me away and, slurring his speech, told me to shut up. I ran along the road ahead of him and climbed back into the house through the open window. My mother was still holding the knife and I pleaded with her to stop. We could now see Alex approaching the entrance of the close and as he got nearer my mother stood right behind the front door clutching the knife. I scrambled out of the window again and ran into the close after him.


Alex kept his house keys on a chain and I could see him struggling, trying to get the keys out of his trouser pocket. Again I yanked on his trouser legs and I begged him not to open the door, but again he pushed me away. He would never have realised the danger he was in. Not even in his wildest dreams would he have suspected anything like what was about to happen to him.


After a couple of failed attempts at finding the keyhole he managed to undo the lock and pushed the door open. As he withdrew his key from the lock my mother appeared and without warning she plunged the knife right into his stomach with such force that the tip of the blade exited his back. I watched Alex fall back into the close with the knife rammed right through him to the hilt. My screams echoed and amplified throughout the close. There was blood everywhere and, hearing the commotion, neighbours began to appear from their houses. I recall an ambulance arriving and the police turning up, blue lights flashing all over the close. I remember Alex being stretchered away with the handle of the knife still sticking out of his stomach.


Alex remained in hospital on the critical list for quite some time. I don’t know how he survived or how my mother evaded prosecution for this savage attack on a person she supposedly loved. Other than me, just a small boy, there were no witnesses to the stabbing and the police were powerless to charge her. Alex never gave a statement to the police against her, not that he was in any fit state to do so. My mother was also a terrific actress when she wanted to be, so it wouldn’t have been too difficult for her to make up some dramatic story to fool the police.
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