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To my family and friends, thank you for loving and listening


To those who share their stories, your trust is an immense privilege


And to all reporters and photographers, don’t ever back down
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SPECIAL DELIVERY


Two days before Christmas and the red blur of a postman’s jacket could be seen through the frosted glass of my front door. I eased it open slightly and his hand passed through a Royal Mail card and pen, with a mumbled instruction to sign for an unexpected special delivery. As I turned slightly to my left and looked down to scrawl my name, a shock of cold liquid splashed upwards across my face. From my mouth came a scream of terror. A glass bottle flew past my head. Mere milliseconds had passed but my brain calmly informed me that I was under attack – that some kind of toxic liquid had been thrown in my face and that my life was in danger.


The postman was fake. The card a distraction. His special delivery, I later learned, was a bottle of sulphuric acid. His task was to blind and maim – possibly even murder.


The empty bottle was instantly followed by the postman himself, who crashed into the hallway and lunged towards me. Fight or flight? repel him and retreat? or meet force with force? Truth is, there was no such choice. I had to get the postman out of my home, where I lived alone with my 10-year-old daughter, who was enjoying a long lie on the first day of the school holidays. With all my strength, I expelled him back into the cold morning air. We fell out through the door in an unorthodox embrace. We tripped, pirouetted and I landed on my back. A rib cracked as the postman’s bulk collapsed on top of me, forcing the air from my lungs.


My face was burning and the skin felt tight. The taste in my mouth was foul and bitter. My right eye – doused in acid – gave the ordinary suburban street a soft white filter, as if it were a dream. I sank my teeth into his meaty head and frantically gouged at his face and eyes, TV having taught me the importance of getting his DNA under my nails. The postman scrambled to his feet and lumbered towards the road. ‘YOU’RE GOING FUCKING NOWHERE,’ I bellowed, grabbing desperately at his Royal Mail jacket, which came away in my hands like a snake’s skin. He broke free, lurching towards his idling getaway car, but he was too slow and my fingers just managed to regain their grip. We both crashed back down hard onto the monoblock driveway, where we flailed violently. I was wrestling for control – he was fighting to flee. The tables turned. I was now on top of the postman. The getaway driver panicked and drove off, leaving him stranded. I straddled the expanse of his stomach and jabbed him with my fist, hard on the face.


Over my shoulder, I saw my daughter in pyjama shorts and T-shirt, wide-eyed and frozen. Having heard the doorbell, she had crept out of bed and edged curiously to the top of the stairs to see who was calling – perhaps a friend with an early Christmas gift. Clasping her favourite stuffed toy to her chest, her face was a study of fear and confusion as her mind tried to make sense of this extraordinary scene. Her piercing cry of ‘DAD!’ struck at my heart. I shouted at her to go to a nearby friend’s house. ‘Run, quickly!’ She didn’t pause. Springing out of the doorway, her little bare feet almost tripped over the postman’s boots as she bravely dashed a couple of doors along, fearful that he would give chase to stop her.


She hammered the door and our friend, a lady in her sixties, opened it to the sight of a tearful and terrified little girl, her urgent plea for help so garbled as to be almost incoherent. The startled neighbour then saw me on top of a postman and I shouted that I had been attacked. I urged her to get the police and ambulance. She phoned 999 and shepherded my daughter inside to safety, where she curled up beside our friend’s pet dogs, who comforted her with gentle familiarity and warmth.


It was just past 8.30 a.m. and I was wearing only a pair of pyjama bottoms and grey T-shirt. My bare feet were bruised and shredded by the brick driveway but the adrenaline masked any pain.


Having gained the upper hand and by now utterly consumed by rage and indignation, I took the opportunity to pause, to catch my breath and to examine my attacker. With my teeth set in a clench of anger, I grinned manically at the despicable thug trapped beneath me. As I stared into his piggy eyes, the only emotion on show was bewilderment. This was clearly not how he had seen his day unfolding. He had come to my home to inflict serious damage but had instead become my captive, now as helpless as a beached jellyfish.


I hammered my fist so hard into his face that his set of dentures flew out of his mouth and broke in two. With an amusing lack of self-awareness, he wailed, ‘MY TEETH!’ Each punch was joyful and satisfactory, instant doses of justice. My only later regret was that I showed too much restraint. More appropriate perhaps would have been to dispense biblical redress by taking his sight as he had intended to take mine – an eye for an eye.


‘What’s your name?’ I asked but he was mute. His fight was mostly gone and all he could do was to gob bloody chunks of phlegm at me, which ceased when I reciprocated with a foaming white blob of acidic spit. By now, the street was slowly filling with residents edging out of front doors – good people whose faces were etched with concern and disbelief. This quiet enclave – a haven where children play safely, litter is absent, smiles are exchanged and neighbourly bonds still matter – had seen nothing like it. One neighbour thought that I had caught a burglar and cautioned me to ease off on the punching. I barked at him to go into my house and fetch a basin of water to rinse my face and eye. The vision in my right eye was virtually gone – everyday fine details and vivid colours had been replaced by fuzzy shapes, soft pastel tones and a hazy light.


The husband of the lady who called 999 was first at my side. He crouched beside the postman, took his wrists and pinned his arms to the ground. With my free hands, I scooped handfuls of icy water on to my face, desperately trying to wash away or dilute the cloying liquid which was eating my skin and stealing my sight. One neighbour threw the entire basin over my head, which also drenched the postman underneath me, causing him to recoil ridiculously in apparent umbrage. Another basin was filled and the rinsing continued. I could feel the burning sensation sink deeper as the acid intruded behind the orb of my eyeball. I gargled the water to try and clear the bitter phlegm seeping down my throat.


We maintained this position for at least 10 minutes but it felt much longer as I continually shouted for police and medical help. I fired questions at the postman – ‘What’s your name?’, ‘Who sent you?’, ‘Where are you from?’ and ‘How much were you paid?’ In response, he offered either silence or glib replies such as, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ ‘I’m just a postman,’ and ‘You just attacked me.’ Occasional blows and threatened ones caused him to flinch but not loosen his tongue. This was clearly a man familiar with the criminal’s right of silence. His answers were rendered even more absurd by his whiny and petulant tone, like a toddler protesting innocence despite being caught scribbling on a wall. This was no child or even a youth but a man in his fifties – a lump of grey flesh, the product of a tragic lifetime of poor diet, idleness and incarceration. I viewed him with pure contempt.


My knees were pressed firmly on his upper arms. On one arm was the tattooed name of Dominique while the other said Lorraine, both in a calligraphy-style script. The tattoos suggested the postman possessed a streak of human decency, but this was at odds with the commission of such a vile and craven act. I asked who these women were – wife? partner? daughter? – and taunted him by suggesting I should pay them a visit later when he would be locked in a police cell.


My most important question was ‘What did you throw in my face?’ He offered nothing but feigned ignorance. I added, ‘You’d better tell me – if I end up blind, I will fucking kill you!’ but he was in no mood to talk and no amount of threats or blows elicited an answer. All he could do was hold out and pray for the police to rescue him. At one point in the interrogation, I mockingly – albeit sincerely – asked, ‘Why the fuck did they send a fat clown like you? Is that really all I’m worth?’ The playground barbs may have hurt more than his superficial cuts and bruises.


I must have looked deranged. Dressed in pyjama bottoms on a cold winter morning, face and eye livid and ugly, sitting on top of a postman while bombarding him with questions, insults and punches.


Eventually, two figures clad in black and neon yellow ran from a police car, its blue lights and sirens adding to the madness that had shattered the pre-Christmas peace. Just as the police officers were approaching, the postman snarled, ‘Wee Jamie sends his regards.’ Who was Jamie? I knew of at least two major criminals of that name. But the postman refused to say any more and was hoisted to his feet and escorted to the safety of a police van which had also appeared, soon to be joined by many more blue lights, reporters, press photographers, well-wishers and gawkers who found a reason to take a drive down a cul-de-sac. Left at the scene were his snapped dentures in a pool of blood and a genuine Royal Mail bag that matched the jacket and delivery card, all of which had to be bagged as evidence and forensically examined.


One of the young police officers asked me to talk him through exactly what had happened. It was only when I reached my front door that I saw the glint of a steak knife – a black handle with six inches of sharp, serrated steel – lying across the threshold. I suddenly realised that the pristine blade had been meant for me. If the postman had done his job properly, it would have been buried in my guts and I could now be dead. At the moment he came through my door, he had lost control of his weapon. It seems that he had just too many items to carry – acid bottle, pen, delivery card, knife. It certainly didn’t feel like it but it was my lucky day.


I benefited from another piece of good fortune. Less then a month prior to the attack, in December 2015, my old solid wooden front door had been replaced. Had the old door still been in use I would have seen a ‘postman’ through the peephole and opened it fully, exposing both eyes to the acid and offering a bigger target for the blade. Because I had only been able to see the blur of a red jacket through the new PVC front door’s frosted glass panels, I had opened it cautiously and only partially, which had narrowed his window of attack. The stark reality is that my daughter could have come downstairs to a very different scenario – a dark outcome which is hard even to think about.


The sight and significance of the knife caused me to flip. I have never before experienced such pure and potent anger. At that moment I could have been capable of killing the postman, making me appreciate how some good people can end up in prison. Had I seen the knife sooner, as we struggled, would it have ended up inside him? I think it is possible.


I turned back towards the police van, determined to drag the postman out by his head and rip him to pieces. Black uniforms swarmed around me, forming a barrier. One police officer said, ‘Calm down. You need to get to hospital – the ambulance is on its way.’
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#FAIL


The ambulance screamed and weaved through rush-hour traffic to reach A&E in just six minutes while I lay in the back having saline water poured into my right eye and splashed over my face.


I told the paramedic what had happened. Luckily, I was not being treated for a knife wound or lying lifeless in the back of a different kind of ambulance – the discreet vans used by undertakers.


As a 42-year-old journalist I had spent years investigating organised crime. This appeared to be payback. I did not yet know who the postman was but it seemed likely he was just a hired hand, a ‘rocket’, paid to do the dirty work of someone with deep pockets and a deep grudge. Scotland’s criminal underworld is inhabited by inadequate, thin-skinned little men who grow rich and crave status through cowardly violence, drug-dealing and the exploitation of the weakest and most vulnerable souls in society. They hate the truth being told about them. I am universally despised by them, which is just as it should be and just the way I like it.


The adrenaline was fading and my injuries were beginning to sting. My eye burned furiously and my skin was on fire. The snapped rib was making itself felt. Pain pulsed from cuts and grazes all over my body.


Shielded by police officers, I was ordered to lie back as the trolley was clattered out of the ambulance and spirited into the cavernous emergency room of Queen Elizabeth University Hospital, where a team of medics in pale blue tunics got to work. A small plastic device was attached directly to my acid-soaked eyeball which allowed sterile water to flow directly on to it – intrusive and unnatural but as welcome as a cool spring fountain on a hot summer day. I fought the instinct to flinch, blink and recoil as my precious sight was at stake. A female A&E doctor gazed into my eyes, inches from my face, and asked, ‘Can you see how beautiful I am?’ The answer was a wavering and bemused ‘Yes,’ as my right eye’s vision was milky and unclear.


Five litres of water later, I was allowed to sit up. I grabbed my phone and, with two police officers in pursuit, barged through the swing doors into a public area to get a signal. Dispensing with phone etiquette, I delivered a rapid-fire account of what had happened to an agog reporter at The Scottish Sun, where I was the Investigations Editor. I told her about the postman’s ‘Wee Jamie’ remark and speculated that the two most likely candidates were Jamie Daniel and Jamie Stevenson, high-level organised criminals I had pursued in newspapers and books.


Daniel – who was to die of natural causes six months after my attack – was head of his eponymous family gang which spread from Glasgow’s deprived Possil area to forge links with major UK and international criminal networks. They stayed anonymous for years until my colleagues and I decided to shine a light on their drug-dealing, murdering and money-laundering. The family’s war with the Lyons gang, which continues to rage after more than 17 years, was the subject of my book Caught in the Crossfire, published in 2012.


Stevenson was also from north Glasgow and subject of another book – The Iceman – which I co-wrote in 2008. Taking its title from one of Stevenson’s nicknames, it tells how he quietly became one of Scotland’s most active narcotics smugglers until he was jailed for money-laundering. Stevenson was prime suspect in the fatal shooting of his former best friend, drug-dealer Tony McGovern, in 2000, a murder which remains unsolved.


Call finished, I was met outside A&E by a friend and newspaper colleague. I retold the story but this time my emotions kicked in. Angry tears spilled down my cheeks and my voice cracked as I described how the fake postman had come to my home with absolutely no regard for the safety of my 10-year-old daughter. Even by the low standards of the criminal world, it was contemptible. Next time some washed-up old gangster opines about an underworld code of honour, about ‘non-combatants’ and children being exempt from violence, just remember that it is a myth, invented as a means of trying to justify the unjustifiable and give a veneer of legitimacy to the illegitimate.


I was discharged from A&E and pushed in a wheelchair through the hospital. With my police guards, I raised eyebrows as we whizzed through waiting areas and eventually found the ophthalmology department, where experts puzzled over what liquid had been used by the postman. More water was flushed through the damaged cornea and the first of many batches of eye drops was issued. Over the following weeks, putting in drops became a full-time occupation. There was Hylo-Forte (16 per day); Dropodex (9 per day); Minims Chloramphenicol 0.5% (4 per day); Cyclopentolate Hydrochloride 1% (1 per day); Xailin (night-time). The ophthalmologist’s prognosis was cautious and mixed. I had scarring on my right cornea and there was a chance the sight could deteriorate until it was gone for good. The harsh news was softened by the overriding caveat that it was too early to know.


I was then taken by police car to another hospital, the Royal Infirmary, where a consultant plastic surgeon examined the chemical burns on my face. After leaving the second hospital, my phone came alive with missed calls, messages, voicemails and emails from friends, relatives and colleagues as news of the attack spread through newspaper offices and beyond. It was impossible to address them all at once. Sitting in the front passenger seat of a marked police car, I used Twitter to compose a succinct message of defiance: ‘Fat hitman left his teeth in my driveway #fail.’ I figured that people would deduce that if I was well enough to tweet, my injuries were not life-threatening. It served another purpose and that was to tell the postman’s paymasters that their plot to have me stuck like a pig had gone badly wrong. The getaway driver would have already confessed to abandoning the postman. The tweet rubbed it right in. A friend cautioned against it as it could inflame the situation or be twisted and used against me later by a defence lawyer, but I rejected the advice because I wanted people to know that I was fine and had come out on top. If defiance was mistaken for gloating, so be it.


It was early afternoon when I arrived back home in the police car, but it felt already like one of the longest days of my life. The circus had been and gone, the police tape removed. Neighbours told how the street had been filled with blue-light vehicles, including fire engines due to the use of a chemical substance. One mum who popped out for her Christmas turkey before the attack was unable to get home as the street was in lockdown.


Stepping through the front door, the attack felt distant and unreal, as if it had all been imagined. Then I saw the hallway’s freshly painted white walls streaked with the viscous brown fluid which had been thrown upwards into my face from close range. The powerful acid was eating into the plaster and corroding the enamel paint on the radiator. Drops of it defaced the glass surface of a mirror and permanently marked a wooden table. Also splattered was a festive holly wreath set for the front door, and a singing Christmas tree. Drops of acid were dotted on my daughter’s shoes. These and other items were bagged and binned. It would take more than six coats of white emulsion to finally obliterate all traces of acid from the walls.


I returned to the police car which took me to Partick police station, where the CID were waiting for a statement. Sitting in a drab little room, I recounted the day’s events in painstaking, chronological detail. When it came to the question of whether I had seen the knife in the postman’s hand, there were two ways of answering. I could have said yes, knowing that this might help bolster the police and prosecution case. But that answer would have been untrue. To lie would be foolish as it would serve only to help the postman by giving his lawyer something to unpick and challenge – ammunition to cast doubt on my evidence. Anyway, such embellishment was unnecessary as the postman had been caught at the scene of the crime, in a fancy-dress costume, and the police had numerous independent and credible witnesses. The only thing that would make his prosecution more of a gift would have been for me to wrap him in Christmas paper, stick a bow on his head and leave him under the tree.


More than an hour into the interminable interview, I found my concentration beginning to lapse. I realised that I had not eaten a single thing since waking. The incredible day had been fuelled entirely on adrenaline and one cup of tea, which I had been drinking in bed while reading on my Kindle when the postman rang. Having awoken before 8 a.m., it was now around 3 p.m. I could hardly think straight. A jarring thought occurred – the postman would, no doubt, have had a nice hot lunch, courtesy of the police. They know their rights. A CID officer went to fetch me one of the most satisfying meals I have ever experienced – a can of Diet Coke, a bag of crisps and a Bounty bar. Having devoured them, I got back on track to finish the statement.


When I finally got home, the house was dark, silent and cold. Unable to drive because of my injured eye, a friend took me to another house where my daughter was and it was deemed sensible to spend the night. A storm raged outside as I lay awake until the early hours, exhausted but unable to switch off my racing thoughts.


One of my daughter’s favourite Christmas movies is Home Alone, in which two bungling criminals are carted off by the police. That our Christmas scrape had a similar Hollywood-style ending with the postman locked up made my job of reassuring her that all was well much easier. It would have been a hard task if the postman had still been at large. What would that uncertainty have done to a child? Even worse was the thought of him managing to use his knife on me.


The overwhelming torrent of messages intensified, arriving more quickly than they could be responded to. That evening I needed to get out to clear my head. I stood alone in an unfamiliar pub in an unfamiliar town. Other patrons presumably gave me a wide berth – an odd stranger, face covered with scarlet patches and one puffy red eye virtually swollen shut.


I thought deeply about who might have ordered such an audacious, extraordinary and carefully planned attack – an acid attack as punishment for acid words. Really, how sensitive and delicate would someone need to be? I was also still trying to figure out who the postman was. The next morning, I would find out.
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BASIL FAULTY


William Burns stood handcuffed and silent in the familiar comfort of a court dock with his bowed head resembling a misshapen lump of raw steak mince. Much of his existence has been spent in prison cells due to an unfortunate and unshakeable habit of dealing drugs, waving guns around and, on at least one occasion, shooting people.


The court heard that Burns was charged with assaulting me by pretending to be a postman and throwing sulphuric acid in my face. As Burns slouched in the dock, his name came to me by text. It chimed but vaguely. He had never merited significant journalistic attention, largely due to his being off the radar through spells in prison. Brief proceedings over, Burns was carted off to jail, where he would awaken the next morning – Christmas Day – without so much as a selection box. Perhaps his HMP Barlinnie brethren had a whip round for a 55th birthday gift two days later. Bail was not on the agenda because Burns had been out on licence when he attacked me, having been released early from a prison sentence for the shooting of an unarmed female security guard, who had only been trying to do her job. He fired a pistol at her from point-blank range during a Post Office robbery which netted him the princely sum of £15,500. Thankfully, his innocent victim survived. For that, a judge called Lord Penrose sentenced Burns to 15 years in prison but, this being Scotland, it could mean just about anything.


The Crown Office and judiciary make loud noises when lengthy sentences are imposed on bad men. These are hailed unquestioningly on TV news, but many people have grown astute enough to know these numbers are virtually meaningless. The reality is that the length of time served is typically a fraction of what is stated. Clarity only applies to life sentences for which judges are required to set a minimum prison term. Not only are the lengths of sentences a sham, the public have no right to know when criminals are freed. Nor are they entitled to know if and when they are sent back to prison for breaching early release terms. All of these decisions are made behind closed doors by the Parole Board for Scotland.


Burns is a classic case in point of dishonest and secretive sentencing. Despite being jailed for 15 years in 2001, it was decided to put him back on the streets of Paisley after 10 years. We only know this because he became involved in a violent feud – stabbings all round – with a drug-dealing murderer and former crony called Stewart Gillespie. It was decided, again entirely in secret, that both Burns and Gillespie should be sent back to jail to serve the rest of their respective prison sentences. This hokey-cokey routine only reached the public domain thanks to journalist Derek Alexander, whose underworld contacts are unmatched. It was his story that alerted the shooting victim that Burns had even been freed in the first place.


The secret decision to return Burns to prison was clearly sensible. The only problem being, it was again decreed – yes, in secret – that Burns should be let out early for a second time. We only know this because I sat on him in my driveway in December 2015 when he was supposedly serving the 15-year sentence which should have run until July 2016.


Burns first came to public attention in 1994 as a participant in a drugs war that poisoned the proud town of Paisley and its bordering south Glasgow housing estates of Nitshill and Pollok. He was in a craven gang controlled by a man called Stewart ‘Specky’ Boyd. The gang was linked to at least nine murders, most of them still unsolved. They were the closest that Scotland has ever had to the cartels of Mexico and Colombia, where killing is done on an industrial scale. One wonders what the body count would have been had they not been impeded by our strict gun laws.


The 1990s Paisley drugs war didn’t receive anything like the media scrutiny it merited at the time. Most of the attention was focused on the then Paisley North MP Irene Adams, who suffered death threats for speaking out against the mob. The Labour politician’s sister, who died of a suspected drugs overdose in 2001, had two children with the brother of Burns.


Other prominent members of the gang included Gillespie, Robert ‘Piggy’ Pickett and George ‘Goofy’ Docherty. Dumb nicknames appear to be coincidental not conditional. Burns also has one – Basil. This came not from any fondness of the fragrant herb nor the madcap hotelier of 1970s sitcom Fawlty Towers nor, sadly, the kids’ TV fox Basil Brush with the ‘Boom Boom!’ catchphrase. Rather, Basil was a violent old crook who Burns idolised to the extent that he took his name as a nickname, like a rock band tribute act.


In 1994 Burns stood trial for the fatal shooting of another rival dealer called Raymond McCafferty in Glasgow – a kneecapping gone wrong, apparently – but was cleared. The police firmly believe that Burns got away with murder. A relative of the murdered man declined my offer to talk. Underworld sources suggest Burns got paid just £2,000 for the ‘job’.


Two years later, in August 1996, a different jury found Burns guilty of stealing a Lion King birthday cake from a Marks & Spencer store . . . at gunpoint. When a security guard caught Burns trying to purloin the novelty Disney confection in November 1994, he stuck a Browning 9mm handgun in his face, threatened to shoot him and then ran away.


Police and prosecutors signally failed to deal with this toxic quintet during their long and depraved reign of murder and mayhem in Paisley. The people of the town and surrounding areas were let down badly. The lack of a media spotlight almost certainly contributed to the police and Crown’s indifference.


Natural selection and street justice eventually did the authorities’ job for them. Boyd died in a car crash in Spain in 2003. Tragically, five innocent lives were also lost. Docherty was run over and stabbed to death in Glasgow in 2006. His murder is unsolved. Pickett was shot in Glasgow in 2006 but survived. He still skulks around Paisley and is a close ally of Burns. Gillespie was stabbed to death in Paisley in 2013. His killer was jailed. Burns is due to spend at least the next few years in prison and will be a spent force once released. Other than throwing acid, shooting an innocent woman and the birthday cake heist, he has convictions involving assault, robbery, guns, knives and bail breach. As one of life’s great leeches, goodness knows what the cost, borne by society, must be for his prison time and legal aid lawyers.


Once I learned of his identity, I hoped that it would become the first piece of a jigsaw which would eventually build a clear picture of the entire attack plot and everyone involved in it. But something was not right. In the hours after the attack, amidst the whirlwind of police officers and medics, I believed it most likely emanated from the Daniel mob, in part due to the snarled parting shot that ‘Wee Jamie sends his regards’. I had quickly discounted the paymaster being Jamie Stevenson, aka ‘The Iceman’, partly because he is a big man who Burns would not describe as ‘wee’. Furthermore, despite his presumed animus towards me, I doubted that Stevenson would be so reckless as to target a journalist because of the serious heat and backlash it could generate.


In the days before the attack, I had been working on an investigation centred on the Daniels. A family member was suspected of deliberately driving a car at Roy Wolfin, a multimillionaire with interests in private hire taxis, property and payday loans, and a known associate of the Daniels. It did not appear to be the driver’s intention but Wolfin lost both his legs in the sickening hit-and-run. My story about this was published on 20 December, three days before the acid attack. But now, on hearing that Burns was in the dock, the immediate Daniel theory made no sense whatsoever. Burns and his close friend Pickett are closely allied to the Lyons gang who, in turn, are both sworn enemies of the Daniel mob.


My book Caught in the Crossfire charts how the Lyons and Pickett’s Paisley contingent joined forces to fight the Daniels, on the basis of ‘my enemy’s enemy is my friend’. The 2006 shooting of Pickett was carried out by two Daniel hitmen, using stolen British army guns. In that Daniel atrocity, one Lyons family member was killed and another was wounded.


The only conclusion was that the ‘Wee Jamie’ comment had been a deliberate act of misinformation from Burns – a smokescreen to temporarily confuse me and send me in the wrong direction, which it did.


Another aspect of the attack was beginning to take on growing significance. Scanning through old newspaper cuttings, I saw that Burns had spent a lifetime using guns on people. That was his comfort zone. Yet he came to my door wielding a bottle of acid. The intent of his paymaster was to destroy my face, to blind me, disfigure me, maim me for life. Just type ‘acid attack’ into Google Images for a graphic depiction of what they were hoping for me.


Puzzled London journalist Andy Lines, chief reporter of the Daily Mirror, asked a Glasgow colleague, ‘Why didn’t ’e just shoot ’im?’ A gun would have denoted business. Acid was personal. It was not the Daniel mob, so who was it? My suspicions were growing, but I was keeping an open mind.
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GET A HAIRCUT


The year after William ‘Basil’ Burns committed his birthday-cake heist, I was offered my first job as a journalist.


Peering through thick glasses across a vast expanse of desk, Daily Record editor-in-chief Endell Laird told me in clipped tones the annual salary was £9,500 and that my hair was too long – welcome aboard but get a haircut. My flowing golden locks, a legacy of a summer job in a Californian fairground, did not impress the traditional newspaper man, but he was willing to take a chance on me not being a moron. Aged 20, I felt like a big shot landing the job of reporter at The Glaswegian, a bright and punchy but now defunct free title which was then delivered to most homes in the city. Although quite how many ended up turning the River Clyde into papier mâché will never be known.


From childhood, I only ever wanted to be a journalist. Sitting at the kitchen table, I devoured newspapers with an insatiable zeal. As a teenage schoolboy, I made myself busy at the suburban local paper with work experience and unpaid rugby and football match reports. I quit school halfway through sixth year, figuring I needed experience rather than qualifications, and took a job in a petrol station while trying to learn about my intended profession. Stuart Barr, a veteran Daily Record journalist who lived nearby, kindly agreed to give me a grounding in the basics. Off we went to cover junior football for the Evening Times. Having just 60 words to describe the bloodshed and drama of a typical clash – fists and feet flying, red cards, crowd trouble, a 5–4 scoreline – was great discipline. When I proudly acquired my first press card, it showed an 18-year-old with floppy hair.


Sport had been my only real interest at school but I managed to scrape a B in Higher English to study journalism at Napier University in Edinburgh, where shorthand was by far the most useful lesson. Student life gave me a brief foray into politics. Using the nom de guerre Dr Freelove and Lager, I stood for student union president, to the disgust of genuine candidates. I hastily withdrew after early voting suggested I was romping towards an unwanted victory.


At The Glaswegian I was expected to do every job and filled countless empty white boxes with news and sports exclusives, lifestyle features, motors and even movie reviews (quite a feat without having seen the films). One insightful job was typing up a freelance’s nuggets of scandal and gossip from the Labour-dominated council. ‘The Backbencher’ column’s tales of back-stabbing, bullying and bungs were a prime example of journalism being the telling of stories that some people didn’t want told. In an ever-changing world, it has provided some comfort that the ‘cooncil’ has so valiantly preserved its proud tradition of sleaze and corruption.


A colleague, a member of the Catholic Church’s strict Opus Dei sect, caused mirth with a weekly act of sabotage – jumbling up the star signs before they were published. So an unwitting Aries would end up reading the Virgo horoscope. It was a one-man stand against astrology.


With an empty back page to fill, the boss dispatched me to Celtic Park to ask captain Paul McStay about the likelihood of a testimonial match. Unimpressed by my line of questioning, the veteran footballer sent me packing. Later that day McStay phoned the office to apologise to me – a mere green young hack – for his offhand demeanour. It was an astonishing act of courtesy from a decent man.


I sourced two police scandals that were pinched by the national press. One was about an Asian officer who suffered racist bullying by colleagues and the other was about sexism inflicted on a female officer. These would not be my last clashes with irate police chiefs. Despite a middle-class upbringing, I had developed a healthy suspicion of the police. When I was 17, the son of a high-ranking police chief hurled a brick through my windscreen as I drove under a pedestrian bridge. He and his pals had spent months antagonising my friends and me. Hidden hands got to work. To my astonishment, a few days later, two police officers turned up at the petrol station where I worked and publicly charged me with chasing the brick-thrower many months earlier. Yes, I had pursued him one night after he had shouted threats at me but he got away. It was a complete non-incident but enough to dig out and use as a counterweight against the brick-throwing, which could have killed me. Both cases entered the opaque corridors of the Crown Office and disappeared.


My biggest story at The Glaswegian was an undercover sting. A housing official entrusted to distribute European Union beef to poor residents of Anderston was flogging it on the side. Once I’d handed over £100 for an illicit consignment of 1,200 tins, I revealed my identity to the rogue, who promptly did a runner only to be later convicted in court. It was the first and only time I allowed my photo to be published – poker-faced in the back of a Ford Transit, holding aloft contraband meat.


Another undercover foray was to buy a ‘snuff’ movie from the Barras market, long before Islamist terrorists honed the genre and turned it mainstream. With great anticipation, the VHS tape was slid into the office machine but the grainy footage looked suspiciously like something from a B-movie horror flick.


I learned that a journalist is nothing without contacts who are willing to share tips and information. It takes years to acquire them. They often take great risks in speaking. Forget chequebook journalism – trust is the only currency that matters.


One journalistic maxim is that you should never become the story. It’s a rule that I tried to stick to for more than 20 years, but the acid attack put paid to that. It was unsettling and surreal to see my name all over newspapers’ lurid accounts of a botched gangland hit and the more formal reports of Burns’ court appearance. Relatives on holiday in Norway even heard of the attack while listening to BBC Radio 2’s breakfast news. My boss, Gordon Smart, then editor of The Scottish Sun where I worked, was quoted as saying, ‘Russell is a brilliant and fearless reporter.’ His comments would later take on a bitter significance.


Once it had been on the evening TV news and spread online, it seemed that everybody I have ever known in my entire life got in touch with me. A thoughtful email arrived from Lesley Thomson, who was then the Solicitor General, Scotland’s second most senior prosecutor. Thomson, who I had met professionally on no more than a few occasions, said, ‘I know this won’t stop your investigative work on organised crime groups!’ Another came from Graeme Pearson, a former senior police officer turned Labour MSP, who said, ‘Sorry to hear you were attacked on your doorstep. Looks as though you gave a good account of yourself and I am glad you got an arrest out of it too!’


Word also reached me from a criminal asking if it would be possible to acquire Burns’ broken false teeth so that they could be worn as a necklace. Was he joking? The teeth were in a police evidence bag, but I was not convinced that a bloody set of dentures would have the same vibe as the shark’s fang worn round Crocodile Dundee’s neck. Another made an apparently serious proposal through a third party to buy me a bottle of Bollinger champagne as a ‘thank you’ on behalf of Burns’s appreciative victims. I politely declined.


The outpouring of kind words, especially from establishment figures, was disconcerting – much like being a guest at my own funeral. One close friend texted to say he was ‘really proud’ of me, but a few weeks later, deploying the acerbic humour of newspaper hacks, came this fantastic and unforgettable put-down: ‘Just cos you’ve battered a fat junkie before he gets his morning dose of methadone you think you’re chocolate.’


The wide-eyed and fresh-faced young hack who walked out of the imposing old landmark Daily Record building in 1993 with a spring in his step and a contract in his hands had no idea that, almost a quarter of a century later, he would be making the news and for all the wrong reasons.
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LIZARD’S TAIL


The torrent of goodwill towards me was humbling and appreciated, but of greater interest regarding the acid attack itself were the tantalising pearls of intelligence about the identity of the postman’s puppet-master.


William ‘Basil’ Burns is dangerous and amoral, as evidenced by his lengthy, tawdry history and willingness to stab and throw acid into a journalist’s face at a family home. It was clear that a great deal of effort had gone into planning the job – the establishment of my address, the certainty that I was home at the time, a trustworthy getaway driver, the creation of an exit strategy and the acquisition of Royal Mail accoutrements to pass unnoticed all point to a level of sophistication beyond that of a low-IQ thug.


When North Korean despot Kim Jong-un sent two women to assassinate his half-brother by wiping a nerve agent in his face at a Malaysian airport, they were described as ‘lizard’s tails’. Burns was dressed as a postie and one Pyongyang killer wore a T-shirt with LOL on it, but what they had in common other than memorable outfits and targeting of faces with dangerous substances was that they were expendable assets. Like a lizard losing its tail in a scrape, the arrest of Burns was no more than an inconvenience to his paymaster. He was completely disposable. He may not even realise that prison is full of throwaway Basils, used and discarded just like him. Burns has spent a lifetime demonstrating that he does not possess the inclination or basic skills required to regret, reform, rebuild or make a contribution to society. Common decency is an alien concept. The tragic truth, which he may know deep down, is that he prefers the comfort blanket of incarceration – a self-centred existence of structure and routine, no bills, fully catered for, free clothing and zero pressure to work, adapt, provide or prosper. In prison he enjoys a perverse kudos from the notoriety of his Paisley gang.
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