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   It was better last year, said one little boy of the summer camp on the island in the loch. No one got hit.

   This year there was a lot of hitting. You got hit for not doing your exercises properly, if you fainted or said it was too sore or weren’t standing up straight enough. You weren’t punched, you were only slapped. He held your neck with one hand and slapped you in the face with the other hand, or sometimes he would beat you on the bottom or on your bare legs with a wooden spoon.

   If you wanted to go home and started crying, you might get a couple of slaps. One boy got two slaps in the face and he wasn’t doing anything, just toasting bread over the campfire. Another boy got a slap for putting wood on the fire when they were all told not to, but it was only a few twigs and other boys were doing it and they didn’t get slapped. You could get a slap for scratching your face at the wrong time or even for yawning.

   The most slaps any boy got was the boy who said he wanted to go home and when told he couldn’t go home the boy said he would tell his dad. He got taken into the tent and everyone outside could hear the slaps and one boy’s brother counted up to sixteen or seventeen. The boy came out crying and ran off to his tent and everyone could see that his back and face was all red.

   You did get a slap if you played with the whistle on the life jackets. A boy blew the whistle, just lightly, but Sir came across and asked why he had used the whistle. The boy didn’t answer. Sir then made him stand on the grass with his feet apart and his tummy in, his head up and his hands behind his back. Sir then slapped him twice across the face. You also got a slap if you didn’t call him ‘Sir’. He insisted that everyone call him ‘Sir’.
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   The Island

   The waters of Loch Lomond are cold and grey, even in high summer. The Vikings once sailed down the length of the loch, having carried their longships overland from Loch Long, and pillaged the small island communities, stealing livestock and murdering residents. Dotted throughout the vast expanse of water are dozens of little islands, including one populated by Australian wallabies, the fecund offspring of a single imported pair. On the western shore is Luss, the principal location for the popular television soap opera Take The High Road, whose honey-coloured stone cottages make it one of Scotland’s prettiest villages.

   On the afternoon of 20 July 1988, two officers from Central Scotland Police, the nation’s smallest police force, were ferried on the mailboat across from the boatyard at Balmaha on the eastern shore to the uninhabited island of Inchmoan. Balmaha is a pretty little village, with a cluster of wooden holiday chalets and a general store. Wedged in the centre of a horseshoe bay, the village has acted for over a century as a natural marina for amateur sailors to anchor their yachts, cabin cruisers, skiffs or rowing boats.

   Technically, this part of the loch and islands fell under the jurisdiction of Strathclyde Police, the country’s largest police force, but Strathclyde had struggled to source a boat and so asked the officers from Central to go on their behalf. This made sense. Central Scotland Police had received the bulk of the complaints, beginning in the evening of Sunday, 17 July, when the boys from a local camp had been reunited with their parents, and one of the officers on board, PC George Gunn, had taken witness statements. Now Gunn and his colleague, PC Donna Duncan, had been dispatched by Chief Inspector Hay of Strathclyde Police, the head of CID (the criminal investigation division in Dumbarton), to check on the living conditions and supervision of the camp currently being held among the birch and oak trees, the mossy rocks and icy streams of Inchmoan. The parents of several unhappy campers had called both the Central and Strathclyde police forces with numerous complaints that boys in the party had been physically assaulted and slapped.

   Gunn and Duncan, dressed in dark blue uniforms and regulation anoraks, clambered out of their boat and made their way through a thicket of trees to a clearing where a cluster of tents were arranged. There were no adults in sight. Instead, several young boys, aged around eight or nine, were playing, unsupervised, thirty yards from the shoreline, the majority dressed only in swimming trunks despite the chill weather, with only a few benefiting from the additional layer of a T-shirt. The officers could see that each child’s bare legs were a tapestry of scratches. The boys explained that ‘Mr Hamilton’ did not permit trousers while at camp: bare legs dried more easily, he’d said, and so the children’s legs had got scratched hiking through the thick nettles, bracken and gorse covering the island.

   The officers’ first impression was that the camp was a dreary mess. The wooden picnic table was littered with dirty dishes, with only tinned and powdered food available; the chemical toilet appeared well used but seldom cleaned. The sleeping bags in the three tents were all damp to the touch. A poll of all thirteen boys established that only three were enthusiastic and actively enjoying themselves, with the remainder complaining that they were homesick and disappointed that they were not permitted to send postcards to their parents or call home during visits back to Luss. Yet when Gunn offered to take anyone home who wished to leave, no child went with them.

   After talking to the children, Gunn and Duncan wandered around the island until they came to a large sandy beach, where a portly man with a balding head and square glasses was tying up a large wooden rowing boat with an outboard engine, the only transport on and off the island. Unlike the children, he was fully dressed, wearing cotton trousers and a filthy work shirt with sweat stains around the armpits. Thomas Hamilton had a large moon face and a false smile. He spoke in a soft manner but his tone towards both police officers was measured and confident, with a necessary touch of deference to their authority. He said he was very surprised to see them but would be happy to answer any questions about his summer camp which, he was at pains to stress, had been running successfully for several years. He explained that he ran a series of popular boys’ clubs for children aged between seven and twelve in central Scotland, particularly in the towns of Stirling, Falkirk and Dunblane. The clubs, which ran in the evenings from Monday to Friday, with the occasional Saturday morning, focused on gymnastics, physical exercise and football. The highlight was the summer camp, during which groups of boys came to the island for one week at a time. He showed the officers the ‘mess tent’, and they noted that the first aid box was lying open, a bottle of methylated spirit easily within a child’s reach.

   When asked about allegations that he had assaulted boys by slapping them, Hamilton insisted that physical punishment was necessary to maintain discipline among boisterous young boys and that the recipients had been disruptive, cheeky and bullying. This kind of punishment for children still remained common in the 1980s. The use of a heavy leather belt, known as the Lochgelly Tawse and designed to inflict considerable pain without drawing blood, had been widespread in Scotland’s schools until an August 1987 ban on corporal punishment in schools across the UK.

   After completing their enquiries, Gunn and Duncan returned to their boat. Gunn did not consider the children to be in any particular danger, though he was left with an uneasy, ill-defined concern about Mr Hamilton, who waved them off from the shoreline surrounded by a cluster of half-naked children.

   While on the island, the officers had noted the names, addresses and phone numbers of each of the thirteen children there. It was decided they would contact the boys’ parents to explain about the complaints from other parents, inform them of their visit to the island and offer them the opportunity to withdraw their child if they desired.

   The next day, Hamilton and the children were tracked down to a cinema in Alexandria and brought to the police station in Dumbarton, where parents had gathered. Hamilton answered their questions and offered reassurance. Most of the children were then taken home, but five boys, whose parents were the most vocally supportive of Hamilton’s clubs, returned to the island. Among those boys returned home, though his mother could not be contacted, was Andrew Hagger.

   ———

   Doreen Hagger was used to the police at the door. The dark-haired, slim-faced, thirty-something mother of two children – Victoria, aged seven, and Andrew, who was ten – Doreen lived in a grey, pebble-dashed council house with a small front garden in Linlithgow, an ancient town twenty miles west of Edinburgh with a greater past than present. In the Middle Ages, Linlithgow Palace had been the residence of Scottish kings and the birthplace of Mary, Queen of Scots. The town also had the macabre distinction of being the scene of the first murder by firearm in Scotland. On 23 January 1570, James Stewart, the first Earl of Moray, was processing through the town in a royal caravan of coaches when he was hit by a fatal shot from a carbine rifle. The rifle was fired by a man named James Hamilton, crouched in an elevated window of the house of the Archbishop of St Andrews, who happened to be his uncle.

   In Linlithgow, Doreen Hagger was ‘well known’ to the police, who regularly attended disputes. She and her friend Janet Reilly, who lived a few doors down and was a frequent visitor, would often call the police to complain about Janet’s upstairs neighbour. The neighbour, in turn, would call the police about the noise Janet and Doreen made.

   In May 1988, Doreen’s son Andrew came home from school with a leaflet advertising a boys’ club starting up in the gym hall of Linlithgow Academy. Andrew was anxious to join. The boys’ participation in the club, Doreen later recalled, was conditional on them also agreeing to attend an adventure camp at Loch Lomond over the summer holidays. Although money was tight, Doreen scraped together the £110 fee for the camp. She thought her son ‘soft’ for his age and hoped the camp would help ‘toughen’ him a bit. Over the course of May and June, Andrew regularly attended the boys’ club, which took place on Thursday evenings. Doreen would come to the school to collect Andrew at 9 p.m. She met Mr Hamilton, briefly, four times before the summer camp began, and he ‘always seemed very pleasant’. He assured her that the camp would be properly run, with plenty of adult supervision; the island he had picked, he added, had chalets, indoor toilets, covered cooking facilities, hot showers and excellent radio communications in case of emergencies. Andrew was to attend in July.

   The rendezvous point for parents to drop off their sons was Balmaha. Doreen watched as Andrew nervously clambered into a large wooden boat fitted with both oars and an outboard motor and sat down beside a couple of other boys as Mr Hamilton untied the rope anchoring them to the jetty and prepared to cast off. She turned around and walked back to her car.

   Four days later, Doreen returned home from an evening with friends to find Andrew back early from camp. He had been dropped off by another mother and left with her uncle, who was staying in the house with them. The first thing she noticed was that her son wasn’t wearing his own clothes and didn’t have his own bag or personal belongings. The second thing she noticed was how upset he seemed. She phoned the police at Alexandria, the closest station to Loch Lomond and, according to her, was told that they had visited the island and discovered a lack of adequate food and shelter and that it was unsuitable for children. The police had received complaints but did not specify the source. The boys had been in a cinema at Alexandria. All Andrew said was that the camp had been ‘horrible’.

   That night, Andrew would not settle in bed and ‘didn’t sleep much’. When she spoke to her son in the morning, he painted a picture of the camp that surprised Doreen. When they first arrived on the island, ‘Mr Hamilton’, as Andrew respectfully referred to him, had ordered all the boys to strip naked and put their clothes in a neat pile by their bags. They then had to race past Mr Hamilton to grab a pair of swimming trunks. Over the course of the week, Mr Hamilton hit Andrew on his bare legs with a wooden spoon for not eating Smash, the powdered potatoes which were a staple of their island diet. Yet the most traumatic experience for Andrew, who could not swim and was scared of water, was when he and a small group of other boys were taken out on a boat into the loch. The boys were told to take off their swimming trunks so they didn’t get wet and given a life jacket to put on. Each boy then had to jump naked into the water. When Andrew’s turn arrived he baulked, gripped by a primal fear which Mr Hamilton ignored. Laughing, he kicked Andrew off the boat and into the cold water. The boys were then hauled back into the boat and given a single hand towel to share and dry themselves off before putting their trunks back on. Andrew ‘stopped talking about it at that’, as Doreen recalled. ‘I didn’t know if he was maybe exaggerating. He seemed very upset though.’ Initially, Doreen thought Andrew’s upset was partly caused by being away from home for the first time. ‘I hadn’t got the impression Mr Hamilton would have been like that, but I also didn’t think [Andrew] would lie.’

   Two days after Andrew’s early arrival home, Doreen received a call from Mr Hamilton, who said that if she wanted her son’s bag and clothes, she could collect them from the boatyard at Balmaha. He also said he would appreciate the opportunity to explain himself, as some people were now conducting a ‘smear campaign’ out of jealousy at how successful his boys’ clubs had become. Doreen challenged him about his treatment of her son while out on the boat and Hamilton said it had been essential lifeboat practice, and that he had merely given Andrew a ‘tip with his foot’ to make him go in the loch, not realising he was genuinely scared of the water. ‘He said in hindsight it was a stupid thing to do,’ Doreen said.

   The following Sunday, Doreen returned to Balmaha with her boyfriend, Sam Davie, and daughter Victoria. Her son stayed home: ‘Andrew flatly refused to go with us.’ They were met at the boatyard by Mr Hamilton, who had neither Andrew’s clothes nor his bag, which he said were still on the island. ‘If you come out, we can have a cup of tea and I will explain in detail what has been going on,’ he told her. Doreen agreed, and the four puttered out in his motorboat, passing a cluster of other small islands, including the birch-fronted outcrops of Inchfad and Inchcruin, before landing on the western side of Inchmoan.

   ‘The first thing I noticed at the camp was the rubbish everywhere, cans and bottles and things. It was filthy. There were no showers or toilet facilities. There were two tents, a big one and a small one, and that was it.’ There was a wood fire, a railway sleeper and a couple of boxes. It was filthy with rubbish where the boat landed.

   Over a cup of tea by the campfire, Mr Hamilton explained that they had been supposed to camp on another island, but at the last minute someone had caused the plan to fall through. He also told them that he had been badly let down by fellow club members, but that he was making the best of things for the children’s sake. Currently, his only helper was a seventeen-year-old boy, Steven Williams. He was worried that if he didn’t get other adults on board, the police would return. ‘He was really uptight about that – he kept going on about it. He needed some adult help in case the police came back.’

   Hamilton said he had a new batch of boys coming, and he asked Doreen if she would help. She could treat it as a free holiday and keep an eye on the boys, and do some light cooking as well. Doreen may have arrived with plans to remonstrate with Mr Hamilton, but she found herself warming to his quiet manner, and there were the other children to think of. After sipping her tea and pondering the offer, Doreen eventually said she would do it, on the condition that she could bring her friend Janet and her children. Hamilton was pleased and said he’d make sure they had their own tent.

   When Doreen arrived home, she called Janet, laid out the offer and was pleased when her friend agreed to go, but was disappointed when Janet said she wouldn’t take her own son. Part of the rationale for joining the camp was that they wanted to see for themselves what was going on and step in if Mr Hamilton was acting out of line. ‘Otherwise it was only a wee boy’s word,’ said Doreen. Andrew, after some persuasion, agreed to go back to the camp.

   Doreen, Janet, Sam Davie and the two children, Andrew and his younger sister Victoria, returned to Inchmoan two or three days later. Their stay did not go well. The group arrived in the pouring rain and found the remaining boys, about five of them, sitting in their black trunks on the sodden ground eating a cold sandwich lunch. Hamilton didn’t want the tents messed up, so Doreen made a shelter out of old tarpaulin and cut up cardboard boxes on which the boys could kneel. There were three tents: a white one used by Hamilton and a couple of the boys, a green tent for the exclusive use of Doreen and her group, and a second green tent for the remaining boys.

   On inspecting the larder, Doreen was disappointed by the lack of fresh fruit and vegetables and a preponderance of powdered soup and powdered mashed potatoes, alongside a few tins of corned beef, cold ham, a packet of cornflakes and a solitary pack of digestive biscuits. She told Hamilton that this was unacceptable and wrote out a lengthy shopping list, which he agreed to buy the following day at a cost of £60. During Doreen’s stay, the boys eventually received a cooked breakfast, a proper lunch and a hot meal in the evening.

   The next area for inspection was the first aid kit, which consisted of a few plasters and a half-empty bottle of iodine. Because there was no fresh water on the island, Hamilton and the boys drank from a bucket drawn from the loch, but he hadn’t bothered to boil the water first to kill bacteria. The dry chemical toilet was rarely cleaned, and while Doreen did her best to improve living conditions while there, she was privately shocked at the gulf between what Hamilton had advertised to parents and the privations their sons were enduring.

   Hamilton continued to bully the children and insist it was a necessary form of discipline. Cuts and bruises were dismissed as trivial, and when he took the boys on an eight-mile walk from Luss to Helensburgh, he forbade socks, and their feet were badly blistered when they returned.

   While the other boys were required to wear only swimming trunks, Doreen insisted Andrew wear both trousers and a T-shirt, which annoyed Hamilton. On occasion, when a boy seemed particularly cold, Doreen made him put on a sweater she kept to hand. On more than one occasion Doreen threatened to leave, only to be persuaded by Hamilton to stay. She did so more out of concern for the boys she would have left behind, but over ten days the situation became intolerable. Hamilton was now being assisted by a couple of teenage boys who were drinking heavily at night; her boyfriend found it hard to resist the temptation to join them for a drink. When their collective rowdiness kept everyone awake, Doreen intervened only to be verbally abused, something which frightened both her and the children. The next night, one of the drunks couldn’t find his sleeping bag and tried to drag Janet’s one off her, then attempted to slap her face. When Doreen tried to stop him, she was kicked in the shin. Finally, when one of the drunks threatened to attack them with an axe and burn down their tent using one of the cans of petrol used to fuel the boat, Doreen and Janet decided to leave at dawn. The other children were upset and some of them wanted to go with her, but she knew she couldn’t take them. Instead, she promised to go to the police.

   Steven Williams, Hamilton’s original assistant, said he would sit up all night by the campfire to keep watch in case either drunk attempted to make good on their threats. Then, at roughly 4 a.m., Williams quietly pushed the boat into the loch’s icy waters to paddle Doreen, Janet, Andrew and Victoria back to the boatyard at Balmaha. The women loaded the children into their car and drove straight to the police station in Alexandria, a thirteen-mile journey over the hills on the loch’s southern shore. At the station Janet believed they spoke to a uniformed officer, while Doreen thinks she spoke to a Detective Superintendent McBain, who ‘told me it was being looked into’. Over the next few weeks, she phoned Alexandria Police Station several times, seeking an update. ‘I began to feel a nuisance.’

   ———

   The matter of Thomas Hamilton’s summer camp for boys was, indeed, under investigation. Constable George Gunn had compiled an initial report based on further interviews with the parents of several boys who had attended the camp, as well as the boys themselves. Gunn learned that the first boy to arrive on Inchmoan had done so alone. The child’s mother was a single parent, and although she couldn’t afford the fee, Hamilton had said the child could attend for free. On arrival on the island, Hamilton said the child would be stiff from the boat trip and would need to loosen up with exercises, so he had set out two plastic basins a few feet apart and had the boy run between the basins, taking out plates from one and putting them into the other. They did more exercises together in the tent, and every time the boy made a mistake he got hit on the bottom with a wooden spoon. Almost every child spoke of being slapped. They also spoke of the lack of life jackets and how Hamilton overloaded his boat. Once, when they arrived in Balloch, a man had shouted out that the boat was overloaded, that it should only have twelve boys on board and they had almost twenty, but Mr Hamilton told the boys not to mind the man as he was drunk. He told the boys he had a special licence that meant he could decide the boat’s capacity.

   The final report into Hamilton’s behaviour was compiled by Detective Superintendent Ian McBain and submitted to the procurator fiscal on 30 August, six weeks after the police first visited Inchmoan. (In Scotland, though the police conduct investigations, the decision on whether to press charges remains with the office of the procurator fiscal, who works in tandem with the police to secure evidence.)

   This report landed on the desk of James Cardle, who, to clarify exactly what had happened, asked that certain witnesses be spoken to again or ‘precognosced’, a more formal interview process. Cardle was keen to narrow down the alleged assaults to a number that would hold up in court. While almost every child had testified either to Hamilton striking themselves or another camper, these assaults were either not corroborated by another witness, as was usually required under Scots law, or there were discrepancies between the accounts. One child would state that his friend had been struck, but when questioned the friend would have no recollection of this. In the end, Cardle drilled down and discovered one or two cases for which there was corroboration, but he concluded that the incidents were so minor as not to merit criminal prosecution. Cardle could reasonably have prosecuted Hamilton for assaults on two boys under a breach of Section 12 of the Children and Young Persons (Scotland) Act 1937. What stayed his hand was that the children had not been left with permanent damage, and Hamilton’s argument that he was acting with the support of at least some of the parents.

   Yet the children’s statements raised concerns with Cardle. He informed the police that while there would be no criminal prosecution, he believed they should raise Hamilton’s behaviour with the local social work department, the Reporter to the Children’s Panel (the Children’s Panel is a system unique to Scotland that prioritises child welfare), and the authorities responsible for letting school premises for Hamilton’s boys’ clubs. Cardle said he was told by police that all the relevant authorities were aware of Hamilton’s behaviour.

   Thomas Hamilton was also preparing his own retaliation against those he believed had borne false witness. One of his first targets was Doreen Hagger. One August afternoon, the bell rang at Doreen’s council house. When she opened the door, she was surprised to see Hamilton standing on the doorstep wearing a three-quarter-length grey anorak with his right hand pushed deep into the pocket. He had heard that she’d been ‘telling tales to the police at Alexandria’. He then began to tell Doreen that he owned four guns, that he was an excellent shot, that he considered his guns to be his ‘friends’, and that his ‘friends’ didn’t like people talking about him. She kept Hamilton on the front doorstep and told her daughter to run and get Janet, and that Mummy was being threatened. ‘He was moving his hand in the pocket to make as if he was pointing something at me,’ Doreen said.

   Janet was sitting at home when there was a knock on the door. Victoria shouted that her mum wanted her to come quickly, as Mr Hamilton was threatening her with a gun. Janet didn’t believe her at first, but then the little girl began to cry. So Janet followed her to Doreen’s house, where Hamilton was standing on the doorstep. She could see his hand in the right pocket of his anorak, where it remained, unmoving and pointing straight down, ‘as if he was holding on to something’. She pushed past him and went into the house, making it clear there was now an adult witness. After a few more minutes Doreen slammed the door in Hamilton’s face. As Janet recalled: ‘She told me he had threatened her with a gun because she had told the police and some of the other mothers what he was like.’

   Doreen said she had definitely seen a gun, but she didn’t know or remember what kind. As Janet remembers, she then called Livingston police station (Doreen was aware that Linlithgow police station didn’t always answer the phone). Two officers arrived within forty-five minutes; she recognised them from previous visits. The women told the police what had happened; the officers recorded it in their notebooks and said they would visit Mr Hamilton.

   The two women next saw Thomas Hamilton about a month later. Janet had been at the shops with Doreen’s daughter. It was a school afternoon; a Wednesday, she thinks. When she got back to Doreen’s house, she saw a Transit van parked at the gate and Hamilton at the wheel with the window down. Doreen shouted that if he didn’t move, she would call the police. The passenger window was next to the pavement and, as Hamilton pulled out, she could see a bulky object under a sheet on the passenger seat. Later, Doreen said Hamilton had wanted to talk to her again about what she had told the police. Again, the women said they had called the police, and again, they said two officers had come out to the house – a different two officers this time, but ones Janet recognised. Again, the officers said they would look into it.

   The police investigation prompted Hamilton to strike back at what he believed was unfair treatment, triggered by a cabal of police officers and senior officials from the Scouts with whom he had an obsession stretching back almost fifteen years. The target of his immediate ire was PC George Gunn, and the first salvo in his assault was a series of letters accusing the officer both of incompetence and of repeatedly lying in his report about the initial visit to the summer camp. The letters were copied to Gunn’s superior officer, Inspector Michael Mill, who Hamilton knew and was friendly with; other officers at Central Scotland Police; and to Stirling council and Hamilton’s local MP, the Conservative Michael Forsyth. Even before the police report had been sent to the procurator fiscal, Hamilton turned up at Balfron’s police station demanding to discuss the matter with Gunn, who at first refused to speak to him and finally threatened arrest if he did not leave the premises. On another occasion, Hamilton sat outside the station for three hours, hoping to speak to Gunn.

   The letters became more obsessive and granular in their detail. Inspector Mill was sent a lengthy report on the food purchased for the camp and the corresponding till receipts. Hamilton’s accusations against Gunn (whom he incorrectly accused of being a Scout leader intent on destroying a competing boys’ club) were investigated and dismissed. A letter informing Hamilton of the decision was sent on 19 October 1988. At first, he appeared to accept the decision, before almost immediately changing his mind. He wrote again to the chief constable, stating that Gunn’s investigation had been triggered because of ‘a long resentment shown to our group by many adult members of the Dunblane Scouts’. He believed a ‘brotherhood’ between senior police officers and the Scouts in Dunblane was behind his continual harassment.

   In October, the Falkirk Herald published an article about the summer camp, and Hamilton was vigorous in his defence. He said the matter had all been a misunderstanding and that the police had apologised to him for their overreaction, which was a lie: ‘A group of children – all friends – from the Falkirk area came to the camp with the wrong attitude. They didn’t like the food or anything about the camp. We spent £1,600 on food but the boys claimed they were starved. Other aspects brought to the attention of the police were that the boys had bare legs and it was alleged that this was cruel in cold and wet weather. The police took this very seriously. However, I must point out that problems of drying wet clothes made us ask the boys to wear shorts. I don’t think this means they are treated cruelly.’

   By November, Hamilton had made an official complaint against Gunn, forcing Central Scotland Police to follow protocol and appoint an investigator to study the allegations. Douglas McMurdo, the deputy chief constable, asked Inspector James Keenan to re-examine Hamilton’s allegations. As part of the internal investigation into Gunn’s professional conduct, Inspector Keenan interviewed Thomas Hamilton for almost three hours. He interviewed boys who had attended the camp and also their parents, who praised Hamilton’s organisational skills and firm leadership. In addition, Keenan met with Gunn, who argued that Hamilton’s evidence was ‘untrustworthy, vindictive, wholly unreasonable, malicious and obsessive’. The officer had seriously considered suing Hamilton for slander, but he decided it would be a waste of time.

   Inspector Keenan also re-interviewed each of the boys who had attended the summer camp on Inchmoan Island, a time-consuming task which turned up evidence of disturbing and inappropriate behaviour. When, almost nine months after the camp, Keenan visited the home of Doreen Hagger in the late spring of 1989, her son Andrew told the police inspector something he had not revealed to his mother: that Hamilton had insisted the boys rub suntan lotion into his naked torso. He, in turn, would rub lotion into the boys’ torsos and legs. It was also said that, on occasion, Hamilton had not been wearing any underwear.

   In May, Doreen made a complaint about Hamilton’s clubs to her local councillor, but she was also intent on taking the matter into her own hands. She was concerned that Hamilton was still running his boys’ club at Linlithgow Academy. She decided that if neither the police nor the local authorities were prepared to put a stop to them, then she would do so herself. In a frustrated phone call with Inspector Keenan, she said, ‘If he likes suntan cream that much, I will show him exactly what I think about him and his suntan cream.’ Keenan advised Doreen that she would only get into trouble if she assaulted Hamilton, ‘but she seemed to believe that if that was the only way she could bring Mr Hamilton to the attention of the court, she was prepared to do so’.

   Keenan was left in no doubt that Doreen planned to attack Hamilton in some manner and alerted a duty inspector at Livingston police station, explained the background to the dispute and suggested sending a couple of officers to Hamilton’s next boys’ club meeting. The duty inspector agreed to put a note in the logbook, but no officers were dispatched.

   Doreen hatched a plot with Janet to attack Hamilton in public, with a view to being arrested and charged. The mothers believed that during any trial for assault they would be able to bring their knowledge of Hamilton’s behaviour to the public’s attention and thus ruin his reputation and force the closure of his boys’ clubs. To ensure the maximum amount of publicity, Doreen contacted the Lothian Courier, a local newspaper. Chief reporter Karen Butterwick took the phone call. The initial conversation was garbled and confused, but the reporter was intrigued enough to arrange a meeting in person at Doreen’s home, where it was claimed Hamilton had ‘sexually abused’ her son. Doreen briefed Butterwick on her previous involvement with Hamilton and his behaviour at the summer camp. ‘As far as I can ascertain,’ the reporter said, ‘her allegations of sexual abuse amounted to Hamilton keeping the boys wearing only shorts and rubbing suntan lotion on them.’ Butterwick pushed for further details that might strengthen the story; Doreen ‘was unable to expand any further but was obviously convinced there was more to it … [she] was unhappy with a number of aspects of the running of the camp.’ Butterwick listened as Doreen said that she and Janet had prepared two buckets of slops, which they planned to hurl over Hamilton outside the school.

   The next day, in the office of the Lothian Courier, Butterwick called the press office at Strathclyde Police and then Central Scotland Police, both of which confirmed they were aware of Thomas Hamilton and that an investigation into his boys’ camp at Loch Lomond had taken place. Butterwick was unable to substantiate Doreen’s allegations of sexual abuse, and certainly not from the police, who said no charges had been brought against Hamilton. Besides, Butterwick was ‘not particularly happy’ with Doreen as a reliable witness: ‘I felt she was embellishing and making the most of it.’ Yet her threat of public humiliation was certainly enough for a ‘story’. So Butterwick decided she would go along to Linlithgow Academy on Tuesday evening, with a photographer, to see what kicked off.

   With the photographer at the ready, Doreen and Janet were primed to pounce. As soon as Hamilton got out of his car and walked towards the school entrance, the pair tipped over his head two buckets containing a fetid mixture of suntan oil, liquid manure, flour, fish manure, vinegar and wallpaper paste. Doreen shouted that she was sorry she didn’t have a ‘little boy to rub it in for him’. Hamilton refused to take the bait.

   Butterwick followed Hamilton into the school to get his side of the story. They spoke in the janitor’s office while he dried himself off. Butterwick’s first impression was that Hamilton was ‘very calm considering the circumstances, and very soft-spoken’. He could not understand why Doreen Hagger had attacked him in such a manner, and while he admitted to having been questioned by the police, Hamilton said that nothing had come of it. He then began to explain that he was simply ‘interested in the healthy development of the boys in his clubs’ and described the camps as ‘an extension of his clubs’. He was insistent that he would not be stopped from taking boys out in the summer months and that he had plans to take another seventy boys back to Loch Lomond.

   The janitor called the police, who despite Keenan’s warning were not in attendance. But when they arrived, much to Doreen’s anger, Hamilton refused to make a complaint. Instead of flaring into a fury, he remained calm and polite. The newspaper report, which appeared three days later, was matter-of-fact. Butterwick was limited to what she could legally – and ethically – print, but she did quote Doreen saying that ‘the boys were standing about blue with the cold, others were sobbing and crying, wanting to go home.’ Her hope was that the story might bring out other parents who had complaints against Hamilton, though she did not receive any. About a week and a half later she did receive a letter from Hamilton, in which he once again dismissed Doreen’s accusations and claimed, according to the journalist, that people ‘misunderstood his motives and had no reason to be concerned’. (When Butterwick later heard that Hamilton’s boys’ club had been dropped by the school, she considered writing a follow-up, but as Doreen remained her sole contact, she decided it would be ‘unfair on Mr Hamilton in the circumstances’.) Hamilton also made a complaint to the council ombudsman, who declined to pursue the matter.

   Two days after her assault on Hamilton, Doreen learned that he had taken two handguns and a semi-automatic rifle to the home of two boys who attended Linlithgow Boys’ Club. She called the police to say she had been informed by the boys’ mother of this visit. The police log recorded that Doreen said Hamilton might become violent and use the weapons against her for telling the police about his behaviour. A report was passed on to Lothian and Border Police, and Sergeant McGrane, based in Bathgate, went out to interview the family that evening. He was told that Hamilton’s visit was not in any way distressing; in fact, they reported having posed for pictures with the weapons. (McGrane later said that the family had been uneasy at having the guns in the house, but that he did not put this in his final report.) McGrane took the family’s pictures as evidence. A memo on the incident stated: ‘It may be quite a harmless display of weapons, but nevertheless an action which leaves a lot to be desired.’

   One of the two children Hamilton visited said he had enjoyed the summer camp and insisted he had no memories of anything wrong happening ‘other than one occasion when Mr Hamilton punched me in the face … I had been told to jump into the water whilst wearing a life jacket. This was part of some form of training exercise … I had refused to jump into the water, so Hamilton punched me in the face.’

   At the time of the summer camp, his mother had given the police a full statement, which was largely supportive, and her two sons continued to attend the Linlithgow club. One evening, Hamilton had walked them home after the session and, grateful for Hamilton’s concern for the boys’ safety, their mother then drove him to the train station. She found him ‘very polite and well mannered’. She knew her son had an interest in guns and had discussed them with Hamilton. However, shortly before Christmas, her attitude to the instructor drastically changed. Her son told her Hamilton had struck him after he had been cheeky to one of the camp volunteers. Doreen Hagger was also regularly calling to complain to her about Hamilton. When she asked Doreen what had happened to her son, she said that Andrew had done nothing wrong and ‘was just being a typical wee boy’. Privately, she resolved to speak to Hamilton about the slap or punch at the next boys’ club meeting, but then, one December evening, he arrived unannounced on their doorstep with a holdall containing a semi-automatic rifle and three handguns: a Magnum, a Browning and a Beretta. Although startled, she and her husband invited him in; Hamilton explained that he thought the boys would like to see his guns, which were wrapped in cloth. Concerned that he had been walking the streets with a small armoury, she asked if this was legal and he assured her it was, as long as they were in bags and had no ammunition. The boys were tremendously excited, and her husband retrieved the family camera to take pictures as they posed with the guns in the sitting room. ‘We didn’t think there was any harm in it,’ she said. ‘I remember [Hamilton] kept telling them they had to be very careful and always point them down and never at people.’ The impromptu show lasted for an hour and a half. As Hamilton wrapped up the guns, put them back in his bag and prepared to leave, she offered to give him a lift again to the station in Linlithgow.

   On the short drive she asked Hamilton why he had slapped her son: ‘He said I wasn’t supposed to know about that and [her son] was being cheeky … I told him it wasn’t good enough and he shouldn’t have done it.’ Hamilton then continued to defend his actions, before eventually relenting and apologising. Yet her mind was made up; the boys would not return to the club.

   Hamilton did not take the family’s rejection lightly. When he realised her sons would not be returning, he began to send them abusive letters. At the time of the Inchmoan camp, she had taken a couple of boys who did not want to stay back to her home, as their parents could not be immediately contacted. This was done with the full permission and knowledge of the police. In his letters, Hamilton claimed this was ‘tantamount to kidnapping’.

   ‘He sent me a number of letters on that theme,’ she said, ‘along with various other copies of letters he had received from various authorities which he claimed exonerated him from any blame or wrongdoing.’ Yet rather than confront Hamilton yet again, she ignored the letters and threw them in the bin.

  

 
  
   
‌II

   The Scouts

   Thomas Hamilton was born on 10 May 1952 into an unhappy home, a tenement house in Lily Street in Glasgow’s Parkhead. His mother, Agnes Graham Hamilton, had married Thomas Watt less than two years before, aged twenty-one. The arrival of young Thomas Watt, as he was named on his birth certificate, served only to break apart an already fractured relationship. A few weeks later, Agnes discovered that her husband was having an affair. Thomas Watt senior abandoned both wife and child soon afterwards.

   Agnes moved back in with her parents, who lived around the corner in Bellrock Street, Cranhill. Agnes went back out to work, while Catherine, her mother, looked after the infant Thomas. Catherine suggested they adopt the boy, and this was formalised on 26 March 1956, when he was four years old.

   Thomas Hamilton spent the first eight years of his life in Glasgow, where he attended primary school. In the summer of 1963, the family, including his ‘sister’ Agnes, moved out to Stirling, where his ‘father’ had purchased a house: 11 Upper Bridge Street, which the family ran as a bed and breakfast. Agnes worked at a hotel in Callander but returned home on her days off. When the family first moved to Stirling, Hamilton attended the Territorial School on Cowane Street, before moving on to Riverside Secondary. Fellow pupils remember him as quiet but intelligent; he was good at maths and an excellent competitive chess player. He went on to Falkirk Technical College, where he completed his O levels in 1968. As his biological grandfather later recalled, they never had any behavioural or truancy problems with him.

   ———

   Hamilton first showed an interest in handguns and firearms as a teenager, joining a community rifle club in a wooden hut in Irvine Place when he was sixteen. Although his adoptive father would later deny it, there is strong evidence that he helped him buy his first gun, an air rifle purchased at D. Crockart & Sons, a popular ironmonger on King Street in Stirling.

   As a young adult, Hamilton also had other interests. He was good with his hands. One of the classes he enjoyed most in secondary school was woodwork. He left school at fifteen and secured an apprenticeship at Stirling County Council, where he trained as a draughtsman in the architect’s office. He stayed there for three years, each day walking the short distance to the office from the new family home at 24 Queen Street, again run as a B & B, where he continued to live with his parents and Agnes, whose true identity had not yet been revealed to him.

   However, Hamilton was stubborn and knew what he wanted. In 1970, when he was still only eighteen, he decided to leave the safety and financial security of the council, a workplace once so prized for its solidity and security that jobs were quietly passed down from father to son. He wanted to set out on his own, open his own business, be his own boss. He had no wish to have anyone else tell him what he could or could not do. With savings from his council salary and a small loan from his father, he purchased premises in Cowane Street and opened Woodcraft, a DIY store. The store was made up of a small vestibule leading to a counter behind which Hamilton sat, but it was well stocked with ironmongery, a choice of domestic timbers, joists and brackets, an array of saws, chisels, nails, screws and washers: everything the enterprising man about the house would need to build a bookcase or fit a kitchen. When Hamilton arrived in the morning, he would put on a brown overcoat, its breast pocket lined with pens, and always kept a sharpened pencil behind his ear, as the older architects in the office would do.

   Hamilton was also fond of young boys, and he liked it when the truants came to hang out in his shop. He would give them money for chocolate and cigarettes and let them stay as long as they wanted, so long as they didn’t fool around with the stock or mishandle the saws and chisels.

   As a schoolboy Hamilton had briefly been a member of the Boys’ Brigade, the uniformed youth club founded in 1883 by Sir William Alexander Smith in his native Glasgow as a means of encouraging city-dwelling children whose parents were toiling through the Industrial Revolution to enjoy camping in the outdoors and experience the spiritual and moral benefits of volunteering. In his late teens, Hamilton was drawn to the Scouts, the Boys’ Brigade’s younger rival established in 1907 by Robert Baden-Powell, a retired British army lieutenant general. Sir William Alexander Smith may have been first to recognise the benefits of uniformed youth groups, bound by physical exercise and a common charitable purpose, but Baden-Powell was first into print with his book Scouting for Boys, published in 1908. The text quickly became an international bestseller. What started with twenty boys and a rural camp on Brownsea Island in Dorset had, sixty years later, become a mass youth movement with troops in dozens of countries around the world.

   Thomas Hamilton joined the 4th/6th Stirling Scout troop in 1970 as a Venture Scout. He was invited to join by Robert Deuchars, a regular customer at Woodcraft who in 1973 would be appointed district commissioner for the Scouts in Stirling. He described Thomas as ‘young and very enthusiastic’. Three years later, a Catholic priest wished to reactivate the former 24th Stirlingshire troop and asked Hamilton if he wished to step up to assistant Scout leader. Brian Fairgrieve, a surgeon with a senior role in the Scouts, offered him a six-month secondment to organise the new troop. Though ‘keen and willing’, Hamilton’s enthusiasm exceeded his organisational abilities, and what had initially been regarded as leadership potential was later viewed as a cloak to disguise more sinister intent.

   Hamilton was initially reprimanded by Robert Deuchars for having extended ‘playtimes’ with the boys at the expense of the Scout course curriculum. An improvement was noted, but problems increased when he volunteered to take a few boys from the troop out on his boat on Loch Lomond as part of their sailing proficiency badge. (He had acquired a twenty-seven-foot cabin cruiser, which he moored in Balmaha.) When it was discovered that he lacked the correct number of life jackets and oars, or a distress flare in case of emergency, and that his knowledge of the waters was not as comprehensive as required, the planned trip was cancelled.

   Among the Scouts in his charge, Hamilton had his favourites. In the winter of 1974, he invited a few boys for a weekend in the wilds of the Cairngorms, an almost three-hour drive north in his Transit van. On arrival, the boys were told their hotel accommodation had been double-booked: they would have to sleep in the van, cuddling up for warmth through shared body heat, as Lord Baden-Powell had recommended. The weather was so cold the van’s engine froze. The next morning it had to be towed to Aviemore and defrosted. Hamilton did not join them in huddling for warmth, according to the boys: ‘It was all right for Mr Hamilton. He went on the front bench seat of the van with his sleeping bag and blankets and we had to sleep on the cold steel floor.’

   The boys complained to their parents, who complained to Brian Fairgrieve, who warned Hamilton that his planning needed to improve. Hamilton insisted that the hotel had been unavailable. He hadn’t wished to disappoint the boys, so he had let them sleep in the van, something he’d thought they might enjoy.

   Three weeks later, Hamilton set off to Aviemore with another group of boys. Once again, they arrived home with sodden sleeping bags, saying they had slept in the van. This time it was Fairgrieve who made a point of visiting the parents to apologise. When he called the number of the hostel Hamilton had supposedly booked, he was informed that no reservation had been made. Fairgrieve now suspected that the young Scout leader had deliberately sought to spend the night alone with the boys. He contacted Bob Deuchars, and it was agreed that Hamilton should be asked to resign and hand back his warrant book, the card verifying his position as a uniformed leader.

   In a letter written to the Scottish Scout headquarters, dated 29 June 1974, Fairgrieve stated his belief that Hamilton was unsuitable to be a member of the Scout movement and should not be readmitted by a troop elsewhere in the country. Fairgrieve would admit that there was no hard evidence against the young leader. No boy had yet made any allegations of inappropriate touching. Instead, his ‘suspicions’ were what had forced his hand. Fairgrieve organised a meeting with Hamilton, at which he was told he lacked the necessary qualities to be a Scout leader. Hamilton’s services were no longer required, and his warrant was withdrawn. Fairgrieve explained that while there was no concrete evidence against Hamilton, ‘too many “incidents” relate to him such that I am far from happy about his having any associations with Scouts’, and that ‘as a doctor, and with my clinical acumen only, I am suspicious of his moral intentions towards boys.’

   As district commissioner, Deuchars informed headquarters that Hamilton was an unsuitable candidate on the grounds of immaturity and irresponsibility. The combined consequence of both men’s disapproval was to fix the name ‘Thomas Hamilton’ firmly on the organisation’s informal blacklist, ensuring that the organisation would reject any application by him.

   Yet Hamilton was both clever and devious. To devise his own narrative, in which he had not been asked but had chosen to resign on a point of principle, he wrote a letter of resignation predated to 28 April 1974 which criticised Deuchars for his own conduct, including being ‘appalled at the conditions of safety, hygiene and equipment’ and ‘the way it is common practice for all the leaders to disappear to the pubs at night and leave the boys unsupervised’.

   Hamilton would make multiple attempts to return to the Scouts in a leadership role. First, he requested the organisation hold a Committee of Inquiry into his complaint that he had been victimised, a request the organisation rejected. Over the next three years he bombarded the organisation with letters of complaint. Then, in April 1977, he wrote to the organisation with the announcement that he had abandoned his attempts to secure the return of his warrant card: ‘I do not want my good name to be part of this so-called organisation.’ He approached the district commissioner for the Trossachs and offered his services as a Scout leader, but when his name was routinely checked with the organisation’s headquarters in Glasgow, he received a letter informing him that the Scouts were unable to make use of his services.

   In 1974, two events took place whose emotional impact we cannot fully know without Hamilton’s testimony. He lost his beloved role within the Scouts, and he discovered that his family had been living a lie all his life. At twenty-two, he was told the truth: that his parents were his grandparents and that his sister, Agnes, was, in fact, his mother. The exact date of this personal revelation is not known, but it was after the family had moved from 24 Queen Street into a new house at 39 Forth Crescent, Riverside. According to his grandfather, Hamilton continued to treat Agnes as his sister despite knowing she was his mother. ‘He took it well,’ Agnes said of Thomas.

   Also in 1974, Hamilton took on a young apprentice, Francis Baird Cullen, whom he first met through a neighbour. Cullen spent the next two years working at Woodcraft every weekend and on Thursday and Friday afternoons after school. ‘He was a generous man to work with and a kind man,’ Cullen recalled. ‘He was definitely a strange man in the way that he spoke and the way that he cut his hair and the way that he walked, his approach to people, and more importantly his nervousness among adult people.’ Cullen also said Hamilton was particularly nervous around women.

   Woodcraft was a great place for a teenage boy to work. There was an extension at the back of the shop set up with wooden targets at which Hamilton and Cullen would fire air rifles and crossbows. Without the discipline and mental distraction of Scouting, Hamilton was looking for an alternative pursuit. He rediscovered his schoolboy interest in guns.
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