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For my sisters Alison, Annie and Margaret,
and in memory of Margaret McLaughlin










Prologue



Thursday 5 July 1973 had been like most other days in Carluke, a small Scottish town of around ten thousand people located between Lanark and Wishaw, connected to Glasgow by rail. Thursday had been just like Wednesday 4 July, which had been no different from Tuesday 3 July, and as people in the town were getting ready to go to bed they knew that pretty soon it would be Friday 6 July which, in turn, would be much the same as the day before.


One day seeped into the next.


Nothing much ever happened in Carluke, although at least the Highland games planned for that Saturday promised to disrupt the safe, monotonous civic rhythm that had come to pattern the lives of the townsfolk.


Even so, it had been a strange summer.


A total solar eclipse had occurred on 30 June and had lasted for over seven minutes. The newsreader said that the last time that had happened had been in 1098, and then, with a smile, explained that the next time an eclipse would last as long would be in 2150. President Nixon, who’d been inaugurated for his second term in January, was now caught up in something called ‘the Watergate scandal’ and was being threatened with impeachment, and the Provisional Irish Republican Army had begun a bombing campaign in London. David Bowie had only two days earlier retired his alter ego Ziggy Stardust at London’s Hammersmith Odeon, and that spring all five nations who made up the rugby championship had each finished with four points. That had never happened before.


In truth, all of this seemed to pass Carluke by, and life there continued pretty much as it always had – much in the same way that summer always followed spring and night followed day.


So, in Glenburn Terrace Margaret McLaughlin was preparing for the last day of the working week, all the time dreaming about her impending marriage as she carefully laid out the clothes she would wear to Motherwell Post Office the following morning. She was planning to take the train into Glasgow after work to visit her future sister-in-law.


Her near neighbour George Beattie had just started his night shift at Lanarkshire Steelworks in Craigneuk and, being the obliging sort, he’d later agree to pick up tomatoes for his work colleagues to eat on their Friday night shift during one of their breaks.


William Muncie – one of Carluke’s most famous sons – was secretly plotting how to capitalise on his reputation as ‘Scotland’s top detective’, and so rise even further up the ranks of the police, before he had to retire.


Like Margaret, Maureen Weston, who’d been at school with George, was thinking about her wedding. That Thursday night she joked to her friend Elizabeth that she’d never seen the town so busy, with all the people coming and going in preparation for the Highland games. It was, she said, what people wanted to discuss when they came into Carluke’s post office, where Maureen worked.


In Unitas Crescent, which bordered Glenburn Terrace, Laura Allan had all but given up her dreams of being an air stewardess and was starting to imagine what her life at Motherwell Technical College was going to be like. She had applied to start there at the end of the holidays, but meanwhile she would go to bed early so as to get a good night’s sleep, before going back to her summer job at Stevenson’s, a small general grocer’s shop in the town. Although she didn’t know it then, one day Laura would own a café in Carluke, which would come to serve as an informal community centre.


Margo Smith was reflecting on a good day’s training in and around Colonel’s Glen, and thinking about getting an early night too, for she had entered the hundred metres at the Highland games. The race was less than forty-eight hours away and she was determined to beat her main rival.


On the other side of town, Alison, Annie and Margaret Wilson were also getting ready for bed. Alison and Margaret still lived with their parents and their brother, but Annie had recently married and moved to another house in Carluke. Alison had just returned home, having given up her training as a nurse, explaining to her parents that she couldn’t stand the hierarchy that dominated hospitals. She told her younger sisters that too, but her advice fell on deaf ears – both Annie and Margaret would become nurses and have long and successful careers.


And upstairs in his bedroom, their teenage brother was drifting off to sleep, surrounded by books, with passages that he thought were especially important carefully underlined in pencil, and totally unaware that nearly fifty years later he’d be studying the events of the next few days in the hope of discovering the truth about a murder.


On Friday night, Carluke’s safe, close-knit community was to be ripped apart by a shocking act of violence – the effects of which still ripple through time and space.


That strange summer was about to become still stranger, and much, much closer to home.









INTRODUCTION


The Road Ahead


This is a story of home and of elsewhere; of the familiar and of those things which are alien; of coming, going, remembering and inevitably of returning home again.


It is about the past, the present and, hopefully, about the future too.


It is also a story about my home, and about Scotland.


I have used the word ‘story’ twice in these first few lines, but this is not a novel. What I am going to describe is all too depressingly real. At its heart this is a book about a murder – a single act of deadly malice that robbed a young woman of her life; a brutal and bloody murder that happened so quickly and in such a frenzy that no witnesses saw it happen, or caught sight of the blood-spattered culprit scuttling away.


Murder in all its bizarre, mass, multiple, serial and other guises has been such a feature of my life as a criminologist that it may seem strange to focus on this one case, but a sense of duty continues to sustain my interest in what happened in this particular murder. Duty implies some legal or formal obligation, but in that sense I have none. The duty that I feel is more informal and personal, and it is these particular interests, as much as my professional background, which drove my desire to return to my home town of Carluke. I returned because I wanted to try to make sense of what happened in the past, in the place where I once lived, and about the people who, at that time, shaped my existence. I didn’t realise it at the time, but the personal archaeology at the heart of my journey was going to raise some uncomfortable questions.


My work with violent offenders – many of whom committed murder – means that there are professional accountabilities at stake here too. My career has been concerned with understanding violence and when, by whom, in what ways, and against which victims it will be used. Sadly, I have come to know all about the harm that some men can inflict on women.


So the personal and the professional combined and became for me the momentum to try to solve the mystery of a murder that has endured since I was a boy.


Not that the various statutory bodies that make up the Scottish criminal justice system see things in this way. For them there is no mystery. A man was arrested and charged with this murder – and eventually found guilty by a jury of his peers. All of his appeals against the conviction, the most recent in 2009, have been unsuccessful. As far as anyone ‘official’ is concerned, the murder that I am going to describe has been ‘solved’; end of story, roll the credits and play the music.


Indeed, given that I am writing about events that took place nearly fifty years ago, the ‘murderer’ has now been released from prison and is now quietly living in Glasgow. His punishment, or so it is said, has ended.


That may be the official story, but don’t be fooled. Theirs is a stubborn, ‘trick ear’ story, with a tunnel-vision detective playing the part of the unreliable narrator. That detective may have created a compelling and persuasive narrative that convinced a jury, but everything that he said was a fiction. I am going to show you that he was not dealing in facts; his persuasive narrative was not the truth. Even so, the criminal justice system continues resolutely, if passively, to deny that anything untoward has happened in the judicial process by refusing to acknowledge all the evidence to the contrary.


So then we must return to the personal, as opposed to the official, narrative and to my acute awareness that something happened in Carluke in 1973 that was deeply wrong and troubling, and which followed in the wake of an appalling and tragic murder, which was equally wrong and troubling. For I was sure then – as others were too – that the man they put in prison was wrongly convicted. ‘Wrongly convicted’. That description is frankly far too polite; it’s too mealy-mouthed, almost gracious. The blunt reality is that a man was ‘fitted up’. This knowledge makes me as profoundly uneasy and uncomfortable now as it did at the time. How could we, as individuals and as a community, deny what we knew to be truth and collude in a fiction that was convenient, but ultimately incorrect? To have done so was to deny true justice.


Others share my unease, for I am constantly being asked to do something about this injustice when I return home, to make right what people describe to me as ‘the Carluke case’. I’ve lost count of the number of times that someone has stopped me in the High Street, or approached me after I’ve given a talk at the library. Pleasantries will be exchanged and we will ask after each other’s family; some kind comments will then be made about one of my books, or perhaps a recent appearance in the media. So far, so good. We both smile and at that point I think that I should be moving on. However, there will then come an almost imperceptible, hesitant pause indicating that something more needs to be said. I know what’s coming next. The person will invariably look over their shoulder to check that no one is listening, then lower their voice and whisper: ‘And can you not do something about the Carluke case?’


It’s a heavy personal responsibility, but I must not be the only person to tell this tale. I need to make these other people in the town heard too – and not just in whispers, or behind closed doors for, as far as I am concerned, a rounded life cannot be lived in private. So I want to give a voice to the townsfolk who have willed me to write this book.


There is another aspect to the story, which has informed how I went about my research. I am aware of the name of the man whom many people in the town believe made a much likelier suspect than the one the criminal justice system convicted. In fact, his identity is an open secret and regularly discussed. That knowledge raises more responsibilities, both legal and ethical, which as a criminologist I take very seriously. However, I did not set out to ‘prove’ that this man is the murderer; that has not been my starting point in researching this case. I am not a vigilante, engaged in a witch hunt, or interested in listening to idle gossip. In any event, given that mine is not an official cold case review it would be impossible for me to prove guilt. I cannot gain access to the records of the original investigation, nor am I able to assess any forensic evidence that may still exist and have it subjected to new forensic tests. I cannot look at which suspects the police had their eyes on, scrutinise their formal interviews and gain an insight into why they were subsequently ruled out of the investigation. I cannot test what their alibis might have been, and whether they really did prove that they were somewhere else when the murder took place. I would expect to be able to do all of this – and more – if the journey I was setting out on was being undertaken on behalf of the police, and so I can only travel so far. However, this does not prevent others with more powers than me travelling in my footsteps at a later date, and that possibility means that I have to be careful about how and what I reveal.


There is one way that I have approached this murder as I would when re-examining any cold case: I let my research take me in whichever direction it led. So, no matter what people in the town might have discussed about there being a more likely suspect I did not let that shape my thinking. In fact, at the start of my journey I was only aware of this man’s name and knew almost nothing further about him – not even what he might have looked like; if he still lived in the United Kingdom; or, perhaps most important of all, whether he was alive or dead. This more likely suspect, as others saw him, was not my starting point.


There was also always a possibility that my research would lead me back to the man convicted of the murder, but from even the little I knew at the outset, I felt that this was unlikely. However, and to be clear, if in the course of my research I uncovered evidence that might definitively prove that the courts had convicted the right man, that would have given me, and I think the community of Carluke too, just as much closure on the case.


My starting point was to fully understand the murder and then this man’s conviction.


I also have to be sensitive.


I made a conscious choice not to interview either the victim’s family or the man who was wrongly convicted of her murder. What would be the point of raking over these tragic embers? What new insights would such interviews deliver? All the materials that I therefore use and especially relating to the subsequent miscarriage of justice are already in the public domain. In fact, this ready visibility is what makes ‘the Carluke case’, and the lack of interest from official bodies, much more tragic.


After this starting point, my subsequent research was dominated by asking the next and most obvious question that flows from such a case: if the man who was convicted didn’t kill this victim, then who did commit the murder?


What you are going to read is my investigation to try to answer that question and therefore discover the truth; the artless and ugly truth of who it was that took a young woman’s life in Carluke in 1973. That search is in all of our interests – not just in Carluke, or in Scotland, but much more broadly. After all, no criminal justice system can exist in a ‘post-truth’ world, for matters of guilt or innocence really are about facts, which shape and then define what is right, and what is wrong. So these thorny, complex, personal and professional responsibilities which I have described, and which create a relentless tension in what follows, need to be managed, rather than shirked and evaded.


Truth, after all, is rarely easy and so makes demands of us all.


This awful murder in a small Scottish town and from a long time ago remains one of the most important in British history. That’s a claim that I believe can stand any scrutiny, despite all the other miscarriages of justice which have happened within the criminal justice systems of the United Kingdom. This case is not just about the personal tragedy that murder always leaves in its deadly wake, but the wider tragedies that come when individuals and communities are disempowered and so learn to live within a culture of silence, or denial; when police incompetence and corruption is not just commonplace, but accepted as the norm; when investigations are premised on confirmation bias and convenience, rather than discovering the truth; when lies, conspiracy and official intransigence come to dominate the judicial process; and when power is concentrated in just a few hands and is exercised inappropriately in defence of a shabby, flawed, convenient but malfunctioning status quo.


The road ahead is long.


My research took place over two years, and what follows narrates each twist and turn, ventures down every blind alley, walks through the murder site, discusses the violence that was used there and who might have used it, and finally climbs the hills to get a better view of the entirety of the landscape. We might even stop off for a drink some time along the way. The road won’t be easy; it is often daunting, depressing – in places demoralising, as murder is apt to be. But remember the old adage that travel broadens the mind, and so I urge you to join me, for the journey is going to be worthwhile and necessary – it’s really the only way to heal the wounds of the past.


Oh, and just in case it has slipped your notice, it also means that a killer has still to be brought to justice.










CHAPTER ONE



The Murder


‘A quiet girl’


It was Friday 6 July 1973 and the end of another working week. Like most twenty-three-year-olds, Margaret McLaughlin was looking forward to the start of the weekend and spending some time in Glasgow, away from her home in Carluke. She wasn’t going to attend the Highland games. There was a lot for her to do and to think about; Margaret’s life was changing and the world was beginning to open up before her. Her fiancé, Bob Alexander, was a young, successful businessman who happened to be working that summer in South Africa. Bob lived in Bearsden, in the north of Glasgow, which was one of the wealthiest areas not just in Glasgow, or Scotland, but in the whole of the UK. He had bought Margaret a rather splendid engagement ring which, unsurprisingly, had been shown off with some pride around Margaret’s home town.


During the week Margaret was employed as a typist at Motherwell Post Office, where her elder sister Jane also worked. Apart from Jane, she had three other siblings, including two brothers – John and Edward. John, the eldest, had already moved away from Carluke and was working in a branch of Lloyd’s Bank in Watford. The last of her siblings was her younger sister Rosemary, who worked in a shop in Glasgow.


Rosemary was going out that evening too and normally the two sisters would have travelled together. However, Rosemary had to catch an earlier train and so had left Margaret at home talking to their parents, Hugh and Jean. Their father had been unwell and was recuperating, but Jean had still helped Rosemary and then Margaret get ready for their respective nights out, and had even given Margaret some spending money for the weekend.


Margaret was travelling into the city to stay with Muriel, Bob’s sister, soon to become her sister-in-law. Margaret must have been excited, as they were going to make some plans for the wedding; she also wanted to return a pair of trousers that she had bought in the city that didn’t quite fit. Before leaving the house she had placed the trousers in a carrier bag and then put that bag into a small tartan suitcase, which she would carry with her to the station and then on to Glasgow.


Margaret said goodbye to her parents and left their house at 30 Glenburn Terrace at 7.52 p.m. to catch the 8.03 train from Carluke to Glasgow. It would still have been light at that time of the evening in July and so Margaret would not have needed a torch to guide her. The walk from her home to the station would only have taken her a few minutes as there was a well-used shortcut through an area of wooded ground, known locally as ‘Colonel’s Glen’. Glenburn Terrace was connected to another street, Unitas Crescent, and both were part of the same pool of council-owned properties that had been built to house the growing number of working-class families in the town, most of whom had come to work in the mines, or in the steelworks.


It was a close-knit area; the sort of place where kids played out in the street and everyone knew everyone else’s business.


Two of Margaret’s neighbours were sixteen-year-old Laura Allan, who lived at 36 Unitas Crescent, and Margo Smith, who lived at number 27. Laura had just left Carluke High School – known by everyone locally as ‘the big school’ – and had applied to go to Motherwell Technical College after the summer to do a secretarial course, having shelved dreams of becoming an air hostess. Margo was a year younger than Laura and a champion sprinter who would spend her days training in Colonel’s Glen to get ready for the competitions she entered. On the Saturday, when Margaret was expecting to return her trousers to the shop in Glasgow, there was to be a Highland games in Carluke and Margo was going to run the hundred metres. Years later both of them fondly remembered that Glenburn Terrace and Unitas Crescent had been ‘good places, where you could leave your front door unlocked. There was a real sense of community, where everyone knew one another.’


Even though she was a few years older and ‘a very pretty, somewhat reserved Catholic girl’, both Laura and Margo knew Margaret.


After leaving the house, Margaret turned right at the end of Glenburn Terrace, heading north along Unitas Crescent which, as the name implies, forms an arc meeting the terrace at both eastern and western ends. As well as her suitcase, Margaret also carried a brown suede bag, slung over her shoulder, and a black umbrella, which she opened almost as soon as she had left the house, to protect her against the evening’s shower.


The rain was heavy enough to swell the small and sluggish stream in the glen. That’s an important point to bear in mind. The rain meant that the children who had been in the area had abandoned their play and instead sought shelter indoors, leaving the often noisy glen isolated and empty. Margaret’s vision would also have been slightly obscured by her umbrella. According to one neighbour, who saw Margaret at the very start of her journey to the station, the wind was strong enough that evening to blow her umbrella inside out and she had had to pause to sort it out. The wind would also muffle sound.


An informal path cut between two semi-detached houses in Unitas Crescent led across an open area of ground before the entrance to the glen. The undergrowth that July was quite high and so grass and nettles bordered the path. Turning west and climbing a rather steep slope, was the railway embankment. If you followed the embankment you would quite quickly come to Carluke’s station.


West Avenue lies just to the north of the station, and further north from there lies Stevenson Street and the Old Wishaw Road.


These were the streets that Margaret was preparing to leave behind, if only she had got to the station.


She never emerged from the glen to board the train.


The order and predictability of the everyday was broken that night and would come to provide an unlikely backdrop to an awful descent into savagery.


A black-and-white photograph of Margaret from around this time shows her smiling broadly at the camera and unself-consciously fixing the viewer in her gaze. She looks confident, happy and optimistic about the future; she’s a young woman on the verge of the rest of her life – the life that comes after school and childhood and living with your parents. Margaret wasn’t just travelling into Glasgow that night, but also getting ready to move on from Carluke. Her life with Bob was going to be different to the one which she had been leading with her parents and her siblings in Glenburn Terrace.


Sadly, murder always holds about it the tantalising torment of what might have been.


The photograph in which she was smiling so optimistically was the one that her parents later gave to the police, in the hope of jogging the memories of witnesses. It was an expectant image in the wake of tragedy. One newspaper that reproduced the photograph captioned Margaret’s image with ‘a quiet girl’.


A phone call from Muriel later that evening alerted everyone to Margaret’s non-arrival in Glasgow and an initial search by police officers, after Margaret had been reported as missing, took place at approximately 4 a.m. on Saturday 7 July. Her body was later found – the exact timing is still a matter of some dispute – towards the foot of Colonel’s Glen, about thirty to fifty yards from the path up to the railway embankment and only about four hundred yards away from her home.


Margaret had been subjected to a ferocious attack.


Her umbrella was found damaged, lying some five or six yards to the right of the path, and, after the area had been cleared by the police on Sunday 8 July, Margaret’s ‘pinkie’ ring was also discovered, although not her engagement ring. Her tartan suitcase, shoulder bag, wallet and toilet bag were recovered from the stream, some distance away from her body, where a pool had formed as a result of the rain. A knife was also found on the left of the path, beside a broken cement post. At the time, this was believed to have been the murder weapon. The knife was duly sent off for forensic testing.


There was blood spatter at various points on the path and in the glen, indicating the frenzied nature of the attack that had occurred.


As distressing as it is, we also need to consider more forensically how Margaret was killed, so as to gain some understanding of who her killer might have been, by describing how he went about this deadly business.


Margaret had been punched about the face and stabbed nineteen times. These stab wounds were distributed across her upper arms, chest, abdomen, back and the back of her neck. This pattern suggests that she had attempted to fight back, and then flee from her assailant. The wounds to her upper body penetrated the chest wall and thereafter her lungs, and the wounds to her abdomen pierced her liver, stomach and kidneys. As might be imagined from such a brutal attack, there was a great deal of internal haemorrhaging.


There was no evidence of sexual assault or post-mortem mutilation, nor was Margaret’s body posed after her death. There was no real attempt to hide her body by burial or any other means, and no evidence that her killer had attempted to move her body from the glen to another site where it could be disposed of later. However, she did seem to have been dragged from the path, through the undergrowth and down the slope towards the stream.


Margaret was undoubtedly dead within a few minutes of the attack taking place.


Her killer would have been covered in her blood.


*


There was an initial and overwhelming sense of disbelief that a murder could have happened in the town. Everyone knew Colonel’s Glen and there was hardly a man, woman or child who hadn’t used the railway to travel to Lanark, Wishaw, Motherwell or Glasgow to go shopping, get to work, or go to school. Soon after the disbelief came fear. A murderer was at large – I remember that my father started to drive my sisters to and fro, rather than let them walk about the town. All that anyone seemed to do was talk about the murder, offer theories as to who had done it, worry that the murderer might be about to strike again, and wonder when the police were going to catch Margaret’s killer.


The Saturday and Sunday after the murder saw the police begin to clear the area around the glen and start their house-to-house enquiries, building up a picture of who Margaret was and who might have wanted to see her dead. Gathering this type of intelligence takes time and drains the police of valuable resources – so much so that the Lanarkshire police drafted in help from the Scottish Crime Squad. These enquiries might be time-consuming, but they are a vital cog in bringing a culprit to justice, as it is usually the case that the victim and the perpetrator knew one another.


On Monday 9 July, three days after the murder, an aerial photograph of the general area was published in the Daily Record, Scotland’s most popular daily newspaper. These photographs had been taken from a plane either chartered or owned by the paper and, as well as Bill Brown, the photographer, the plane also contained Detective Chief Superintendent William Muncie – ‘Scotland’s top detective’.


Muncie himself hailed from Carluke and he had quickly taken charge of the investigation. As for his flight, he was quoted at the time as saying that ‘this has been invaluable … I thank the Daily Record for their efforts in taking me on the aerial tour’. He further claimed that it had given him the ‘chance to see the glen and the railway track in true perspective’.


Quite quickly Muncie developed some views about the attack and Margaret’s killer.


On the front page of the newspaper Muncie suggested that Margaret’s killer had subjected her to a ‘frenzied attack’; that there was no indication of sexual assault and therefore ‘the attack was motiveless’ (reflecting thinking of that time); and finally, ‘I feel sure some household must have noticed someone arriving home with signs of murder on his person. In kindness to that family, I appeal to them to come forward. It may well be that the killer needs attention and he could strike again.’ These comments seem precise and crafted, almost to the extent that they had already been constructed on the basis of the local intelligence that had been gathered in the town. Who was this family that Muncie wanted to come forward? What sort of ‘attention’ was Muncie implying the killer needed?


Muncie was using the press to spread the local intelligence more widely, and in doing so offering us a glimpse of his thinking about the case.


*


Muncie had been born in Carluke in 1915 and joined the police in 1936. Just under six feet tall, he had broad, muscular shoulders and a small moustache ornamented his top lip. This gave him a cheery, military look. Muncie has been described – as senior police officers often are and perhaps have to be – as ‘wily and shrewd’, but his police colleagues also described him as genial, with a ready smile and a passion for oil painting, horse racing, ornithology and wildlife. He was also, by all accounts, ruthlessly ambitious and loved publicity. Photographs from this time often show Muncie smiling benevolently but with confidence at the camera, almost as if he’s daring the viewer to disagree. Wearing an overcoat, shirt and tie, with a hat on his head and a cigar in his hand, he strikes me in this pose as a rather more sophisticated, Scottish version of the fictional TV detective Columbo.


Perhaps Muncie is best summed up by one elderly local lawyer that I spoke to, who simply stated that ‘I knew him by his reputation’. That’s the sort of man that Muncie was and, to all intents and purpose, has remained – someone formed by his reputation.


His reputation was, above all else, shaped by murder.


Over the course of his career Muncie investigated and solved over fifty murder cases and ‘the Carluke case’ was to be his last. It was the final murder that he would investigate before his promotion to Assistant Chief Constable.


Muncie employed a particular and idiosyncratic method in going about his detective work. He would decide which suspect was guilty and then doggedly search for the proof to make his case. Later he came to say that he had almost ‘psychic’ powers for catching killers. Today we would call this type of approach ‘confirmation bias’. However, his method worked in 1967, when Muncie brought Gordon Hay, the killer of Linda Peacock in Biggar, to justice, and again two years later when he secured the conviction of a lorry driver’s mate called James Keenan for the murder of his wife Linda. Keenan had killed and then cut up his wife before scattering her body parts throughout south-east Scotland. At the end of his trial Ronald Murray, QC stated that Keenan’s conviction had been the result of ‘very thorough and painstaking police inquiries’.


In particular, while he was still a relatively junior detective Muncie had brought the criminal career of the American-Scottish serial killer Peter Manuel to an end. A rapist and murderer of at least seven people, the press named Manuel ‘The Beast of Birkenshaw’.


Manuel’s killings went on over a five-year period, and he was only caught because it was commented upon in the bars that he frequented that he seemed to have too much money to spend. The police managed to recover some of the money that he had spent and were able to trace the notes back to one of his victims. After his arrest, when taking detectives to show them where he had buried another of his victims, he casually remarked, ‘This is the place. In fact, I think I’m standing on her now.’


Muncie seems to have relentlessly dogged Manuel throughout the latter’s criminal career. He would later say that you needed to have patience to catch a killer. His patient, persistent pursuit of Manuel, and Muncie’s belief that the ‘Beast of Birkenshaw’ was involved in every major incident that occurred, was described by his contemporary police colleagues as ‘Manuelitis’. The fact that Muncie would eventually be proven correct gave him the confidence to use this approach more generally during other murder investigations. Manuel, of course, thought this was victimisation. So much so that he would eventually threaten Muncie and, in a letter that he tried to send to the detective but which was intercepted, he stated: ‘He is going to get it. Next time you see him remind him that he has a wife and kids. He will understand.’ He would also send birthday and Christmas cards to Muncie. Characteristic of the arrogance shown by many serial killers, Manuel refused legal representation and defended himself in court, but in any event he was found guilty. His last words before being hanged were reputedly ‘Turn up the radio, and I’ll go quietly.’


No matter what happened during Muncie’s murder investigation in Carluke, it would be wrong not to acknowledge his long and successful career, and also the personal dangers that he had once faced.


*


Given this professional policing history and his maverick personality, the press loved Muncie and he in turn loved the press.


Senior detectives all have good reason to cultivate a working relationship with the media. It is the press, after all, that keeps the murder victim in the public’s eye; it is the press that helps to nudge people’s memories and so bring witnesses, or other forms of information, forward. Without a doubt, the media can be a valuable tool in bringing a perpetrator to justice. That said, there has to be a professional boundary between what the police and the press do, even if that professional boundary can, and often does, create tensions.


One such tension is the need to deliver results.


The media, quite naturally, want a story that grows; they like a whodunnit, with twists and turns that will keep their audience hooked. As the old newsroom saying goes, ‘if it bleeds, it leads’, and with the charisma of an investigator like Muncie there was no doubt that Margaret’s murder, and the search for who had committed it, was going to be a story that ran and ran. After all, she was what criminologists would later come to term an ‘ideal victim’. In other words, as a young, white, heterosexual female, she deserved our sympathy. She was someone whom the public could identify with and so they could see in her and the story of her life their own sister, mother, the girl next door, their former girlfriend. She was also reserved and quiet – cultural code for what was known about her sexual history, with the implication that she didn’t ‘sleep around’ and therefore, as some would have seen it, she did not ‘deserve’ what had happened to her. In short, Margaret’s victim status was legitimate, and this legitimacy made her murder all the more dramatic, sensational and newsworthy.


But there are dangers. Some murder detectives see involving the media in a case as like having a tiger by the tail. There’s always a ‘need to feed the beast’ on a regular basis and sometimes there just isn’t anything to give them that might sate their appetite. When that happens, some sections of the media will simply start to investigate the murder themselves, with the danger that this could seriously jeopardise the outcome of the case. When the media behaves in this way it also serves

to undermine the general reputation of the police and, more often than not, specific detectives. Reputations that have been assiduously constructed by the media over time can just as easily be destroyed.


In the late 1950s and the early 1960s ‘big, bad’ John Du Rose, dubbed Scotland Yard’s top murder detective, had been built up by the English press as the iconic ‘four-day Johnnie’ – the speed with which he was reportedly able to solve a murder case. It was an image that seemed to serve everyone well, and especially Du Rose. However, he would come unstuck after he had been asked to take charge of the investigation into a series of murders of sex workers in Hammersmith and Chiswick in the 1960s, attributed to a serial killer called ‘Jack the Stripper’. With the nation watching on, ‘four-day Johnnie’ couldn’t solve the case and ‘Jack the Stripper’ has never been caught. John Du Rose’s reputation never recovered. He retired shortly afterwards, never gaining promotion to the most senior ranks of the police.


Muncie was aware of all of this, and there was yet another reason that he had to be careful. Even though he had reached the higher ranks of the police, he was ambitious for still further promotion. Margaret’s murder would give him an ideal stage to show everyone just how talented he was. Her death became for him a canvas on which to display his supposed policing brilliance. I get the sense that he felt he deserved promotion; it was what he expected. After all, he had come to believe that he had almost supernatural powers in detecting who had committed a crime, and had brought the appalling Manuel to justice. He was Scotland’s top detective; a man who knew how to get what he wanted; a man who got results.


This was the investigatory world in which this awful murder in a small town would have to be solved, and the mindset of the detective leading the investigation. To our modern eyes, it doesn’t look promising. There was no national DNA database or offender profiling to help; no CCTV cameras or Facebook pages to consult; and no mobile phone records to reveal who had last spoken with Margaret.


Yet it took only six days for the police to get their man.


So quickly did events unfold that the local newspaper, the Carluke Gazette, which was published every Friday, was never able to fully report on the case until much later.


So much for Muncie’s love of patience, which he had claimed had brought Manuel to justice; Scotland’s ‘top detective’ had struck gold again, but this time much more quickly.


Amongst all the police’s back-slapping congratulations after the arrest, Margaret’s family stoically laid her body to rest in Wilton cemetery on the other side of the town. Her gravestone simply stated that she lay ‘in loving memory. Margaret Marie McLaughlin died 6th July 1973 aged 23 years, fiancée of Robert Alexander, daughter of Mr & Mrs Hugh McLaughlin.’ Over time, first her father and then her mother would be buried in the same plot.










CHAPTER TWO



A Conviction


‘with signs of murder on his person’


The girls counted out the numbers as they methodically cawed the skipping rope. Slowly at first, but then more quickly, their voices becoming increasingly shrill as the rope got faster and faster, until the jumper could no longer keep up and so tripped. It was good to get to twenty, but you had to be fit and have perfect timing to do that. The boys liked to think that they were the real athletes, kicking a football and dreaming of playing for Rangers or Celtic, but the girls could have shown them a thing or two – if only they’d been allowed.


Boys and girls didn’t do that in Carluke in the 1960s; their sporting worlds were kept separate and Heaven help the boy or girl who crossed that unspoken boundary. To do so would mark you out as different and make you visible in a culture that might have been close-knit, but was also strictly divided by class, religion and gender.


Even so, some boys did.


George Beattie was a brakesman at Lanarkshire Steelworks in Craigneuk. He was nineteen and lived at 48 Unitas Crescent with his parents and three of his siblings. He also had four elder brothers who had all married and moved away from the family home. Given the proximity of Unitas Crescent to Glenburn Terrace it wasn’t that unexpected that George would know Margaret, although there has never been any suggestion that they were particular friends, or that they were romantically involved. George doesn’t seem to have been very interested in girls, even if he was known to have played with them as a child. Apart from the age difference between George and Margaret, there was also a religious divide. The Beatties were Protestant and the McLaughlins Catholic, and this simple fact meant that they had attended different schools.


Not that George had had much schooling. He had been kept back a couple of years at primary school and it was generally accepted that he had a below average IQ. A clerical error had then resulted in his leaving Carluke High School – ‘the big school’ – a year earlier than he should have; he didn’t complain.


George was known about the town as someone who told ‘tall tales’, or, if you wanted to be unkind, he was a ‘bullshitter’. He lived in a fantasy world. He liked to try to impress people, and was eager to please as a way of being accepted socially; he hated conflict. On leaving school he had held a variety of jobs, including as a hotel porter and working in a local laundry, then in a sweet factory; at one stage he was even working as a lift boy in a large Glasgow department store. This involved

him travelling by rail into Glasgow and sometimes he had encountered Margaret on the same train, when she was travelling to work in Motherwell.


I remember him, standing on the railway platform as he noted down the numbers of the trains that were passing through Carluke. George loved trains and had a model railway back at his house in Unitas Crescent. With the money that he earned he would buy model engines and coaches, and much of his reputation in Carluke was focused on his fondness of model trains and the fact that he was a trainspotter.


As all of this might suggest, George had often been the victim of bullying, as he was seen as being ‘soft’ and immature; he was an easy target.


Maureen Weston was the same age as George, and worked in Carluke’s own post office, rather than further afield. She didn’t need to catch a bus or a train to work, or rely on lifts from friends. They’d been at Carluke Primary together which, unsurprisingly, was always called ‘the wee school’. She remembered George being surrounded by a circle of other children who would take it in turns to punch and kick him. George didn’t appear to object, and Maureen recalled that he seemed to rather like being the centre of attention. It was a childish game that was meant to shame him, but he appeared to enjoy it, although this wasn’t masochism but much more his desperate need to be noticed and included.


Laura Allan remembered George as a child too. She had never, ever seen George get angry and, as children, while the girls might have had concerns about playing with other boys, they didn’t have the same worries with George. Margo Smith, meanwhile, remembered George as the type of laddie who was ‘just a big softie’. Scandalously for some, he would sometimes take his turn cawing the skipping rope for the girls as they jumped and tried to reach twenty.


Even as an adult, George was viewed as different. He shared a locker at the steelworks with a man called Colin McClair, who said that he had a reputation for making things up, and William Campbell, a fellow brakesman, suggested that George would often exaggerate about his drinking habits, but ‘we knew that they are all lies’. In fact, he didn’t smoke and hardly ever drank alcohol, which perhaps further served to mark him out as different to his contemporaries.


George had no criminal record and had in the past offered, on a confidential basis, information to the police about thefts that had taken place in the town. Even so, he was quickly arrested and then charged with Margaret’s murder.


George was the centre of attention again, with the police taking their turn to metaphorically punch and kick him.


To be fair to Muncie, there were a few red flags about George. He knew Margaret and had an intimate knowledge of the shortcut to the railway station. Without doubt Margaret knew the man who killed her and the nature of the attack, and how he had subsequently disappeared suggested that he lived close by. These factors would, of course, have led to the police interviewing George. His shift at the steelworks began at 10 p.m. and there was evidence that placed him near the scene of the murder at around the time that Margaret was attacked. He was seen in Unitas Crescent, heading in the direction of the railway station, at about 7.40 p.m. – before Margaret had left the house – and spotted by another witness in West Avenue at 8 p.m., heading towards Stevenson Street, and eventually to Gorry’s Nursery in Old Wishaw Road at around 8.30 p.m. where, ever obliging, he had gone to buy tomatoes for his work colleagues.


This errand should have provided George with an alibi. Even if the distances between Unitas Crescent and the Old Wishaw Road are not that great, and therefore George does appear to have been in the area for longer than was necessary (if the timings of these sightings are accurate), there are witnesses to him undertaking his errand. Their evidence is therefore of importance. None of these witnesses on his journey before reaching Gorry’s saw George acting strangely, or out of the ordinary, and none commented that he had, for example, blood on his clothes, or that he looked unduly troubled, or emotionally high and disinhibited. Mr Gorry himself, who sold George his tomatoes, did not notice anything unusual at all. The journey may have been short, but it was long enough to have made it impossible for George to have committed the murder, gone home to change, dispose of his bloody clothes and then re-trace his steps to Gorry’s, all the time acting as if he had nothing to hide.


Laura had one further memory of George: he was ‘always eager to please. He never started a conversation, but if you said something he’d always agree with you. If you said, “Oh I hate her,” he would then say “So do I.”’ In other words, he wanted to agree with you, even if that meant he would embellish the truth.


True to form, George talked himself into becoming a prime suspect and that was all it took for Muncie, Scotland’s ‘top detective’, to pounce.


*


George’s interviews were conducted without a lawyer being present (although this was standard at that time) and must also be seen against the broader context of his vulnerable personality. This vulnerability would be magnified when his later interviews were conducted in Carluke’s police station, rather than in his home. When being interviewed at the station he would be outside his comfort zone, where he would have felt supported and at ease, and so he would have been scared and anxious; his desire to please and avoid conflict – especially with people in authority – would have left him further exposed and defenceless. He had no one to turn to for advice or help. Further muddying the water, there are no recordings of these interviews and we can therefore only reconstruct them from what was later said by the key participants, and through what was noted down by the police at the time in their notebooks – or at least in those notebooks which have survived.
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