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Glasgow at the time of the Bible John murders










Prologue



It was Thursday, 30 October 1969 and neither of them knew how the night would end. But that was part of the thrill. So far, the ‘Over-25s’ night at the Barrowland Ballroom had been worth every shilling – as it was every Thursday. Jeannie Williams and her sister Helen Puttock had both had a few drinks, and Jeannie especially had partied the night away, spending much of the evening on the dance floor.


At closing time, the two women started their long journey home. They left by the Gallowgate entrance and walked the familiar few hundred chilly yards to Glasgow Cross to hail a cab. For a while, they were accompanied by two men they had met at the dancehall. Both were called ‘John’, or at least that was what they claimed. Then Jeannie’s John hurriedly announced that he was going to catch the last bus home and disappeared into the night. She wasn’t surprised. He’d told her he was from Castlemilk, and while he’d never admitted it, she’d guessed from early on in the night that he was married. But in truth, she hadn’t really concentrated on what he’d said, and nor did she care that he might have a wife waiting at home for him; she had been far too busy enjoying herself. She thought he was just a typical Glasgow punter out on the pull at the Barrowland. But he was a good dancer and they had enjoyed each other’s company enough to spend most of the evening together.


Helen’s John was an altogether different kettle of fish – definitely not the usual Barrowland type. For a start, he was polite, well spoken and didn’t swear every second word. Jeannie thought he would have been better suited to the Albert Ballroom in Bath Street on the other side of the city, which was a much higher-quality dancehall. Her opinion had been reinforced when he’d called the Barrowland and places like it ‘dens of iniquity’, before adding, even more pointedly, that married women went there to look for men. He called them ‘adulterous’ women.


His accent was West End, but not quite posh enough to identify him as a resident of Milngavie or Kelvinside – although he did mention golf and said that his cousin had once hit a hole in one. He was tall – almost six foot – aged between twenty-five and thirty-five, and had a distinctive missing tooth as well as slightly overlapping front teeth. Jeannie had noticed his teeth earlier because her eye line had been at the same level as his mouth. His sandy hair was cut short and rounded at the back, which was very unusual at the time in Glasgow, where long hair was all the rage. His smartness extended to what he was wearing, too: short suede boots, a brown suit with three buttons on the front, a blue shirt, and a dark tie with three red stripes across it. Jeannie wondered if it might have been a regimental or even an old school tie.


Jeannie, Helen and the one remaining John caught a cab and soon it was travelling along Argyle Street. By then, Jeannie was thinking that this John wanted to see the back of her so he could be alone with Helen. That would have to wait, though, because the two sisters lived close to each other in the west of the city. The driver headed up the Dumbarton Road, through Partick, and on towards their homes in Scotstoun.


After a while, John reached into his inside pocket and pulled out a packet of Embassy cigarettes. Then he gallantly offered one to Helen. Jeannie couldn’t remember him offering anyone a cigarette during the whole evening at the Barrowland, so she was surprised by this act of generosity. Before he had a chance to put the packet back in his pocket, she asked for one for herself. He seemed distracted, so she took the opportunity to grab three.


Although Jeannie continued to chat amiably with Helen, she grew increasingly uneasy about John’s attitude. She remembered him saying his surname was something like Templeton or Sempleson or Emerson, but she hadn’t caught it properly and it hadn’t cropped up again. That was hardly surprising as he barely attempted to make conversation, although he did mention that he worked in a laboratory and went drinking in Yoker, a mile up the Dumbarton Road from Scotstoun.


‘But I don’t drink at Hogmanay. I pray,’ he insisted.


Jeannie thought the comment was strange, especially as when the rivalry between Rangers and Celtic football clubs had come up in conversation, John had said he ‘couldn’t be bothered with all that religious carry on’. Even stranger was that he seemed to know something about the Bible, and talked about foster children and a woman who had been stoned to death. He hadn’t quoted Scripture directly, but Jeannie thought she recognised what he was saying as a story from the Old Testament. She found him aloof and broody, and arrogant in the way he would avoid answering a direct question. She had seen this side of his personality earlier at the Barrowland – after some money had got stuck in the cigarette machine. John had demanded to see the manager and had given him and the bouncers a piece of his mind.


In total, the journey took about twenty minutes. The taxi pulled over in Kelso Street, Scotstoun. By rights, Helen and John should have got out first, as Jeannie’s house was a little further on than Helen’s, which was in Earl Street. But John insisted that Jeannie should be dropped off first, rather than leave her alone with the taxi driver. The cab could then double back to Helen’s. Jeannie wondered if he was simply trying to be chivalrous again.


‘Goodnight,’ Jeannie shouted as she closed the taxi’s door. ‘I’ll maybe see you next week.’ As the taxi sped off, she was worried about how keen John had been to get her out of the cab. But she contented herself with the thought that it wouldn’t be long before Helen was safe at home. Or so Jeannie thought.


At about 2 a.m., a night bus picked up a dishevelled man who had earlier been seen walking up Dumbarton Road, which ran parallel to Earl Street. Some of the passengers noticed that he wore a dirty jacket and had a bruise on his cheek. He eventually got off the bus at the junction of Dumbarton Road and Gray Street.


The following morning, Archie MacIntyre was walking his black Labrador behind the blocks of flats along Earl Street at 7.25 a.m. He saw a woman lying next to a drainpipe, half undressed, but still wearing her fake-fur coat. Helen Puttock had not made it home safely. John’s apparent chivalry had masked an evil intent.


Until the moment when the taxi had pulled up near to Helen’s home on Earl Street the previous night and the taxi driver had been paid and dismissed, all might have seemed fine to Helen. But the police reasoned that the situation had then rapidly got out of hand. First there had been a kiss, then a fierce struggle. At one point Helen had tried to run away, scrambling up the grass verge of a railway line that ran parallel to Earl Street. But John had obviously caught her, then punched and beat her around her head, knocking her unconscious. Next he had dragged her back to where he would kill her – perhaps because it would be out of sight of passers-by. Turning her over and kneeling on her, almost as if he were praying, he had taken one of Helen’s stockings and used it to squeeze the life out of her. He had then tucked her sanitary towel neatly under her armpit.


Naturally, the police turned first to Jeannie in their bid to identify Helen’s killer, and she was desperate to remember every last thing about him. Over the months and years to come, Jeannie replayed in her mind every second of that Thursday night and the taxi ride across Glasgow. Could something have slipped her memory? Perhaps some tiny, seemingly insignificant detail might provide a clue; a key piece to complete the jigsaw puzzle. She knew that the story she told and the description she provided could be absolutely vital to the police investigation.


With Helen’s death, the Glasgow Police realised they were hunting what we would now call a ‘serial killer’ – one who preyed on women in Glasgow’s dancehalls. Over the previous twenty months, two other women – Patricia Docker and Jemima McDonald – had also been murdered after nights out at the Barrowland. The police were convinced that the three murders were the work of one man. Due to the religious nature of his conversations, he became known as ‘Bible John’.


Jeannie eventually agreed to be hypnotised to try to remember as much as possible about the man. But by then she had already recalled a great deal and had told the police everything she knew. Jeannie and the police were convinced that Helen’s killer would soon be identified and arrested. No one thought it would be forty years before such evil showed itself in Glasgow again.










Introduction



Policing the Commuting Serial Killer


The fact that Sutcliffe managed to evade capture for five years was not due to his intelligence but rather to an astounding lack of it on the part of the police. Had the killer left a photograph of himself, posing with a foot on each victim, English police chiefs of such outstanding quality might have caught him eventually.


Ian Brady, The Gates of Janus: Serial Killing and Its Analysis (2001)


 


 


Whisper it quietly, but one reason why serial killers often evade detection for many years is that our police are not very good at catching them. Forget what you’ve read in books or seen at the cinema, where the detective finally but inevitably ‘gets his man’. The reality is that serial killers who are mobile and organised – ‘commuters’ who cross from one police force area in one part of the country into another while carefully covering their tracks – can stay ahead of the police for decades. Often it’s simply a matter of luck, rather than brilliant detective work, that brings a killer to justice.


For the police investigating the murders of Patricia Docker, Jemima (Mima) McDonald and Helen Puttock, there was a distinct lack of such luck for many years. Furthermore, certainly at first, there was little to suggest that Bible John was a commuting serial killer. The three victims were murdered by the same man in a twenty-month period between 1968 and 1969 in one city, Glasgow. He even picked up all three at the same place: the Barrowland Ballroom.


The police also had some evidence and plenty of witnesses. A number of people had seen the handsome, well-dressed, personable, Bible-quoting young man who picked up the women – before he abused and strangled them. There was also the tantalising possibility that a semen stain which he left on Helen Puttock’s stocking might eventually produce a DNA profile. Forensic science was in its infancy in the 1960s, but even back then scientists were well aware of its potential as a tool in the fight against serious crime. They just needed to develop their techniques for utilising it.


As the 1970s approached, the investigation into the Bible John murders remained a top priority, but the police’s leads seemed to be going nowhere. Obviously there was deep concern that he would soon strike again. But after the murder of Helen Puttock, the Glasgow dancehall killings stopped. Was Bible John on the move? Had there been too much heat in Glasgow, so staying in the city had been too risky? Perhaps he had simply grown tired of killing, or had been arrested and imprisoned for other offences. Perhaps he had died. His potential victims remained as alert as ever. Talk of Bible John filled the city’s dancehalls almost as much as the music, and the local police knew exactly the type of man they were looking for. But for whatever reason, as far as Glasgow was concerned, Bible John seemed to have vanished into thin air. Just as a number of other women throughout the country started to disappear, or were found murdered.


It is here that Peter Tobin enters our story. He was living in Glasgow at the same time as the first of the Bible John murders. He visited the same dancehalls as Bible John. Like Bible John, he sexually abused women whom he met at dancehalls. And, as of December 2009, had been convicted of murdering three women and so could be described as a serial killer. Just like Bible John.


Peter Britton Tobin was born on 27 August 1946 in Johnstone, Scotland. One of seven brothers and sisters, he inherited the same heart condition that would eventually kill his father in July 1979. The young Tobin also experienced the loss of a younger brother, who asphyxiated during childbirth in October 1952. A loner, often shunned and bullied by other children in his tough Clydeside neighbourhood, Tobin’s antisocial behaviour seems to have landed him in an approved school by the age of seven. His teenage years were punctuated by petty crime and odd jobs to pay his way. A stint in the armed forces ended prematurely, and by nineteen he was serving a fifteen-month sentence for theft and fraud at St John’s List D School in Glasgow. A couple of months after his release he was caught stealing a car, which earned him another three months in the same institution. When he next came out he started to move around the country, finding work as he went as an odd-job man. Sometimes there seemed to be little logic behind his choice of destination, but wherever Peter Tobin went, misery seemed to accompany him.


He first came to national attention in 1994, when he was convicted of raping and molesting two fourteen-year-old schoolgirls in Portsmouth. He’d moved to the south coast to be close to his estranged wife and son, and had targeted two girls who had come to see his neighbour. Tobin was sentenced to fourteen years’ imprisonment, but he was released in 2004 and placed on the sex offenders register.


Soon afterwards, he returned to Glasgow, putting nearly five hundred miles between his crimes and a new stage in his life. He also adopted the pseudonym ‘Pat McLaughlin’. Posing as a homeless person, he convinced a priest at St Patrick’s church in Anderston to employ him as a handyman. This allowed him to avoid any unwanted attention until the arrival of a Polish student called Angelika Kluk, whom Tobin would later rape and murder. In this brutal attack, he stabbed Angelika sixteen times in the chest, then hid her body under the floorboards of the church, close to the confessional. DNA evidence ultimately played a major role in convicting Tobin of this murder, and he was sentenced to a minimum of twenty-one years in prison. The same DNA evidence also led to a history of murder dating back at least sixteen years, and started to reveal the full extent of Tobin’s commuting killings.


While investigating the Kluk murder, detectives discovered – through diligence, rather than luck – something that linked Tobin with the disappearance of the schoolgirl Vicky Hamilton, who had vanished in Bathgate in 1991: Tobin had lived in the town at the time. Vicky’s body was finally found many miles from Bathgate, in a shallow grave in Tobin’s former back garden in Margate, Kent. In the winter of 2008 he was sentenced to thirty years at Dundee High Court for Vicky’s murder.


In the course of excavating Tobin’s garden, the police also discovered the body of a second young woman – Dinah McNicol – whose remains were found under the patio. Dinah, an eighteen-year-old student, had failed to return to her home in Tillingham, Essex, after hitch-hiking back from a pop festival in Hampshire the same year that Vicky had vanished.


Once the police had found irrefutable evidence that Tobin had committed murder three times, naturally they started to suspect that he might have killed other women, too. It was around this time that he started to be linked to the Glasgow dancehall murders, with many people speculating that Tobin was indeed the infamous ‘Bible John’. In prison, awaiting trial for Vicky Hamilton’s murder, Tobin boasted to the prison psychiatrist that he had killed forty-eight women, but he then refused to give any details to the police.


Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that Peter Tobin is an organised, sexual sadist, and a commuting serial killer. But how many women has he killed? Are his boasts mere bravado or an accurate tally of those women who were unfortunate enough to cross his path? Perhaps some answers can be found by analysing the behaviour of other commuting serial killers.


The Commuting Serial Killer


Robert Black was a commuting serial killer who preyed on girls, although much younger girls than were targeted by Peter Tobin. Black murdered Susan Maxwell in July 1982, Caroline Hogg a year later, and Sarah Harper in March 1986. He was finally caught when he attempted to abduct a six-year-old girl in the village of Stow in July 1990. Black escaped detection for so long primarily because of his job. He was a deliveryman for a company called Poster Dispatch and Storage, so he travelled from London to the Midlands and then up through the Borders to Glasgow and Edinburgh, distributing posters. His youngest victim was five-year-old Caroline Hogg, who was abducted in Portobello, on the outskirts of Edinburgh. Her body was eventually found in Leicestershire, dumped by Black on his journey back down south. Similarly, Susan Maxwell, Black’s first victim, was abducted in the Borders, but her body was eventually discovered in Uttoxeter, some 250 miles from her home.


Black’s freedom of movement played a crucial part in his ability to evade the police, because a local force investigating a killing did not tend to make connections with murders committed in other parts of the country. So local detectives could put all their effort and resources into solving their particular case, but they might remain totally unaware of a nationwide pattern that could help them identify the culprit. Furthermore, dumping a body hundreds of miles from where detectives were searching for a missing person allowed vital forensic evidence to deteriorate as wind and rain, animals and insects eroded potentially vital clues.


Ian Brady, one of the Moors Murderers, was not a commuting killer. He murdered his victims in one place. However, while in jail, he took the opportunity to interview Peter Sutcliffe – the so-called Yorkshire Ripper – who was a commuting serial killer. Brady tried to make sense of why Sutcliffe came to kill and to understand how he had been able to evade detection for five years. His conclusion that the latter was due to lack of ‘intelligence’ among the police is uncharitable, notwithstanding the fact that a number of more esteemed analysts agreed with him. It should also be remembered that the failings of the Sutcliffe investigation led to a major review of policing conducted by the future HM Chief Inspector of Constabulary, Sir Lawrence Byford.


In the same way as Robert Black’s job took him all over the country, so did Sutcliffe’s. He worked as a lorry driver for several companies and killed throughout Yorkshire, as well as in Manchester. The importance of his mobility – his access to a variety of lorries and cars, and his knowledge of the road network – became fully apparent in statements he gave to the police. His first murder victim was Wilma McCann, whom Sutcliffe killed in October 1975 in Leeds. After his arrest in January 1981, Sutcliffe told police:


That was the incident that started it all off . . . I was driving through Leeds late at night. I’d been to somewhere [to] have a couple of pints . . . I was in a Ford Capri, K registered – a lime-green one with a black roof with a sun grille on the back window. [After the murder,] I started the car and shot off backwards along the narrow road leading to the road. [I] swung the car around and drove away towards Leeds. I drove home as soon as possible.


Sutcliffe’s final victim, killed in November 1980, was Jacqueline Hill. She was also murdered in Leeds, not far from where he had killed Wilma McCann. Between these two murders, Sutcliffe killed another eight women in four different cities – Bradford, Halifax, Huddersfield and Manchester – as well as three more in Leeds.


As is obvious from what he told the police about the murder of Wilma McCann, the link between driving and the murders was crucial. A car (and, like Tobin, Sutcliffe changed his car on a regular basis) made him mobile, provided him with the camouflage of appearing to be a ‘kerb-crawler’, and helped him escape as soon as he had committed the murders. Vehicles remained vital elements in his crimes throughout his killing cycle. For example, this is what Sutcliffe told police about his murder of Bradford University student Barbara Leach in September 1979: ‘I had been working on my car one Saturday night and I took it out for a run. I had the urge which was in me and I went to look for a victim. It was late, so I drove straight into town and then found myself going up to the university.’ And prior to the murder of Josephine Whittaker in April 1979 in Halifax, he remembered ‘driving aimlessly around . . . The mood was in me and no woman was safe while I was in this state of mind.’


Sutcliffe was able to kill over a relatively wide geographical area, and many of his statements to the police included detailed accounts of the roads he travelled, descriptions of his cars, where he parked, and even the service stations he used. Of course, the fact that he drove for a living also gave him a legitimate reason to drive through various unsavoury places – such as the red-light districts of Leeds and Bradford – and provided opportunities to search for victims. For instance, he recalled, ‘I had to make a delivery in Huddersfield in the afternoon. I noticed a few girls plying for trade near the market area. Two or three nights later I decided to pay them a visit.’ He murdered Helen Rytka in the town in January 1978, and attacked at least one other woman there, too.


At the time Leeds, Bradford, Huddersfield and Halifax all came under the jurisdiction of the West Yorkshire Metropolitan Police, which had been created in 1974 through the amalgamation of the Leeds and Bradford city forces and the rest of the West Yorkshire force, which had its headquarters in Wakefield. However, as the journalist and author Michael Bilton explains, this amalgamation was ‘fiercely opposed’ by the individual forces, which were all proud of their traditions and histories. Leeds, for example, had had its own police force since 1836, while Bradford’s had been launched just twelve years later. Bilton – probably the country’s leading expert on the Sutcliffe case – suggests that ‘enmities and petty rivalries abounded’ between the various component parts of the new force. The Bradford police, for example, thought that their counterparts in Leeds were ‘flash bastards’, while officers from both cities referred to their new colleagues from the county force as ‘donkey wallopers’.


Did these tensions help Sutcliffe escape detection? Much of the debate about the ‘botched’ investigation centred on what could be called ‘office management and administration’. Questions were asked about whether a computer would have helped; use of the Major Incident Room; and how records were stored and cross-referenced. Relatively little attention was paid to the issue of ‘cop culture’, and how this had been affected by the creation of the West Yorkshire Met. However, we can say with some certainty that the police investigation was a disaster. During the six years of the ongoing inquiry (1975 to 1981), Sutcliffe was interviewed nine times, and eleven times in total. He was questioned twice in the years 1977, 1978 and 1979, and three times during 1980. The two interviews in 1977 took place within the space of six days, and two of those in 1980 within eight days. But on no occasion was he arrested as a result of these interviews, or even taken to a police station for further questioning. Indeed, none of these interviews contributed to his eventual arrest.


In short, the case of the Yorkshire Ripper proves that if a police investigation into a commuting serial killer is undermined by division and rivalry – especially among colleagues – the results will be far from satisfactory.


By 2007, partly as a result of the outcry in the wake of the Ripper investigation, cooperation between police forces in Britain was much healthier. In that year ‘Operation Anagram’ was set up after Peter Tobin had been convicted of the murder of Angelika Kluk. Soon, this nationwide operation involved every police force in Britain delving into their cold-case files and searching through all of Tobin’s former addresses in an attempt to identify every one of his victims.


Around the same time, we set out to investigate which unsolved murders might have been committed by Tobin, and specifically tried to establish whether or not he is the notorious Bible John. Tobin’s age, his religious background and the fact that Angelika Kluk was murdered in Glasgow certainly led others to view him as the prime suspect. The Scottish Daily Record, for example, ran a story under the headline ‘Cops Believe Peter Tobin Was Bible John’ in December 2008. South of the border, The Times asked: ‘Was Angelika’s murderer the infamous Bible John?’, citing ‘striking similarities between Bible John and Peter Tobin . . . Tobin was a religious man, a Roman Catholic who throughout his life has sought links with churches.’


We have attempted to find an answer in various ways, but it is important here to state that we did not set out to prove that Tobin is Bible John. Rather, we allowed the evidence that we uncovered to inform our conclusions but kept an open mind throughout. Our research was helped immeasurably by having unique access to both the media and the police – with perhaps our greatest assistance coming in the form of interviews with some of the detectives who worked on the original Bible John investigation. We have also utilised our extensive experience of working with and writing about serial killers to develop a psychological profile of Bible John in order to determine why he killed and killed again. We were then able to compare this profile with what we know about Tobin. We have visited the sites where Tobin is known to have murdered and where he disposed of his victims’ bodies – in England and Scotland – and have walked the streets where Bible John met and murdered his three certain victims. We also interviewed Tobin’s first wife – who was living with him in Glasgow in 1968–9 – as well as his third wife, with whom he fathered a child who played in the Margate garden where he had buried two teenage girls. We built up a picture of Tobin’s habits at the time of the Bible John murders, and followed Tobin’s trials for the murders of Angelika Kluk, Vicky Hamilton and Dinah McNicol. Finally, we immersed ourselves in the mini-industry devoted to Bible John to see what light it might throw on the mystery.


That mini-industry comprises websites, plays, films, documentaries, songs, true crime books, and even fictional accounts of the murders, such as Black and Blue by Ian Rankin. Typing the words ‘Bible John’ into a search engine generates a plethora of journal and newspaper articles that have chronicled every twist and turn of the case – from the exhumation of a man thought to be the murderer in a Lanarkshire cemetery in 1996, to revelations about a new prime suspect in 2000, and a probe in 2004 in which a number of men in their late fifties and early sixties were asked to provide blood samples. Of course, there are also numerous crime websites and chat rooms devoted to debating Bible John.


However, when sifting through this copious and often rich material, one point swiftly becomes clear: very little attention is ever paid to Bible John’s first victim, Pat Docker. This seems a curious oversight, especially as the first in a series of murders often provides the greatest amount of evidence. In a bid to rectify this, we looked closely at Pat’s murder in the hope that the circumstances surrounding her death might provide some fresh insights into Bible John.


We wrote to Peter Tobin to ask for an interview, but he refused our request. Nor has he ever given evidence at any of his murder trials. However, we do not consider his silence to be a hindrance to our task. Serial killers (and other serial offenders) fall into two distinct groups: those who are largely uncommunicative, like Tobin; and those who talk endlessly but rarely provide any insights into their true motivation or mindset. The second category – probably the majority – develop a robust and self-serving view of why they killed repeatedly. More often than not, the opinions and ‘revelations’ they give are in fact carefully constructed to suit the nature and circumstances of their arrest, conviction and imprisonment. All too frequently, their explanations and justifications for what they did are rooted in the forlorn hope that they might eventually be considered for parole or transferred to a less harsh prison environment. Sometimes they are concocted to maintain a conception of ‘self’ that is more in keeping with their own sense of who they are, and what they think they are entitled to. This, of course, is why Tobin claimed he had murdered forty-eight women, but refused to give any specific details. But when these murderers’ justifications for what they did are investigated in any depth, they rarely comprise anything out of the ordinary. Some serial killers – such as Robert Black – undoubtedly had appalling childhoods, filled with abandonment and abuse, but does that ever justify the horrific crimes they went on to commit? Of course it does not.


In the pages that follow, we attempt to analyse Peter Tobin. In doing so, we aim to understand what drove him to kill and kill again, and to find the truth behind his murders. We also focus on the nature of serial killing more generally, and in particular look into the circumstances that have allowed serial killers to escape detection in Great Britain. We examine how policing practices, forensic science and offender profiling have evolved over time, and how, in the end, such developments helped to catch Tobin. And we conclude that while there are and will be new serial killers at large in this country, we doubt that we will ever see the like of Peter Tobin again. Given recent advances in forensic science, it is unlikely that any future serial killer will be able to remain one step ahead of the police and continue to murder for several decades. By bringing Tobin to justice, the British police have finally halted the killing career of one this country’s most notorious serial killers.


But did that career date back to Glasgow 1968 and the crimes of Bible John? As we have said, we did not start our investigation with the intention of proving that was the case. Nevertheless, we hope that our conclusion will be as convincing to others as it is to us.










Chapter One



Glasgow at the Time of Bible John


Any young man is a bundle of possibilities, and the world which is before him is like a city seen at night with its lights shining and its gay noise; this world is a beckoning, tempting thing. You can become anything.


Archie Hind, The Dear Green Place (1966)


 


The 1960s were not kind to Glasgow. Everything that had once seemed to be essential to the future well-being of Scotland’s largest city – the ‘Dear Green Place’, the ‘Second City of the British Empire’ – shipbuilding, engineering, railways, manufacturing and trade were in decline, partly through foreign competition, but also because of lack of investment and a reluctance to move with the times. Glasgow’s nineteenth-century ‘economic miracle’ had been founded on a low-wage economy – namely cheap, immigrant labour, who were housed in quickly built and often sub-standard accommodation. Their labour and enterprise had allowed Glasgow to become a symbol of the free market economy that drove the Empire, but by the 1960s all of that had changed. For example, the Clyde-based shipyards, which had once produced almost a third of the world’s merchant fleet, had become sites of restrictive practices, weak management, inefficiency and inevitable loss-making. The phrase ‘Clyde-built’ had once been synonymous with quality and craftsmanship. By the mid-1960s, it epitomised economic crisis and a dependence on state subsidies.


In 1947, a survey of Glasgow’s permanent housing stock found that more than 100,000 dwellings – nearly a third of all the houses in the city – were at or beyond the end of their structural lives. They were damp and crumbling, with no running hot water or internal sanitation. Faced with this problem, the Glasgow Corporation (the local authority for the city) pulled down this housing, uprooted the inhabitants and re-housed them in the ‘new towns’ of East Kilbride and Cumbernauld. So, between 1951 and 1971, Glasgow’s population fell by more than 190,000 – from 1,089,767 to 897,483. In the wake of this exodus a sense of decay and abandonment filled the city, with old buildings standing empty – their windows quick and easy targets for any small boys who had been left behind – until they could eventually be demolished. Moreover, in spite of the thousands who left the city, the decimation of the manufacturing and trading base meant unemployment and welfare dependency increased in Glasgow, as did all the social indicators that traditionally accompany economic malaise, such as infant mortality, poor health, alcoholism and crime.


As bad as all this was, though, it could have been even worse. For example, the heart of the city could have been changed beyond all recognition. The Bruce Report – the name commonly given to two urban redevelopment reports penned by Robert Bruce, working on behalf of the Glasgow Corporation and published at the end of the Second World War and a few years later – recommended the wholesale demolition of the city centre, including such iconic buildings as Glasgow Central Station, the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Glasgow School of Art, and even more residents being relocated. Bruce’s goal was to create a ‘healthy and beautiful city’ by tearing down Georgian and Victorian buildings and housing everyone in the modernist architecture of the 1950s. Thankfully, he was not able to realise his objective, and in 1990 Glasgow’s wonderful architectural heritage contributed to it being recognised as a ‘European City of Culture’.


However, 1960s Glasgow was far more the stereotypical ‘mean city’ than a ‘City of Culture’. Above all, crime was a serious problem. One young sociologist – who would find fame through his account of time spent with a Glasgow gang – noted that, while the city housed a fifth of the total population of Scotland, it accounted for nearly half of the country’s crimes of violence. James Patrick – a pseudonym used for ‘reasons of personal safety’, according to the preface of A Glasgow Gang Observed – suggested that, ‘in Glasgow, acts of extreme and unpredictable violence have become invested in an aura which transcends mere brutality’. The homicide rate – including the offences of murder, manslaughter and infanticide in England and Wales, and ‘culpable homicide’ (to all intents and purposes the equivalent of manslaughter) in Scotland – was roughly similar throughout Great Britain in the1940s and 1950s. However, in the 1960s, Scotland started to experience a much higher homicide rate than her southern neighbours. For example, in 1965, there were 63 homicides in Scotland, which equates to 12.1 per million of the population. That year in England and Wales, there were 325 homicides – a rate of only 6.8 per million. By the end of the decade, the Scottish rate had increased to 15.7 per million, whereas in England and Wales it had barely risen at all. Glasgow played an unenviable role in these statistics, and even as late as the mid-1990s, while there were 1.85 homicides in Edinburgh per 100,000 of the city’s population, and 2.17 in London, in Glasgow there were 4.99. Joe Jackson – who joined the Glasgow Police force in the 1960s – has recently produced an autobiography of his work as a detective in the city. Appropriately, it is called Chasing Killers: Three Decades of Cracking Crime in the UK’s Murder Capital.


Much of the violence that Glasgow has experienced originates from the ongoing rivalry between the city’s two major football teams – Rangers and Celtic – whose support is still largely based on religious grounds. Rangers are Protestant and Celtic are Catholic, and swathes of youth (and adult) culture can be defined by their unblinking loyalty to the team they support. ‘Are you a Billy or a Dan, or a wee Tin Can?’ children would demand when greeting strangers. The trick was to try to work out who was asking the question before replying. If you wanted to avoid trouble, you would answer ‘Dan’ if your questioner was wearing a Celtic scarf, and ‘Billy’ if he was decked out in blue. Those foolish enough to try to be smart by answering ‘Tin Can’ guaranteed themselves a fight either way. While all of this might seem like relatively harmless fun, the extent to which religion could divide a city was becoming all too apparent in Belfast at this time. It is not too fanciful to suggest that the Troubles in Northern Ireland could have become a ghastly blueprint for life in the West of Scotland.



In the Gang?


Glasgow had its own specific crime problems too, though. No history of the city would be complete without mention of the razor gangs, which dated back to the 1920s, but were reinvented in the mid-1960s. Such was the concern in the city about the activities of these gangs that an Anti-Teenage Gang Committee – led by the Lord Provost – was formed, and in the May 1966 local elections a self-styled ‘Progressive Party’ made the return of the birch the main plank of its campaign. Citizens of Easterhouse – a sprawling estate of some 45,000 people in the north-east of the city – formed a citizen action group to combat the activities of gangs such as the Drummie, the Den Toi and the Y.41 that plagued the area. Few observers seemed to note at the time that Easterhouse – despite having the same population as the much more prosperous city of Perth – had no swimming pool, library, sports facilities, dancehall or cinema, and was simply a collection of houses rather than a community. Almost every part of Glasgow had its own marauding gang, and while religion was the dominant divisive factor in the city, what mattered most to these gangs was locality. They cared about their territory – their ‘turf’, their ‘pitch’ – much more than whether any stranger they met was Catholic or Protestant.


James Patrick spent four months in this world between October 1966 and January 1967. Befriended by ‘Tim’, whom he had previously taught at an approved school in the city, Patrick witnessed the comings and goings of the Young Team, a gang of largely Catholic teenagers from Maryhill. First and foremost, the members of the gang cared about territory; then, in descending order, about being viewed as ‘hard’, drink, drugs, status, ‘patter’, clothes and sex. They were rarely talkative, but their clothing – or ‘gallous gear’ – was ‘one of the few subjects where their interest and knowledge adds fluency to their speech’. They would have detailed discussions on, for example, ticket-pockets, flaps and vents in suit jackets. Gallous gear in 1966 was a dark suit with a middle vent of no less than twelve and no more than fourteen inches in the jacket; two- to three-inch flaps over the pockets; tight trousers with one-inch turn-ups; and spotted ties with matching handkerchiefs – ‘for the toap poakit’. By January 1967, though, college ties were more popular. Shoes had to have ‘London toes’, but brogues were equally fashionable. Patrick describes the ‘best-dressed man’ in Maryhill as sporting a camel-hair coat, mohair suit, silk shirts and painted ties, even though he was an unemployed labourer.


As might have been inferred from the name of the gang, the members of the Young Team were in their mid- to late teens, and Patrick notes that girls were nothing more than sex objects to them. He viewed their attitude towards sex as a mixture of Puritanism and permissiveness, but noted that some girls proved their loyalty by concealing weapons for the gang in their handbags or underwear when they visited a dancehall, where the lads would all be routinely searched by the venue’s bouncers. Entering the Granada Dancehall with the Young Team reminded Patrick of tough cattlemen in the Wild West being forced by the local sheriff to hang up their guns before entering the saloon – although Tim still managed to conceal a slim razor in his jacket pocket. As the evening progressed, it became clear to Patrick that while the Young Team might have been inexperienced sexually, they were much more accomplished where violence was concerned. After one of their members had been knocked to the floor and repeatedly kicked about the head, revenge was swiftly exacted on the assailants and the dancehall was completely wrecked.


A City That Was ‘Dancing Crazy’


This was the height of the ‘dancehall era’ – music, more than anything else, was what made the sixties ‘swing’. Even today, older Glaswegians will tell you that they met their wives ‘at the dancing’. Glasgow boasted the Majestic, the Locarno, the Dennistoun Palais, St Andrew’s Halls, the West End Ballroom and the Plaza as well as the Granada and the Barrowland Ballroom, to name but a few. The most popular was the glitzy and brash Barrowland, which had been opened in 1934 by fruit and vegetable sellers Margaret and James McIver, and was situated in the heart of the Barras, near the city centre. The area had acquired its name because it was where pedlars would sell pots and pans, bedding, old furniture, clothing and just about anything else from their barrows. Margaret McIver, who had the bright idea of putting a roof over the trading area, was known as the Queen of the Barras. Like car-boot sales nowadays, the Barras attracted thousands of local people in search of a bargain, and Margaret was quick to realise that more money could be made out of them. When she discovered that the venue she wanted for her Christmas dance had been booked by someone else, she decided to build her very own dancehall. When it opened, the Barrowland Ballroom had a resident band – Billy McGregor and the Gaybirds – and it became hugely popular with servicemen during the war. Such was its fame that it was mentioned in one of William Joyce’s propaganda broadcasts on behalf of the Nazis.


Margaret McIver died in the summer of 1958 and the Barrowland was burned to the ground in September of that year. But it was rebuilt and reopened with a sprung dance floor on Christmas Eve 1960. At the time, it had a capacity of 1,900. It attracted people not only from all over Glasgow, but from satellite towns and villages and even further afield. By 1968, it cost four shillings – twenty pence – to gain entry. There were two dance areas: downstairs, a DJ played records in a small hall called ‘Geordie’s Byre’ in a desperate attempt by the ballroom to profit from the growing interest in pop music; upstairs, a live band entertained those on the main dance floor. This arrangement was fairly typical of every dancehall in the city.


The Barrowland was widely regarded as the liveliest dancehall in the whole of Scotland. As a result, it attracted more than its fair share of troublemakers, particularly at the weekend. Alan Spence describes a group of friends going out dancing in the late sixties in a short story called ‘Brilliant’. Most of the group – Eddie, Rab, Bugsy and Shuggie – are Protestant, but they are accompanied by a Catholic mate called Pudge. They claim to be part of a gang called the Govan Team, and they support Rangers. Prior to entering the dancehall they get ‘tanked up’ on beer, wine and cider – under Scottish licensing laws, bars closed at 10 p.m. – and they are searched on the door for weapons. Once inside, Shuggie and Eddie look for two girls they fancy – Betty and Helen – and start to enjoy the atmosphere once ‘the drink hit in and the music was loud and familiar’. Spence describes the dancehall as: ‘Circular and around the perimeter were tables and seats. Above was a balcony, overlooking the floor. Eddie had to shout to make himself heard above the noise. He was saying that he wanted to go up on the balcony . . . they leaned over the balcony, looking down at the packed floor below.’ They spot Helen and Betty being chatted up by two other boys. As these boys head to the toilets, Shuggie picks a fight by deliberately barging into one of them. Then he escalates the situation:




‘Watch who you’re shoving son!’ said Shuggie, pushing the boy again.


‘Wait a minute!’ said the boy.


‘Think yer a fuckin’ hard man?!’ said Shuggie, and he butted the boy in the face and brought his knee up into his groin. The boy’s friend stepped forward but Eddie stuck in his boot, stopping him.


‘We’re the Govan Team, pal, so don’t fuckin’ mess!’





This fictional account perfectly captures the way in which dancehalls had become battlegrounds where young men would challenge each other and where the threat of violence was never far away. Also bubbling just under the surface was sex. It should be remembered that Shuggie and Eddie started the fight because of two girls they fancied. And in his study of the Young Team, James Patrick provides another vivid description of the sexual tension that crackled through Glaswegian dancehalls in the 1960s:




The girls looked superb in the half-light, their very young faces heavily painted and their eyes black with mascara. Some wore lime-green trouser suits, others daring backless dresses. Their skirts and ‘sexy wee black froaks’ were all very short . . . In the corner of the room, in the corridors, and even on the steps leading down to the gents’ toilet, some fierce winchin’ was in progress.





‘Fierce winchin’’ was particularly common every Thursday at the Barrowland, but there was an added dimension to that night, too. It was the ‘Over-25s’ night, which traditionally meant the dancing was better, as it was being done by adults rather than teenagers. But there was a catch. The dancers would usually be married, and prior to entering the dancehall they would have slipped off their tell-tale wedding rings and left their kids with a babysitter, so that they could enjoy a night of unattached fun. Unsurprisingly, the Barrowland Ballroom on a Thursday night was not a sedate or select place. Rather, it has been compared to a medieval joust, with newly acquainted couples gyrating wildly on the dance floor and hoping for even more on the walk home. It was a site for illicit sexual encounters where everyone knew the routine: false names and addresses would be given, and not much incidental information that might identify who had been your partner for the night. Anonymity would commonly be preserved by use of the name ‘John’, so it should come as no surprise that Helen Puttock and Jeannie Williams met two men who both claimed that was their name.


This was the world that the killer who would acquire the name ‘Bible John’ inhabited – an overwhelmingly male world that was violent, seductive and filled with possibilities. In this environment, you had to know where you were from, look the part and command respect. Violence – proving that you were ‘hard’ – drinking and sex were all vital in establishing status, too. And the dancehalls, just as much as the football terraces, were the places to display just how much status you possessed. Bible John’s smart appearance mattered to him just as much as it did to Glasgow’s young gang members in their gallous gear. And just like the gangs, Bible John had his own turf – the dancehalls. He seemed to feel that women should be grateful that he occasionally condescended to visit the Barrowland – that ‘den of iniquity’ – given that he thought he was much more suited to classier establishments. This was indeed a permissive society with a chauvinistic attitude to women, and it allowed Bible John’s moral – or rather amoral – code to flourish.


Archie Hind offers perhaps the best description of Glasgow in the mid-sixties. It was a ‘beckoning, tempting thing’, filled with ‘lights shining’ and ‘gay noise’; a place where a young man could ‘become anything’. Even a serial killer.
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