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This book is dedicated to the amazing Lavery clan.

Lang may our lums reek.
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INTRODUCTION

FELICITY DRUMM’S MOBILE PHONE FINALLY RANG IN THE early hours of the morning at her home in Takapuna, New Zealand. The time didn’t matter, she was wide awake anyway.

It was a call she had waited 12 years to take. The prosecutor on the other end of the phone, standing 12,000 miles away outside the High Court in Glasgow’s Saltmarket, probably said a lot more during the call, but Felicity heard only two words: thirty years.

She thanked the caller and cut the connection, then broke the good news to her family, most of whom were gathered around.

It was her 51st birthday, and this was the best present she could have hoped for, on a birthday she wasn’t supposed to see.

She had travelled to Scotland some two months previously to tell her story in court, to help convict the man who tried to kill her, the man who left her destitute, too poor to even divorce him.

She was one of three. His first victim was dead and his last had been saved by police at the eleventh hour. She, and Felicity, had been the lucky ones.

She spent seven days on a witness stand telling the story of her life with Malcolm Webster. Her loving husband. Her original statement to police was 150 pages long.

That now seemed like a lifetime ago. It had taken 12 years to see justice done, but she had never given up hope that it would be.

As Felicity was receiving the good news by telephone, her husband, Malcolm John Webster, was sitting in a holding cell underneath the High Court as guards wandered past stealing sly looks.

It was a rare sunny day for Glasgow, but architects of the city’s High Court building hadn’t incorporated too many windows downstairs, where the guilty were gathered.

Webster, a white, middle-class, 52-year-old nurse, was finally truly troubled. He had sat in the dock of court four throughout the longest prosecution of a single accused person in Scottish legal history, some four months in total, and had barely frowned as his crimes were revealed to an incredulous nation.

A jury had returned guilty verdicts on all counts.

He was a murderer, an attempted murderer, a poisoner, an arsonist and a thief.

In the solitude of the basement, perhaps for the first time in his life, this unlikeliest of sociopaths was forced to take stock. He had shown no emotion as the verdicts were read out, just two deep breaths before the foreman of the jury rose to announce his fate.

Webster drugged and murdered his first wife, and, having fooled police into believing it was an accident, he tried the same modus operandi years later as he attempted to dispatch his second wife, Felicity, on the other side of the world.

A third fiancée, Simone Banarjee, had been saved from his clutches by detectives who warned her that the man she loved was plotting her death even while they were planning their honeymoon.

He used drugs to stupefy his victims and fire to kill and cleanse. At one point, he even faked cancer to elicit sympathy and gain access to their lives.

The three victims we know of all had two things in common: they were nurses and they were all independently wealthy. Police believe there may be more.

Detectives across the globe joined forces to end Malcolm Webster’s Ladykiller spree in an investigation that spanned the world and took over five years.

He had torched houses, offices and cars, and was grooming a string of women as future targets.

As guards below the High Court packed his belongings into a clear bag and noted each item, the watch, the belt, the wallet and its contents, Webster baulked at only one thing: his new iPhone.

He was carrying £800 in cash in the back pocket of his trousers, and offered it to the Reliance prison guard to turn a blind eye to the phone he couldn’t bear to part with. His offer was refused.

In a criminal career spanning three decades, he killed his first wife for insurance cash, tried to murder the second after taking out nine policies on her life and had just persuaded his third victim to sign over her estate to him. All it had cost Webster was a £6,000 platinum and diamond engagement ring. And someone else had paid for that too.

Almost 18 years into an audacious crime spree, he was finally caught, and sat awaiting transfer to HMP Barlinnie in Glasgow, a guilty man.

There were three dead children in a Saudi hospital where Webster once worked, a series of fires across the globe that had earned him a fortune in insurance payouts, and the hanging question: why did it take so long to snare him?

Webster had selected his clothes carefully for the trial: neutral colours, brown slacks and an open-neck checked shirt under a navy pullover topped off with an anonymous dark-blue raincoat. Over his shoulder he carried a brown leather satchel. In the morning press of commuters in Glasgow’s Merchant City, he looked like any other middle-aged office worker heading for another day shuffling papers.

Bearded, overweight and sporting the now obligatory accessory of the commuter, a set of ear buds attached to his new iPhone tuned to his favourite station, Radio 4, he was an everyman.

However, as his fellow travellers bustled into offices and on to trains and buses, Webster, with presenter James Naughtie breaking that day’s news through his earphones, was heading for a place thankfully few of us ever get to experience. As photographers from around the globe pinged flashes in his face each morning, he walked quietly and calmly past the phalanx into court four of the High Court of Glasgow, sat himself in the dock and watched a jury of his peers file in to decide his fate.

He had with him a copy of The Telegraph and his favourite glossy car magazine. By the time he had carefully chosen his anonymous outfit and sat in the dock on that first day in court, detectives had completed enough of the jigsaw to lay several capital charges against him.

Police officers don’t tend to believe in coincidence. There were a great many coincidences around Malcolm Webster. The stark truth about this criminal is they may never know how many people he has killed.

Webster killed with kindness, a gentleman who sent his victims into easy fugues with drugs to ease the pain. He still claims he is an innocent man.

Today he’s sitting in protective custody in jail, fully convinced that the rest of his life has been stolen from him.

Those who survived him can finally get on with theirs.
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THE MAKING OF A MONSTER

MALCOLM JOHN WEBSTER WORKED HARD AS A CHILD, mainly at alienating those around him. Not for him the running of errands for neighbours or supplementing the pocket money from his middle-class parents. He was a loner, but a seemingly happy, normal loner of a child, content in his own company as others played football. He struggled to make real friends, but it didn’t appear to trouble him greatly. Friends from that era are few and far between.

His parents were cold and aloof by all accounts, and his father in particular had some strange habits, but from the outside nobody could say that this was anything other than a happy middle-class family unit. Certainly, there were no pointers as to what lay ahead for young Malcolm.

Malcolm was born in London on Saturday, 18 April 1959, a little after twin sister Caroline. It’s interesting that he should come into the world accompanied by a female, as women – in particular, forceful, independent women – would feature so strongly in his life and in his downfall.

Buddy Holly had died in a plane crash six weeks earlier and the swinging sixties were about to revolutionise the nation. However, this would have little impact on the Webster household.

His father Alexander (Sandy) was a detective chief superintendent in charge of the Fraud Squad at the Metropolitan Police Service in London. Born in Kincardine, Scotland, he was from tough stock, and, by all accounts, he ran a ‘Victorian’ house. He was certainly a hard taskmaster who controlled the lives of those closest to him just as he ordered his highly disciplined life at work. He ruled with an iron fist. There was no velvet glove with which to wrap it.

He met wife Odette, a former nurse, when they were both working as police officers in London and Surrey. They married in East Horsley, Surrey, on 19 December 1952, and, after son Ian and then twins Malcolm and Caroline had come along, Odette gave up her career as a police officer to become a full-time housewife and mum, in what was, according to investigators, a very strange household.

Throughout his childhood, Webster, along with his mother, sister and brother, had to leave the family home in East Horsley every time their father needed to use the bathroom. ‘Daddy’ demanded an empty house for his daily ablutions. This was often a thrice-daily occurrence, when mum Odette would bundle them all up and take them for a walk, while Sandy Webster toileted in total privacy. This odd behaviour carried on into Webster’s adult life.

At mealtimes, the children were not allowed to talk to one another, and could only speak if addressed directly by their father who, after a long day at the office, was more interested in the food in front of him than how his three children had fared at school.

Outside the home, from a very early age, Malcolm Webster seemed to distance himself from his peers, but, at the same time, would attempt to attract attention to himself with a series of bizarre random acts. These included faking medical conditions and fainting in front of school chums, classmates and teachers. They seemed to occur whenever Webster was being forced to do something he didn’t want to do, according to those around him in the early years.

By the age of seven, his anti-social tendencies were so pronounced that his chums at the weekly Scout hall meetings he attended had given him the nickname ‘Pyro’. From a very young age, Webster had a fascination with fire and tried to befriend other boys by impressing them with his fire-raising skills. One of his tricks, which he would use to such devastating effect in later years, involved him stealing nail varnish remover and matches and setting it on fire. It brought people closer to him, but not so close that they would be burned. His dangerous stunts, such as burning small bushes in the woods near his home or a bin packed with rubbish in the next street, may have earned him a reputation as a ‘pyro’, but they failed to win him many friends.

Little did the young Scouts know then that the ‘Pyro’ label they gave the fire-starter in their midst would ring so true in later life. It is the earliest indication of his later career of mayhem. A good nickname always seems to stick – with those who created it and sometimes even in the psyche of the person labelled by it.

As a child, Webster was thought to suffer from epilepsy and asthma and was marked out as a weakling by the boys in his local neighbourhood. He suffered from neither condition in later life, but invented all manner of ailments in an effort to attract attention. He also told people he was dyslexic in an effort to gain attention and the sympathy that came with it from the adults around him. He continued this deception into his early adult life, a relatively minor fib but one that would be blown apart decades later by a prosecutor keen to expose his liking for lies by producing samples of his well-written letters in a court of law.

The drugs he had to take as a child to combat these psychosomatic ‘conditions’, and rid his young body of whatever it was that truly ailed him, also marked him out as different in the eyes of other children, who shunned him on a regular basis. There was something not quite right with young Malcolm; he was the kind of boy parents warned their own children about playing with, according to some around him at that time.

However, the medical routines he went through, together with the drugs he was prescribed, would come in very handy for Webster as an adult.

The young Malcolm Webster, much like the older version, craved attention and respect but did not possess the tools to earn either. He improvised, or mimicked, the emotions he thought would bring him the attention he rarely got at home. His twin sister Caroline, a far more sensible girl, was favoured, as was big brother Ian. Webster was truly the runt in a litter of three, the lowest in the pecking order of the household, and the last in line to have his opinion aired within a strict household where ‘Daddy’ knew best.

Malcolm spent his days at school alone, courting friends with ever more outrageous stunts, and his nights and weekends trying to impress anybody who cared to watch with his fire-starting tricks. Nobody could really get close to young Malcolm Webster. Perhaps nobody really tried.

His family were well-heeled and aspirational, and, although they lacked the money to really make things happen for the family, he was sent to a fee-paying boys’ school. He told people he had been to the elite Charterhouse, but in truth he attended a far more modest independent school.

One of Webster’s oldest friends, Janet Davies, who has known him since she was 13, met him on a train on the way to school in Surrey and they both became members of an amateur dramatics society. Webster told her he had a brain tumour when he was 17 and she said he would suffer fainting fits in the drama group.

He had played both an angel and a donkey in the group’s varied shows, and was never a stand-out pick for the big solo. The fainting and wild claims about his health got him the attention his poor vocals could not.

At school, he continued his deceptions and also told the other children he had a brain tumour. He also stole money from his own home. By the age of 15 he had left school with no formal qualifications. He was frequently in trouble, but never with the police or social services. Back then, taking him to his father Sandy, the senior police officer in the Met, was probably punishment enough. There is no record of the young Malcolm being prosecuted or being brought before the courts on any matter.

After leaving school and failing miserably at a short-lived career in sales, he decided he would train as a nurse, just as his mother Odette had done prior to her joining the police service. By this time, Webster had feigned so many medical conditions he was well used to hospital corridors and nursing staff.

By the age of 17, young Malcolm Webster, the trainee nurse, had finally started making his own way in the world. His choice of career, influenced by his mother, would shape his life path in a way not even he could have imagined back then.

He also had a girlfriend. He was her first love, but she was not his.

That girl is now a married mum who declines to be identified, but she fell pregnant with Webster’s child at the age of 15 and was encouraged by him to have a secret abortion. She reluctantly agreed, in an effort to save their love affair, and Webster made the arrangements. The deed was done in a backstreet London clinic. Webster dumped her soon after she terminated their child.

Decades later, that first love, now a married mother herself, felt compelled to sit her aged father down and break the news of that abortion to him.

The retired businessman was shaken to the core. He said, ‘I owned a nursing home at the time. I gave Malcolm a job there as he was training to be a nurse and he was my daughter’s first love, first boyfriend. He wasn’t a nasty boy or someone you immediately were wary of, but he always went his own way. He worked as a binman prior to me giving him the job and, when you saw him in the street doing that job, a job most young people would turn up their noses at, he seemed perfectly happy, quite content.

‘It was probably because he could do it alone, didn’t need to work in a team, and it was simple, I suppose.

‘Soon after I employed him, things started going missing from the home. Money and trinkets. This had never, ever happened. My staff was experienced, long serving and very professional. I knew almost immediately it was him. It simply could not have been any of the rest of them.

‘I sacked him, which didn’t go down well with my daughter as I had no proof.

‘I just knew it was him. Strangely, I got no argument from Malcolm when I called him into the office and told him he was out the door. He just seemed to take it on the chin, turned and walked out, without a single word. I thought about going to the police but really I had no proof to take to them. I was furious at what he had done, and I was glad to see the back of him. I wish now I had gone to the police, when you consider all that has happened.’

That was in 1978, at a nursing home in Bexhill, near Hastings. Webster was 19 and was finishing his training as a nurse following a stint at Epsom Hospital.

He added, ‘She sat me down and told me she had something to tell me. I could see something was wrong, and then it all came out.

‘She said she had just read an article about a Malcolm Webster and she told me about the secret abortion as she felt certain that the press would eventually find this information out. She wanted me to know first, ahead of any story being printed.

‘I comforted her at the time but all I felt was a deep anger at the man. My daughter had been pregnant with his child, aborted it because he talked her into it and then was dumped by him.

‘She then had to carry that secret for almost three decades before his actions forced her once again to relive that heartache and reveal all to me. She is happily remarried now. She has a new life. He brought that old life back to our door.’

It is believed he used the money stolen from the old folk in the nursing home to buy vinyl records and at one point a set of golf clubs. He also stole and pawned a diamond ring from one of the OAPs. It may seem like small fry, but it bore all the hallmarks of a young man who thought he could take whatever he wanted in life. He had decided to live life to his own standards, to make his own rules as he made his way in the world.

Soon after dumping this girl, the teenage Webster was seeing another girl, his first true love by all accounts. She would soon go on to kill herself. The details of that suicide are shrouded in mystery, but it was investigated by officers some decades later. They could find no proof that it was anything other than a young woman taking her own life. It was the first death of a woman connected to Malcolm Webster. Sadly, it would not be the last.

Shortly after, he embarked on an affair with a married woman eight years his senior, a nurse who had separated from her husband at that time. According to witness statements, he fell head over heels in love again. They had a passionate affair, which ended after a few months when the woman returned to her husband. Friends, in statements to police, say this devastated a relatively young Malcolm Webster. The rejection catapulted him into a downward spiral friends believe he never really came to terms with.

At this time, the young Webster decided to go travelling. He didn’t stop for the best part of a decade, until a scandal in the United Arab Emirates left him no option but to return to his native England.

In fact, what has never been revealed before is that he travelled to New Zealand, Australia and to the Middle East in that decade-long period. He was away from home year after year, only popping back on brief holidays to catch up with family. He told people he had worked with Aboriginal children while in the Australian Outback, as well as working as a young nurse in schools and hospitals across Australia and New Zealand, before settling into life in the Middle East.

When he was around 30 years old, Webster worked for a time at the Tawam Children’s Hospital in Abu Dhabi, in the United Arab Emirates. He left under a cloud less than six months into the job, having been the subject of an investigation into the unexplained deaths of three children. The children, all under six, died of cardiac failure in that six-month period, a very unusual cause of death in a child. What’s more unusual is that Webster was on duty on each occasion and had alerted colleagues to the deaths. In fact, he discovered all three young, lifeless bodies. In the Emirates culture, the body is buried very quickly, according to custom, and there is no post mortem.

Former colleague and lover Beth Brown, who worked with him in the UAE at the time, said there had been an inquiry into Webster by health officials who suspected he may have played some part in their deaths. He was suspended from duty, according to Brown, now a 52-year-old paediatric nurse and mother-of-two, who took Webster as her lover in 1989. She also said he had acted strangely around the time of the deaths.

The three deaths were unexplained, but, as all the children were in a special-care unit at the hospital, bosses there decided there was insufficient evidence to conduct a full police inquiry. Instead, they sacked Webster just hours after the third child died.

Beth Brown said there had been ‘strange incidents’ on the ward. ‘He left under a cloud. He was suspected of harming some of the children.

‘They rarely do post-mortem examinations in the United Arab Emirates because they don’t believe in them. If someone dies, it’s Allah’s will.’

Brown maintains that Webster was found semi-conscious after he had been experimenting with self-injection of insulin and that Abu Dhabi hospital administrators formed the suspicion that Webster had secretly injected the children with insulin too.

Rather than launch a public police investigation, the hospital security escorted Webster out of the country. Investigations have revealed that Webster’s dad, the senior police officer in the Metropolitan Police, played some part in this exit from the country, and that he may have used Foreign Office staff to help in this regard. He also paid for his son’s flight out of Abu Dhabi, according to investigators.

Friends say Webster’s travels looked to them like he was mending a broken heart, but, by the time police officers were taking these statements, they already knew this could not be true.

A faked brain tumour at primary school, fires and the nickname Pyro, a secret abortion and control of a vulnerable woman. And all of this before the age of 20. His blueprint for later life had been drawn up.

Now, he was back in the UK, working as a nurse in Guildford, Surrey, and about to meet another woman, one who would fall head over heels in love with him. One who entrusted her life to him.
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THE ONE FOR ME

WHEN CLAIRE MORRIS CAME INTO THE WORLD, ON BOXING Day, 1961, the tiny, wailing bundle of joy could have no idea that she was the Christmas present nobody wanted.

Her birth mother, a nurse at the beginning of her career, had already decided she would give her baby away. Baby Claire had come at the wrong time and after a liaison with the wrong man.

At the same time, Dr Charles Morris, a much loved and well-respected GP in Kent, and his wife Betty, also a nurse, were looking to adopt, as Betty had recently discovered she was unable to have children.

Baby Claire very quickly became the gift Dr Morris and his wife had prayed for, and she was adopted into their family. She was joined 18 months later by baby brother Peter, also adopted by Charles and Betty, intent on filling their home with the laughter of children. For young Claire, it was to be the best of times after such an uncertain entrance into the world.

Her early years were privileged and a young Claire was brought up in a wealthy, loving home. Father Charles attended to his surgery and mum Betty raised their children at their home in Kent.

Claire quickly grew to be a leader of the pack, a bright bundle of fun with a large circle of chums.

In 1966, her father took a position in the town of Ouyen, in Australia’s Murray region, and the family emigrated there. They returned six years later, to Upchurch in Kent, when Claire was 11, and the young girl with the Aussie twang was an immediate hit with the local children, a curiosity in early 1970s England.

She was educated privately, at St Stephen’s College, Broadstairs, Kent, a now defunct boarding school for ‘the daughters of gentlemen’. Claire soon rose through the uniformed ranks to become a popular Head Girl. She was a slightly built girl with a good figure and wavy unruly hair she constantly moaned to friends about. She had a cheeky grin and her face lit up when she used it to full effect. She walked and talked and laughed the way a young girl without a care in the world should, according to pals. She was simply happy in her own skin.

She was not the most academic of children but made up for it with a passion for sport, in particular hockey and skiing, at which she became expert. She also developed a passion for gardening, and whiled away weekends with mum Betty in the garden of their Kent home, planting, weeding and pruning. The time they spent together only served to strengthen the bond between adoptive mother and daughter, particularly after dad Charles’s untimely death when Claire was just 15, and Betty would always refer to Claire as ‘my best friend’.

When the time came to leave school and venture into the world, mum Betty was the proudest parent in the world when Claire told her she wanted to become a nurse, just like she had been, and, in fact, her birth mother too.

She trained at Westminster Hospital in London and became a state registered nurse, before going on to specialise in eye care at Moorfields Eye Hospital.

It was 1991 – a happy time for young Claire, and it was about to get even better. While she was working at Moorfields, 29-year-old Claire attended a party at a friend’s house. A young man across the room kept trying to catch her eye. She had never laid eyes on him before, but her heart was racing. The young man’s name was Malcolm Webster.

She would tell friends that she ‘knew right away’ this was the man for her, his good looks, his calm assuredness, his height and clipped, well-mannered tone. She had never truly been in love before, according to brother Peter, and Webster was her one, and only, true love.

The day after the party, Webster met Claire for the second time. He was carrying chocolates and flowers for her.

After a short time, she plucked up the courage to take her true love to her parents’ home for dinner. Mum Betty recalled Claire told her, ‘I’m sure you’ll like him. There’s only one problem – he’s unemployed.’

Unfortunately, Betty did not share her daughter’s enthusiasm, and had some strong reservations about the ‘strange’ young man, although she can perhaps be forgiven for this, as Webster called her ‘stupid’ the very first time he ever met her, at the family dinner party.

‘I didn’t like Malcolm right from the start,’ Betty said. ‘He wasn’t the sort of person I’d have married. He was strange. You don’t call your girlfriend’s mother stupid when you’ve just met her.’

However, like any loving mother, she was pleased to see her daughter happy and didn’t want to spoil things by seeming not to like her new boyfriend.

At the time, Webster was looking for work around London’s hospitals, and he was offered a job a short time later. There was only one problem: it was at the other end of the United Kingdom, in Aberdeen, in the far north of Scotland.

They decided they would both move there and start a life together. They both started working for NHS Grampian, and Claire began a BSc in health care science at the University of Aberdeen.

On 3 September 1993, they married, surrounded by their families. It was a traditional affair, complete with Highland dress for the men, and they hired the splendid surroundings of King’s College Chapel, Aberdeen, for the purpose. Her brother Peter stood in for their late father Charles and gave Claire away with a beaming smile and a proud heart. Her fairy-tale life with her new husband was just beginning. The future looked bright for this good-looking, happy couple.

‘I was honoured,’ Peter said. ‘I thought she was going to have a very happy life. I was delighted for them, she seemed happy. She was in love, for the first time in her life.’

Everyone was delighted for the happy couple, despite Betty’s initial reservations.

Claire, although separated from her family by almost the length of the country, had never seemed happier. The couple moved into their first new home together, a rural idyll, Easter Cattie Cottage near Oldmeldrum, Aberdeenshire, and started planning their life together. First among Claire’s list of priorities was a litter of kittens. The cottage was a perfect retreat for two carers to come home to and forget the toils and tragedies of their working days, so immersed were they in the extremities of life and death.

Claire, who loved Scotland and its people, had fallen in love with a man, a job and a country. Now she was looking forward to the next chapter in their life together: babies. For now, the two kittens she had bought would do, but they were busy making plans to start a family when she concluded her studies at university.

However, family members soon began to notice subtle changes to the sister and daughter they loved so much, the girl who was so full of life.

Her brother Peter feels his sister, normally ‘strong willed’, quickly became more submissive to her new husband Malcolm. ‘Malcolm changed Claire. My cousin Geoffrey said he was too good to be true – there had to be something wrong with him. I thought any changes in Claire stemmed from the fact she was falling in love for the first time. She was 29 or 30 years old, had never been seriously in love before, and was completely smitten.’

The young Claire Morris’s life had been ‘filled with laughter’, according to mum Betty. The move to Scotland had taken her daughter too far away for regular, meaningful contact, and Betty found Webster ‘strange’ and struggled to overcome her ‘instant dislike’ of the man, even though Claire was clearly besotted with him.

‘He just seemed odd and it’s hard to put my finger on why,’ Betty said. ‘He didn’t seem natural to me.

‘Claire would call me “mum”, but Malcolm didn’t like that, and wanted her to call me “mother”, which was something I never really got used to.

‘He also used to tell her to take her hands out of her pockets and to stand up straight.’

Webster himself called his parents ‘mummy’ and ‘daddy’ right up until their deaths, and he was constantly rebuked as a child by his father for not standing up straight or for slouching around with his hands in his pockets.

Friends had never seen her so happy, albeit she regularly complained of being tired and strung out, with dry hair and a lack of energy, although, on its own, this didn’t really ring any alarm bells for Claire or her friends and family, and it was put down to the move north and her body struggling to cope with the drastic change in temperature of the Northern Scottish climate.

However, friends had begun to notice how she often felt the need to sleep, sometimes through entire weekends. When they called to speak to her, Webster would tell them she was asleep and that he did not want to disturb her.

Sandra Rodwell studied nursing at Aberdeen University at the same time as Claire. She remembers Claire speaking to her about her new husband’s generosity towards her. ‘She said Malcolm was being very generous. It was about life insurance; if something happened to Malcolm, then she would stand to gain and vice versa. She tended to look at Malcolm being generous to her. If anything happened to either of them, the other would be the beneficiary or something to that effect.’

It seemed, for Malcolm Webster, the honeymoon was over, and he was already putting his own plans for the future in place.
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ANYONE ELSE IN THE CAR?

THE MAN WAS ON HIS HANDS AND KNEES IN THE WET GRASS by the side of the winding rural road, dazed and confused, crawling through the nettles, away from a crashed car.

The Daihatsu Sportrak 4X4 was down an embankment just a few feet away from a steep, sharp drop into a ravine.

Bus driver Kevin Shearer was driving along the Auchenhuive to Tarves road at Kingoodie, Aberdeenshire, on his way to collect a group of boozed-up lawyers and their partners from nearby Haddo House Hotel when he turned the corner and came upon the accident, just before midnight. The headlights of the crashed jeep were still shining brightly into the woods beyond.

‘I saw a person on all fours on the verge,’ Mr Shearer said. ‘I did not see anyone else. The person was crawling towards me, but didn’t do anything to attract my attention.’

He ran to the man crawling along the verge to ask if he was OK. The man, seemingly uninjured, said something about swerving to avoid a motorcyclist. Mr Shearer immediately asked if anyone else was in the car. Malcolm Webster, the man on his hands and knees, told him no.

An experienced rural driver, Mr Shearer then searched the immediate area for the biker Webster had mentioned, fearing he too could have come off his motorbike and was lying hurt somewhere in the dark undergrowth. Having found nothing, he returned to the crashed jeep and looked inside.

He later told police, ‘I looked into and under the jeep, a Daihatsu. I could see the floor pedals on the driver’s side, but could not see any other person inside.’

Mr Shearer ran to a local farm to alert them and ask them to call the police. While he was gone, a small fire started in the engine compartment of the crashed jeep, and began to take hold.

Shortly afterwards, Elizabeth Smith drove past the scene of the accident en route to collect her boyfriend from a night out. She spotted the jeep with its headlights on and assumed someone was ‘lamping’ for foxes, using headlights to spot the creatures in the woods. She did not stop, as it was dark and she did not see anyone by the car.

Ten minutes later, on her return journey, she saw a man lying in the verge with a woman kneeling over him. She and the boyfriend she had just picked up pulled over. Ms Smith got out of her car and walked towards the crashed jeep, where she saw Webster’s wife Claire Morris lying unconscious in the reclined passenger seat as the engine compartment of the vehicle began to burn more fiercely.

As she increased her pace towards the prone lifeless figure of Claire Morris, evidently knocked out by the impact of the crash, the car burst into flames.

‘I can remember bits of it like it was yesterday,’ she said. ‘It was horrific when I saw the jeep in flames and the woman lying in the seat. If I had stopped the first time, I would have been able to pull her out. I remember me saying, “Was there anyone with you?” He didn’t answer. He closed his eyes. I asked him again if there was anyone with him because he had opened his eyes again.

‘I remember asking him again. I remember him saying his wife. I shouted that his wife was with him and, just as I was shouting that, the jeep blew up.

‘The door burst open and she was lying with her seat reclined and her leg fell out of the car.’

Elizabeth Smith watched as Claire Morris was consumed by the flames, unable to go to her aid. The image has tormented her since.

Ms Smith’s original statement from 1994 describes how she saw smoke pouring from the bonnet of the car before it burst into flames. It also states that there was no movement by Claire Morris to escape the vehicle, not even when it began to burn.

Other witnesses spoke of seeing Claire’s body lit up by flames in the interior. Eyewitnesses also later recalled seeing melted petrol cans behind the driver’s seat. The fire could be seen from two miles away, and, distressingly, Claire had to be identified by her dental records, so fierce was the fire that claimed her life.

By the time the car burst into flames, Webster had told three people who arrived at the scene, including an off-duty police officer, that there was nobody inside the 4X4.

He had been dazed, confused and concussed, and remembered Claire was inside the jeep only seconds before it blew up in a fireball. By then, it was too late for anyone to help her.

Malcolm Webster and his new bride Claire had been married just eight months.

Earlier that night, at home in Tarves, Webster had been working on a report for Aberdeen Children’s Hospital that had to be on the manager’s desk for 9 a.m. the following day. It was 11.30 p.m. on 27 May 1994.

Webster decided to drive to Aberdeen that night to deliver the report. Claire said she would go along for the ride, according to police reports from the time.

Webster loaded the car with water and a sleeping blanket, as he said his new wife would often fall asleep during car journeys. They set off just before midnight. Halfway along the road, Webster said he had forgotten something from home and turned back, but, instead of taking the same route back home, he took a more rural road. Coming upon a bend in the road, in the dark, he had been dazzled by the headlight of a motorbike approaching them fast on the wrong side of the road.

Webster swerved to avoid the biker and lost control. The jeep ploughed off the road and down a steep embankment, before hitting a tree and coming to rest.

He gave a police statement at the time of
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