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Author’s Note


This book melds recollection with reflection and, with the passing of time, the accumulation of richer experience and of course the benefit of hindsight. My memory has been supplemented with research, including publicly available material, an unsystematic collection of notes, diaries and documents accumulated over the years and conversations with individuals. I have made every effort to check facts, but any errors that remain are mine. In most instances I have altered the names of individuals to preserve anonymity. I have used real names when the person is readily identifiable or has given permission. Most of the dialogue is re-created from memory, but some comes directly from notes or transcripts. My aim is to reproduce the character and content of dialogue rather than the literal words.


According to Janet Malcolm, the writer and journalist, ‘Every journalist [when writing about murder] who is not too stupid or full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible.’1 I am not a journalist but it seems to me that there must be an element of truth in Malcolm’s view; many accounts of murders appear to be inherently gratuitous and problematic. This raises for me a gnawing question, arguably a duty to justify my work. This is all the more acute because my experience is so indirect that I cannot do justice to the many victims in these cases. Nor is this something that I feel able to clarify with any richness; I simply felt that these were stories that needed to be told. I have written about these cases because I believe they are experiences that ought to be shared, and in a manner that explicates, clarifies and counters the superficial, technophilic simplicity of the many institutionally curated accounts of murder investigation. I firmly believe that only by weeding the forested thickets of myths and ignorance around the topic can we learn from these experiences.










Preface


‘Working on an interesting case?’ I asked my colleague sitting opposite me.


She looked up from her microscope. ‘Not really,’ she replied. ‘There’s blood on the knife matching the victim and cuts in the victim’s shirt that the knife could have made. The suspect denies it but his fingerprints are on the knife. It’s the usual murder stuff.’ She smiled and went back to what she was doing.


I have worked as a forensic scientist for over forty years, during which I have dealt with some of the most terrible murders. The murder detection rate in the UK is about 85 per cent and most murders are not difficult to solve. There are three reasons for this. First, most people are killed by someone they know; the killer will be found within a small group of family, friends and acquaintances. Second, the crime is the end point of an escalating series of events that usually leaves behind abundant evidence. Finally, the police methods used to investigate this type of murder are highly effective.


Most of the murders I have worked on were pushed from memory to be replaced by others in my busy operational role. I gave evidence in only a small proportion of cases and it was rare for me to get to know the outcome of any trial. Apart from my memories, my only record of these cases, if I have one, is a line in a notebook or diary recording the date I attended the crime scene or court. My involvement was, in the end, relatively superficial, as was my knowledge of the case. The public profile of these cases also diminished, leaving the individuals directly involved to deal with their impact and loss. The cases in this book are different, for many reasons; they involve serial killers (very rare), child victims, miscarriages of justice, poor investigations or police misconduct, or they remain unresolved or contentious. All have attracted a great deal of attention from the media. My level of involvement was also very different. I was much more closely engaged, sometimes over a very long period, and I had extensive and detailed information about the investigation. I knew these cases intimately and had some sense of their often tangled trajectories.


A common theme in all of these inquiries is that they are multi-layered; small stories are enclosed in bigger stories that in turn are enclosed in yet bigger stories, like a set of Matryoshka dolls. In this book, I deal with three layers. The outermost layer could be called ‘societal’. These are the biggest stories; public stories of expectations and beliefs, right and wrong, good and evil, justice and injustice. I do not spend much time on this layer, but all of the cases have some element of it.


The middle layer is what we might call ‘institutional’; the systems that deal with murder investigation – for our purposes primarily the criminal justice system (CJS).* The CJS generally presents us with an image of procedural rectitude, but these cases reveal a different reality under this polished veneer. Although the CJS produces a binary output of guilt or innocence,* this does not come from a mechanical or algorithmic calculus, but from something more organic and gelatinous. Component parts collide and merge in a loosely linked, constantly moving network, like distributed ganglia in some vast primitive organism. The CJS is all periphery and no centre, a system that is not a system,1 a system that no single individual fully understands. Organisations cooperate or clash, muddle along or fail. My viewpoint of the CJS is narrow, framed by science and technology, a peripheral domain that is sometimes valorised, sometimes condemned. Science and technology in this context does not stand alone; it relies on human action, knowledge, imagination and fairness. It can also be attenuated by human inaction, ignorance, failure or prejudice.


The innermost layer of this book is the individual perspective; my individual perspective from my direct involvement in these cases. I have spent much of my working life looking down microscopes: low-power microscopes, high-power microscopes, polarising microscopes, comparison microscopes and microscopes connected to other scientific instruments that analyse colour or chemical structure. Looking at everyday things under a low-power microscope reveals an extraordinary micro-world. The surface of clothing yields an exotic array of particles: fibres from the clothing itself and the items it has been in contact with, such as other clothing, furniture, bedding; hairs from you, your family and acquaintances; fibres and hairs from seats in your car; hairs from animals; minute quantities of skin or dust; sparkling fragments of minerals and crystals from domestic products, such as sugar or salt; glass fragments, particles of foodstuffs, plants and insects.


But low magnification only takes you so far. Like scanning the horizon with binoculars, it shows the trees and other features but does not identify them individually. Increase magnification a level and some of the debris can be more clearly seen. It becomes possible to distinguish different types of fibres and hairs, although it is hard to keep things in focus; they tremble and disappear when you try to pick them up with forceps. They are also more difficult to find. It’s rather like trying to locate a star in the night sky with binoculars. At higher magnifications, the Petri dish containing the debris takes on the proportions of an airport long-stay car park, with vast areas to search. Sometimes you look straight at the thing you are hunting for but don’t realise it because it completely fills the field in front of your eyes, like a giant cinema screen. You can’t see the trees for the wood. In this world of higher magnification, it is easy to get lost. And if you don’t know what you are looking for, you can’t operate. You can’t search for fibres when you don’t know what colour they are.


The cases in this book are under the microscope. For most murders, those that are quickly resolved, low magnification suffices. But when the police investigate the more difficult homicides, or unexplained deaths, they enter the equivalent of the forensic scientist’s micro-world. The more closely they look, the more they find, and the more detail they see. It becomes harder to stay focused and what they discover becomes more complicated and contradictory. Sometimes they don’t know what they are looking for; but not looking is not an option. These cases can become so saturated with information, so fogged with detail that sometimes no sense can be made of them. There is so much inchoate data that logic and reason are overwhelmed.


These are cases that have puzzled me for many years, and I have written about them in an effort to understand them and see what they tell us about the business of homicide investigation. The book moves constantly between the institutional and individual perspectives. We shift from one lens to a second and occasionally a third. Having worked on these cases, I thought I knew their stories. I was wrong. 





_____________________


* There are many important elements to the criminal justice system – social work, prisons, parole boards – but I confine myself to those I have had some involvement with; primarily the police and the courts.


* Strictly speaking, not guilty. And of course in Scotland there is the unique verdict of not proven.










Introduction


I crouched over the body of the man lying in the doorway and slowly scanned around his head with the soft bright light from my lamp. Bloodstain spatters radiated outwards onto the wall and the pavement. The congruence between the bloodstain patterns and the position of the body was unmistakable; he had been repeatedly attacked where he lay. I turned to look at the trail of blood along the pavement and saw the crime scene manager walking towards me. I had just arrived; we hadn’t spoken yet.


‘What do you think?’ he asked.


‘I think I’m going to be here for a while examining the blood patterns,’ I replied.


‘The DI thinks he fell.’ He pointed to a first-floor window above where the body lay.


‘Maybe.’ I nodded. ‘But then somebody gave him a good kicking.’


The analogy of an unassembled jigsaw puzzle as a crime investigation is as inaccurate as it is clichéd. Even a straightforward investigation is an unfolding drama in time and space. You never have all the pieces, nor do you need them. Instead you must decide what is likely to be important and find those pieces – witnesses, or items of evidence such as drugs or weapons. From this evidence you need to construct a picture; more accurately, a story. Even then, the pieces may not give you the image you expect. An emerging picture that resembles one thing can change to something else as other pieces are added. And the picture that does explain the case will look different to different people: like the Necker cube or the ‘old wife/young mistress’ illusion.


A cryptic crossword puzzle is a better analogy; you have to solve individual clues, not just assemble them, and there is more scope for error and misinterpretation. Sometimes incorrect answers can falsely corroborate each other. But even this analogy breaks down, because the aim with a crossword puzzle is to answer every clue, to achieve a perfect solution. There is no need for a perfect solution to a murder investigation, no need to find every clue; just enough to present a credible prosecution and eliminate reasonable alternative explanations. Nor does the crossword analogy capture the sense of binary choices that an investigation can present; things not done that once forgone can never be recovered, the choice of bifurcations in a road that are lost once the alternative is chosen.


Crouching over the body that morning, I was presented with the clearest of evidence that the death was a murder. The man may have had some hidden pathology in his body that I couldn’t know of that was connected with his death, but when he was being kicked, he was still alive, his heart was beating, his blood was flowing; otherwise I would not have seen the bloodstain patterns that were around him. If I had packed up my stuff and left, this evidence would have been lost.1 Some hours after I had completed my scene examination, news filtered back from the autopsy that the man had multiple head injuries that could not have been caused by a fall.


At the start of a death investigation it is essential to balance all the possible explanations until one emerges as dominant: accident, suicide, homicide, murder. A forensic strategy identifies the central questions in an investigation and links them to forensic examinations that might resolve them. In most cases, like the example above, many of the questions are obvious. How did the person die? How did they come to be where they were found? Is there anything that makes the circumstances immediately suspicious? The questions are obvious but the answers may not be. At the outset, in the so-called ‘golden hour’,* much depends on the experience, knowledge and attitude of those addressing them. The person dealing with the investigation at that stage could be an inexperienced on-call detective. We are fed the solo investigator myth so widely that even those who do the job sometimes forget that they are part of a system where support and advice are available. One wrong decision can take an investigation down a road from which it may never recover and murder is written off as an accident or suicide. A Home Office study in 20152 identified a worrying number of cases that had been identified as murders after they had initially been categorised as non-suspicious. The main reason for the wrong decision was a lack of knowledge and bias of those first attending the scene.


Even a delay in the early stages of the investigation can be a problem; witnesses vanish and forensic evidence is lost, leaving important questions impossible to answer. There is still scope for error once an investigation is stabilised, but there are more opportunities for fatal error at the outset.


Much of what we believe about murder investigation has been shaped by history and mythology. Around 1850, at the height of the public frenzy about the new individuals called ‘detectives’, Charles Dickens wrote about the ‘science of detection’ and the special skills that the detective was assumed to possess.3 Are detectives exceptional individuals with skills and procedures that no one else has? Few believe this now, but a great deal of mythology shrouds these issues, much of which is created by those involved. Only a tiny proportion of people, mainly those with direct experience, get to know what actually goes on in an investigation. How many people have been to a courtroom or a crime scene? How many to a forensic science lab? Our information comes second-hand, filtered, presented and represented, partial; continually reinforcing the mythology. From the time of Dickens until now, little has changed. How murder is investigated comes to us more from imagination than from experience or fact.


The modern extension of the detective myth is best exemplified by the TV series CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. CSI makes such good TV because of its stories, characters and puzzles, and perhaps above all the style and visuals that accompany them.4 It blends the detective myth with the mythology of science: objectivity, logical reasoning and truth; truth that cannot be seen by the eye, that can only be revealed by technology, that requires an expert for it to be found and understood. This, of course, is artistic licence, entertaining but oversimplified gloss, sometimes nonsense. CSI gives us a science that benevolently serves criminal justice – a belief-based science.


It’s not only fiction that deals in stereotypes. I’ll Be Gone in the Dark by Michelle McNamara5 is a detailed account of the investigations into the Golden State Killer,* who was active in California between 1974 and 1986. It is well written and researched and reads more like a thriller. But even here, light and shade is lost and Day-Glo colours are used when the author compares detectives and forensic scientists: ‘Cops thrive on action. They are knee jigglers … The crime lab is arid … there’s no hard-edged banter … Cops wrestle up close with life’s messiness; criminalists† quantify it.’ These are matchstick figures, a convenient shorthand but lacking in nuance. Such stereotypes also feed the mythology; it thrives still.


I spent the first 18 years of my career as a laboratory-based forensic scientist, scene investigator and expert witness in London and Edinburgh. I spent eight years as head of forensic investigation for Kent Police, running a large department, advising senior investigating officers (SIOs), reviewing cases and working on national projects. I spent 12 years as an academic, researching, teaching, reviewing cases and advising police organisations and governments. I have been involved in hundreds of murder investigations. Am I a ‘quantifier’ or a ‘knee jiggler’? Neither is accurate, it seems to me.


‘You don’t talk like a scientist, you talk like an investigator,’ said an Australian police officer I met when I was reviewing a case in Melbourne. I thought it was a compliment. Some forensic scientists would think not. Some detectives would be appalled at the idea of anyone other than a police officer being considered an investigator. Others would agree, because they are not confused by the artificial boundaries, the stereotypes. I want to cut through these stereotypes and mythologies, because only by doing so can the world I want to describe be understood.


This is neither a systematic nor a scholarly work, although it does have a logical rationale. Most murders are solved quickly and go through the courts speedily. When there is a guilty plea, or plenty of evidence, as there usually is, the full details rarely leave the courtroom. These are tragic events for a small group of individuals, but publicly we hear little more about them. The drama, pain, twists and turns of the story remain buried. When such details are left untold, at least to those not directly involved, it is difficult to know what aspects of the trial were salient. I want to explore these investigations in order to better understand them. I also want to enable the reader to draw their own conclusions about what these cases tell us; to achieve this, I need to point out some recurrent features of significance that will aid understanding. There is a difference between what an institution – for example, the police* – says it does and what it actually does. We need to apply this sense of actualité to the three domains involved in murder investigation: forensic science, the police, and the criminal law and courtroom. How much weight is given to each of these domains varies from case to case, determined by the individual story.


Forensic science, our first domain, is a term that cloaks a ragged patchwork of assertions and beliefs. It covers activities that are unquestionably scientific as well as those that are unquestionably subjective or entirely intuitive. There is no single thing that can be straightforwardly categorised as forensic science. It is an ill-defined collective. If we consider ‘real’ science to be the stuff that qualified, professional scientists do in laboratories using specialist equipment and procedures,* this leaves a large number of individuals in other roles commonly tagged under ‘forensic science’ who are neither scientists nor do any scientific work: fingerprints experts, crime-scene investigators, crime-scene managers and others. Nor is all of the work done by the people in white coats entirely scientific.


A good example of the kind of quasi-scientific work carried out by some forensic scientists (including me) is bloodstain pattern analysis (BPA), which crops up in several cases in this book. BPA has a scientific foundation and some elements of it can be considered to be objective. But a great deal of the BPA work done at crime scenes is completely reliant on subjective information, without which there can be no interpretation and therefore no evidence. Why does this matter? It matters because the courts and others accord science a higher, perhaps the highest, status as a source of knowledge (and therefore evidence). Deciding what is and what is not science is important.


There is a myth that scientific evidence speaks for itself; that it is somehow free from the frailties of human agency, and that it occupies a special and incontestable place in the evidential canon. The modern origins of this idea can be traced back to nineteenth-century France, although it could have arisen earlier. Dr Alexandre Lacassagne, professor of legal medicine at the University of Lyon,* was amongst the first to see the potential of scientific and medical evidence to overcome some of the weaknesses of witness testimony: poor memory, prejudice and mendacity. He introduced a rational approach to homicide investigations that took into account observations and findings from crime scenes and post-mortem examinations. He coined the term ‘silent testimony’ to describe this new type of evidence.


One of his students, Dr Edmond Locard, nowadays more famous than his master, supplemented Lacassagne’s idea with what is now widely referred to as Locard’s exchange principle: ‘Every contact leaves a trace.’† In 1953, Paul Kirk, an American forensic scientist, took Lacassagne’s idea of silent testimony and Locard’s principle of exchange and stretched them into one of the most pervasive myths of modern forensic science: that forensic science has all the answers, always.




Wherever [the criminal] steps, whatever he touches, whatever he leaves, even unconsciously, will serve as a silent witness against him. Not only his fingerprints or his footprints, but his hair, the fibres from his clothes, the glass he breaks, the tool mark he leaves, the paint he scratches, the blood or semen he deposits or collects. All of these, and more, bear mute witness against him. This is evidence that does not forget. It is not confused by the excitement of the moment. It is not absent because human witnesses are. It is factual evidence. Physical evidence cannot be wrong, it cannot perjure itself, it cannot be wholly absent. Only human failure to find it, study and understand it can diminish its value.6





This is not science, or rationality for that matter, but mythical dogma portraying forensic science as a utopian project that can only be corrupted by humans. Yet whatever forensic science is, it can only be fulfilled by humans. It is true that humans can mess things up. But it is also true that it is humans that make forensic science and investigations work. It makes no sense to describe what might be achieved if it were not for humans.


Our second domain is the institution of the police. There are many myths about how the police operate, which can be grouped under the heading of ‘police culture’. One of these is procedural integrity or thoroughness; following the rules. However, the police, although very good at producing documented procedures, are actually quite poor at following them, even their own.7 There are many practice manuals and policies in existence throughout the police service in the UK, but their role is often symbolic, or at best a rough guide to what might get done. The police delight in improvisation. For example, what was going through the minds of the detectives in the Jill Dando case (see p.215) when they opened the sealed packaging of a critical exhibit and compromised the forensic evidence in a case of great public interest and significance? I find it impossible to believe that they did not know what they were doing, and equally impossible to understand why they did it. If you find this surprising, you will come across even more extraordinary lapses in procedure in more than one case in this book.


Another aspect of police culture that is not widely appreciated is the preference for action over reflection. Action and being seen to act can be an end in itself; it relieves anxieties, avoids deliberation and is a visible signal that something is being done.


Finally, how the police use science and technology is an ongoing theme. Counterintuitive though it may seem, the police have quite a limited understanding of science and technology generally, and forensic science in particular. Furthermore, how they choose what technologies to employ and how they then use them is heavily influenced, even distorted, by police culture. If you can accept this, the mist will disperse. The current debate about real-time facial identification – how effective it is and whether it is ethical or legal to use it – is a good illustration of these issues.


Our third domain is the criminal trial, those ‘great reckonings in little rooms’8 that are such a dominant feature in the work of a forensic scientist. In my experience, the courts are theatres where the rational and the absurd compete for attention. If health and safety rules allowed it, I feel sure forensic scientists would be expected to wear white lab coats in the witness box; the symbolism and rhetorical power of such an image would be too much for the advocates to resist. Although it is rare for forensic scientists to appear in court, even as operational experts, the courtroom is a constant presence. All prior activities and considerations are framed with reference to this imagined future event. In the mind of an expert witness, it provides a continuous stream of narrative and counter-narrative, argument and counter-argument, guess and second-guess, determining choices, actions and judgements. This is also a significant feature of detective work; a recurrent theme of investigations is deciding what is to be attended to, what is to be chosen, prioritised, acted on or rejected on the route to resolving a case, with the trial in mind.


These three domains influence how police investigations, forensic work and trials are imagined, structured and operate. They interact, sometimes productively, sometimes destructively, in terms of the procedures, beliefs and epistemologies of the institutions involved.


—


The small selection of cases in this book are a snapshot from the thousands I have worked on, and are arguably exceptional. All have a public face and profile and have engaged and continue to engage a broader audience. They have been the subject of books, TV dramas and documentaries. There are websites and web forums about some of them. They have been pored over, picked apart and argued about. Their stories and their main characters have become public knowledge; they have an additional dimension. This information and the detail they reveal is rarely available; these cases can tell us in a direct way about how murder investigations happen, a way that can be reflected upon and from which we can learn.


The reasons for the public face of these cases vary but include the particular nature of the crime, the characteristics of the victim or the offender, the effectiveness or otherwise of the investigation and the fairness of the conviction. But none of these bland words captures the public emotion or drama involved when a crime is so horrific that its details can only be hinted at by media, when women and children are murdered, when a serial killer, whose mind is so different from our own that we can scarcely conceive of it, is on the loose, when errors are made that allow the guilty to escape justice, when the evidence for conviction appears so thin that views are divided as to its significance.


My direct experience of these cases was deep but narrow, exposing a particular view that sometimes made sense but more often did not. In this book, I explore them from the near distance, from shifting viewpoints and from the lived experience; what I recall and have established actually took place. Having undertaken this work, I am much better informed; still fascinated, yet still a bit puzzled.





_____________________


* This is a much-used cliché but one that holds some truth. It means the early stages of a homicide investigation, before key evidence might be lost. No one seems to agree how long this period is, but I have seen suggestions that it is as long as 72 hours.


* Also known as the Eastern Area Rapist, the perpetrator is believed to have committed at least 13 murders, 50 rapes and over 100 burglaries.


† A common term in the USA that in this instance means a forensic scientist.


* For clarity, this notion applies to all institutions, from the military to the Church.


* This is, of course, a huge oversimplification of what science is but is fine for our purposes.


* Lacassagne’s school in Lyon operated from 1855 to 1914.


† What Locard actually wrote was ‘Any action of an individual, and obviously the violent action constituting a crime, cannot occur without leaving a trace.’










CHAPTER ONE


Robert Black, the Killer of Childhood




[Each attack was] accomplished in the same circumstances, executed in the same way, and showed an identical operating procedure.


Alexandre Lacassagne1





As a child back in the sixties, I used to walk to primary school on my own. It was safe, and no one worried. Fewer than half of today’s kids walk to school, and almost all of them are accompanied by an adult. The main reason parents give for accompanying children is dangerous traffic. The second most common reason, cited by almost one third of parents, is fear of assault or molestation; ‘stranger danger’. Robert Black, a man now largely forgotten, is possibly more responsible for this change in parental behaviour than any other single person.


In July 1990, Black had attempted to abduct a six-year-old girl in broad daylight in the Borders village of Stow. A local man saw a blue Ford Transit van slowing to a stop on the roadside opposite him, its wheels partly on the pavement. He saw the girl’s legs disappear as she walked past the van; she didn’t reappear. The van then pulled away violently onto the correct side of the road and drove off north, towards Edinburgh. This witness called the police.


Constable John Wilson was one of the officers who responded to the alert and was by the roadside when he saw a blue van travelling south back into the village. He stepped out into the road and flagged it down. The driver of the van was aged about 40, bearded and balding. Wilson opened the side door and found the missing child in two overlapped sleeping bags. Her head had been pushed towards the bottom of the outer bag and the drawstring of the inner bag was tightened around her neck. Her hands were bound and she had sticking plaster over her mouth. As the child gasped for air, he recognised his own daughter.


In August 1990, Black was convicted of the abduction of Mandy Wilson and sentenced to life imprisonment at the High Court in Edinburgh. His arrest and conviction led to a child murder investigation on an unprecedented scale. He was suspected of abducting and murdering 11 children; seven in the UK and four in continental Europe. There were also a number of other abductions and assaults that fitted his modus operandi. A meeting was convened in Edinburgh for those UK police forces that believed he might be a suspect in any of their cases. By the end of the meeting, four cases were identified as being the main priorities of the investigation: the murders of Susan Maxwell, Caroline Hogg and Sarah Harper, and the attempted kidnap of Teresa Thornhill.


In July 1982, eight years before Black’s arrest, 11-year-old Susan Maxwell went missing on her way home from playing tennis. She lived in Cornhill-on-Tweed, near the border between Scotland and England. Her body was found 12 days later, 250 miles away in Staffordshire. She had been raped and strangled. Her tennis racket and ball, blue plastic thermos flask and one of her shoes were missing.


Five-year-old Caroline Hogg went missing one evening in July 1983 from Portobello, near Edinburgh. Her naked body was found 10 days later in a ditch in Leicestershire, almost 300 miles away. She was so badly decomposed that the cause of death could not be established. Her lilac and white gingham dress, underskirt, pants, socks and trainers were never found.


In March 1986, 10-year-old Sarah Harper disappeared after going to buy a loaf of bread from her corner shop in Leeds. Her body was found a month later in the River Trent near Nottingham. Her pale blue anorak, pink skirt, shoes and socks were missing.


In April 1988, a man tried to kidnap 15-year-old Teresa Thornhill and force her into a blue van. Teresa was older than the murdered girls but was slightly built and looked younger. She managed to fight off her attacker with the help of her boyfriend.


All these cases had striking similarities to the abduction of Mandy Wilson. Black’s snatch of the young girl in broad daylight had been meticulously planned. He carried equipment – sleeping bags, duct tape and other items – for this purpose. The three murdered children had vanished without trace, and two of their bodies had been found in similar locations. Six police forces were now involved in the investigation: Lothian and Borders, West Yorkshire, Staffordshire, Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire and Northumbria.


I had joined Lothian and Borders Police* in Edinburgh in 1989, after 11 years with the Metropolitan Police Forensic Science laboratory in London. At the time, the Met lab was one of the largest in the world, with more than 300 staff. My notebook records my first murder case in 1981, and a total of 62 by the time I left London eight years later. A crude analysis of these cases shows the most common method of killing as stabbing (22), with shooting and strangulation in joint second place (six each). Some of the cases are still unsolved, but there were no child murders recorded, and no serial murder cases.


Lothian and Borders was the second largest force in Scotland but was small by UK standards. I wasn’t anticipating new opportunities in Edinburgh, but I needed a change. Although London was an exciting environment to operate in professionally, the management in the lab I worked in was stifling. The people in Edinburgh would be different and the problems would be different. I was head of biology in one of the smallest forensic science laboratories in the UK, with only 15 staff. The biology section had four full-time scientists, including me.


When I learned of Black’s modus operandi, I thought about my own young children. How could I protect them from a man like that? My impulse was to jump in the car, drive to their school, take them home and lock them in. Only then would they be safe.


—


‘Every contact leaves a trace’ is the snappy slogan of forensic science, the equivalent to ‘Just do it’ or ‘I’m lovin’ it’ – and about as accurate. It is widely misunderstood by police officers, lawyers and jurors to mean that scientific evidence will always be found and that it will be definitive. We now know that if material is transferred, it can also be lost afterwards. Textile fibres transferred from a killer’s clothing to his victim will stay in place if the body is undisturbed. But once the killer has left the crime scene, the fibres transferred to him (or her) will be lost within hours. Many factors determine if particles will be transferred and how quickly they are lost: the degree of contact between surfaces, the microscopic size of the particles, and the type of the surface to which they are transferred. Since all of this is a bit complicated, ‘Every contact leaves a trace’ has become the catchphrase to keep things simple.


I thought about the possibilities for forensic examination in the Black case. The most recent murder, that of Sarah Harper, was in 1986, four years before Black’s arrest. The chance of finding scientific evidence was so small it could be discounted. There was other evidence that had much more potential, such as the missing items of children’s clothing that Black might have kept.


The only comparable case to the Black inquiry was the Yorkshire Ripper investigation, which I spent a short time working on in 1979. Between July 1975 and November 1980, Peter Sutcliffe attacked 20 women and murdered 13 of them. At the time, the Metropolitan Police lab was the only one in the UK using a microspectrophotometer, an instrument that measures the colour of tiny particles as small as 10×10 micrometres.* It was a big breakthrough in fibre examination, overcoming two previously unsolved problems: the subjectivity of colour comparison – we all perceive and describe colour differently – and the microscopic size of fibres.†


By 1979, the Yorkshire Ripper, as he became known, had killed 10 women. The investigation was in a desperate state. Someone, somewhere, probably a forensic scientist, told the investigators about this new instrument and they came up with the idea that it might be a way of linking the cases and identifying the killer. That fibres from the killer’s clothing might be found on the victims was possible, even likely. But the belief that the microspectrophotometer could be used to find this evidence was madness.


The idea was that by randomly analysing fibres that had been recovered from the victims’ clothing, it might be possible to find fibres that were common to more than one victim and that could therefore be from the clothing of their killer. Given the number of victims involved, there would be tens of thousands of fibres to be searched through under a microscope and then analysed: among them might be a few hundred from the killer’s clothing. But since the killer was unknown at the time, no one knew what he was wearing or what colour or type of fibre was involved, or indeed whether he wore the same clothes for each of the crimes. This was like trying to play a colossal game of ‘find the pairs’ on the deck of an aircraft carrier, with hundreds of different packs of cards. Yet it was something the Metropolitan Police immediately agreed to.


My boss was apologetic. He knew it wouldn’t work, but he also knew the importance of maintaining good relations with the police. We agreed I would spend one day a week analysing as many fibres as I could; at the end of each day I would look for matches. In theory we were on board and supporting the investigation, but with minimal effort. This only went on for a few weeks; nobody truly believed that it would produce anything and it was gradually forgotten.


This desperate searching for a technological solution is a recurrent feature of police culture when investigations stagnate or stall. It seems to be born of two things: an overwhelming desire to do something – action always trumps reflection for the police – and the desire to be associated with new technology. Together these things stave off the anxiety of failure, and more importantly can be used to demonstrate that everything possible is being done, and everyone is busy doing something.


I heard an account at a national conference of forensic specialists by the senior investigating officer in the lengthy and successful investigation of the murder of a French student, Céline Figard, who was travelling in England when she went missing around Christmas 1995. She had accepted a lift from a lorry driver. Her naked body was found days later. As the tall Scot took us through the twists and turns of the case, he told us how they had investigated a mysterious yellow stain on Figard’s body. He emphasised the extraordinary lengths to which they had gone to establish the nature and significance of the stain. He also explained that it had been analysed by the only instrument of its kind in the UK. He waved in his hand the lengthy report that the scientists had produced. The stain was identified, but it played no part in the case. This report was not evidence; rather it was symbolic of how much effort had been put into the investigation and demonstrated how investigators were embracing innovation and the latest science.


The Yorkshire Ripper case was one of the most notorious and influential in UK policing history: notorious because it was ineptly investigated; influential because it led to the introduction of new working practices and the computerisation of major investigations. We know it went badly wrong, because it was followed by some very big changes. This only happens in response to two things: either a public disaster* that the police are intimately connected with, or changes in the law.† Even in the latter case, they often fail to respond in a timely way.‡


—


We find out about murders through the media, but what is presented to us is filtered, and there is an unstated hierarchy of presentation. Sexual murders are given more prominence than non-sexual ones; murders of women receive more attention than murders of men, especially if the woman is white, middle-class or portrayed as undeserving of what has happened. Some women are deemed less equal than others; prostitutes make the news less frequently, unless there is someone notable involved or the crime is especially violent. The Black investigation was at the top of this unspoken hierarchy, even when compared to the Yorkshire Ripper investigation. The children were victims of a serial offender and the cases involved abduction, sexual violence and torture. The press pursued the case relentlessly.


The deaths of these three children were no ordinary murders. Black was a loner with no living relatives, who spent most of his life on the road. No one knew his routines or habits. He was highly secretive. All of these factors would hamper the usual approach to an investigation. There were other complications. The crimes were spread over six years and dispersed across the UK, involving six police forces and two jurisdictions, Scotland and England, whose legal procedures were quite different. Like the Ripper case, the Black investigation would generate vast amounts of information, and there was considerable potential for important evidence to be overlooked or lost. The forces involved would all have different practices and perspectives. Each came to the investigation with the assumption that they could do a better job than anyone else. Inter-force rivalries would need to be controlled to prevent them impacting on performance and cooperation. The labs were not much better than the police at cooperating, and this worried me. The lab in Edinburgh could not possibly cope with this case without support from other labs, but I couldn’t see how this would come about.


The Black investigation was led by Deputy Chief Constable Hector Clark of Lothian and Borders Police, and was the first serial murder investigation since that of the Yorkshire Ripper. A formal inquiry into the Ripper case had been conducted by Sir Lawrence Byford.2 Clark had the benefit of a personal briefing from Byford and had also been involved in the Ripper case. He wrote about his experience of the Black investigation when he retired. In his book,3 he described the disastrous Ripper investigation as ‘a very good investigation, in the main, led by excellent detectives from an efficient police force’. He felt free to make these comments knowing that the Byford report was at that time unpublished.


His explanation for the numerous failings was that the police were overwhelmed by information and, in the absence of a computer system, were unable to track and cross-reference data. This is only partly true. West Yorkshire police were indeed overwhelmed with information, but some of the officers were incompetent or lazy and failed to do their job properly. Interviews of Sutcliffe by police officers were conducted halfheartedly and were poor. Before his eventual arrest, Sutcliffe was interviewed on nine occasions, and although he was never eliminated from the inquiry, he was never identified as a suspect who merited further investigation. Many of the women who were killed were prostitutes; as early as 1969, Sutcliffe had a police record for incidents involving prostitutes. His car had been seen in the red-light district in Leeds, but when he was asked about this, he simply denied even having a vehicle, a lie that no one bothered to check.


Byford made many recommendations to prevent the recurrence of these failings. Among these were the call for standard operating procedures for major incidents, and a computer system for all UK police forces. The newly introduced system was called HOLMES – the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System. Its functionality4 included document management, record management, task allocation, exhibit tracking* and preparation of case files for court. What Clark entirely missed was that any investigation system was completely dependent on humans being willing and able to follow agreed procedures, retrieving and inputting data and then acting on that data. My experience is that police officers commonly fail to follow agreed procedures and on occasions entirely disregard them, as we will see in later chapters.


Murder investigations put the victim and suspect at the centre of a process known as TIE – trace, interview, eliminate. This involves tracing potential witnesses and interviewing them by posing some basic questions to see if they can be eliminated as witnesses or suspects. Investigators will establish where they were at the time of the incident and if they can prove their whereabouts, or whether further inquiries are needed to corroborate this.


The main questions of a criminal inquiry are well known to any reader of crime fiction: Who is the victim? Who is the suspect? Where did it happen? When did it happen? What happened? Why did it happen? The answers to some of these are often obvious. In most cases the identity of the victim and the suspect will be known, although they need to be checked. The body is usually found where the murder took place. If you know who the victim is, you can investigate their family and social circle to find the killer. Knowing where or when someone was killed narrows the scope. If the victim was killed in their home, the killer must have had access, although they don’t necessarily live there. If the murder was on a weekday, it was probably committed by someone who had free time during the day. Of course, inquiries may later show that someone was supposed to be at work but called in sick that day, and this would put them back in the frame for TIE. Most people are killed for depressingly predictable reasons: money, jealousy, revenge, sex, hate, excitement – or a combination of these.


TIE is superbly effective in most cases because we are all constantly weaving an invisible fabric that leaves traces of our every move. Who we live with, associate with or meet, what we buy and how we travel: our secrets are quite easy to unravel. But it doesn’t always work. Prior to the arrest of Black, the Maxwell and Hogg murders in 1982 and 1983 had been linked but remained unsolved. The investigations had been going on for many years but not in the narrow circumstances of a typical murder inquiry. The police had no idea who had killed the girls, or how their killer might be connected to where they were abducted from or where their bodies were found. They didn’t know where to look, but obviously they couldn’t stop looking. In these cases, TIE can go badly wrong. A witness mentioned a Ford Cortina near the bridge where Susan Maxwell was abducted, and the police, believing it might be involved, traced the owners of 15,000 similar vehicles. The effort was enormous but it was misplaced. A similar TIE led to the tracing of 19,000 other vehicles that turned out not to be involved. Yet sightings of a white van, ‘probably a Ford Transit’, seen on both sides of the bridge were not followed up because it ‘would have been utterly futile’.5


Another common method of identifying an offender is by what the police call modus operandi (MO) suspects: individuals with convictions for offences related to the one being investigated. The skill with this approach is in making the pool of TIE individuals – or ‘nominals’, as the police call them – big enough to contain the offender yet small enough to be practical for investigation. Too small a pool and the offender may not be there; too big and you’ll never get around to interviewing them. The size of this pool is governed by two parameters: the conviction you choose as being similar to the offence under investigation; and geography. For a minor crime such as housebreaking, police might just look for convicted housebreakers in their local division, which could amount to 20 or 30 people. Prior to Black’s arrest, in the linked Maxwell and Hogg cases, MO suspects were identified as ‘people who had murdered, indecently assaulted or abducted young children, living in a certain area and within certain age parameters’.6 Across the UK, hundreds, possibly thousands, of convicted offenders would fall into this category.


—


I stood in the main hall at Lothian’s police headquarters, a space usually reserved for formal celebrations or social events. In the hundreds of plastic crates being carried in were some 4,000 carefully labelled packages. As I walked around, I could read some of the labels that identified their contents: shirts, T-shirts, trousers, underwear, socks, belts, shoes, postcards, pens, pencils, notepads, toiletries, photographs, magazines, films, darts … The crates held the entire material world of one person – Robert Black. The Metropolitan Police had seized the items from his lodgings in West Bank, Stamford Hill, London, and transported them to Scotland. The largest investigation of child murder that had ever taken place in the UK had been shifted from the largest police force in the country to one of its smallest. I had never known such a thing to happen before.


Recognising one of the London detectives who had accompanied the items to Edinburgh, I said, ‘Hi, John.’


‘Hi,’ he replied. ‘This is a joke, isn’t it? How are these numpties going to investigate this case?’


He was scathing. Only one police force could investigate this case properly and that, of course, was the Met. I knew the Met culture well. They were the biggest force in the country, but they confused being the biggest with being the best, a problem that still lingers to this day.


My boss had been at a meeting to decide how to deal with the thousands of items from Black’s lodgings. Keen to know how we were going to approach the case, I went to see him in his cramped sixth-floor office.


‘What’s the plan?’ I asked.


He gave a broad smile and leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head. ‘I’m the Byford scientist,’ he responded.


In his report, Byford had recommended that a new scientific role should be created to oversee all forensic work in serial murder investigations. This role was popularly referred to as a ‘Byford scientist’.


‘It’s a very important remit,’ he continued, looking out the window towards Edinburgh’s Royal Botanic Gardens in the distance. ‘We’ve just to get on with it, start the examinations.’


‘Get on with what exactly?’


‘Everything,’ he replied.


‘How can we examine everything?’


‘That’s what has been decided.’


‘Did you explain how long that would take?’


‘We’ve just to get on with it,’ he repeated. ‘We’ll be working in teams of two, a scientist and a police officer. Everything. We start tomorrow.’


He went back to reading the papers on his desk, giddy with his new titular role.


—


In forensic science, one of the important decisions in a murder investigation is whether trace evidence (usually fibres and hairs) is needed. This decision is important for two reasons. First, recovering trace evidence, let alone examining it, takes a lot of time and effort. Second, if the traces are not captured from the start, the evidence will have been lost or the item contaminated. If you are not concerned with trace evidence, you can move on quickly. If the suspect and victim in a case are known to have been in contact before the incident, trace evidence can’t be used because you would expect to find it anyway; it could be explained away. There was no known connection between Black and the victims, but to recover all the trace evidence from the items in Black’s possession was going to take a monumental effort.


Most cases involve some discussion, negotiation and sometimes argument about what forensic work is worth doing; the examinations that might answer a question, prove or eliminate a theory or identify someone. Unproductive work is usually deeply resented by scientists, as time and resources are scarce. But some investigations are different, and this was one of them. Pointless or not, there was an unstated acceptance by all that something of exceptional importance was at stake. Many years later, when I was working for Kent Police, a senior detective said to me that it must have been a privilege to work on this investigation. We both knew that ‘privilege’ was not the right word, but we both understood.


We worked in pairs – four forensic scientists and four police officers (CSIs) – and examined each item in turn. The lab wasn’t big enough, so we were based in the hall where the items were stored. Trestle tables covered with a protective layer of the glossy paper that we used in the lab were used as examination benches. They were wiped down between items to cut down contamination. We placed a pop-up lab in a corner of the hall. This had high- and low-power microscopes and chemical tests to identify blood and body fluids such as semen and saliva. A lot of stains can look like blood or body fluids and this basic kit would exclude false alarms and enable us to carry out initial identifications. We could also have a quick look at hairs, fibres and other traces using the microscopes, to get an idea if they were of interest. The items had been packed by the Metropolitan Police in an assortment of ways: envelopes, brown paper bags, plastic bags, boxes. Each had a unique exhibit label that described what the item was, where it came from, when it was recovered and who had taken possession of it. These labels were for use in English courts, so anything that was going to court in Scotland needed to be re-labelled. All this would need to be sorted out when we knew where the trial would be.


As well as the detailed forensic examination, there were other items we were keen to find. Serial killers sometimes keep trophies from their crimes. One of the USA’s most infamous serial killers, Ted Bundy, kept the heads of some of his victims. Other killers keep underwear and jewellery. We didn’t know if this was one of Black’s practices, but we knew there were items missing from some of the children that he might have held onto. Finding one or more of these would crack the case wide open. Pictures of the missing items were circulated so we all knew what we were looking for. We also knew that Black had carefully planned the abduction of Mandy in Stow, so there might be evidence of his planning of the other murders: maps, notebooks, photographs, etc.


In addition, we needed to be alert to evidence we might stumble across unexpectedly. This was one of the reasons we were working in pairs – it meant we could quickly confer about the significance of anything we found. The detective sergeant I was working with showed me a postcard Black had received that referred to ‘noncey pictures’. Nonce is prison slang for a child sex offender. However, many of the items were of no relevance; just things he used in his everyday life – toothpaste, soap and so on.


Each time I came across an item that needed a full examination, I followed a standard procedure. Taking the item out of the crate – let’s say it was a T-shirt – I wiped the table and noted the label details, how it was packed and sealed. None of this was of much interest at this stage but would be important when it came to writing reports and giving evidence. I gently laid the T-shirt out on the table, to minimise loss of microscopic particles that could be evidence, and taped its surface. Taping involves using strips of Sellotape to remove the loose surface debris, in the same way you would remove fluff from an item of clothing. I covered the whole surface front and back, systematically, then stuck the tapes to clear plastic sheets and wrote on the sheets where they came from: upper front, lower front, upper back, lower back, right sleeve, left sleeve. Among the loose fibres on the tapes could be fibres from the children’s clothing, although I didn’t believe there was any prospect of this.


The T-shirt was old, worn and faded. Black had a reputation for being untidy and poorly dressed. As a child he was nicknamed ‘Smelly Bob’, and that reputation continued into his adult life. This T-shirt wasn’t especially smelly, but it hadn’t been washed for a long time and was in very poor condition. Most people would have thrown it out long ago. I made notes describing it so that, together with the label details, I could identify it in court. I looked for blood and semen stains using a bright soft light, slowly scrutinising every part of it in turn. It’s like painting a wall with transparent paint; you can’t see where you have been, so you follow a set pattern to make sure you don’t leave any gaps. As I did this, the voices and movement around me dropped off into the background.


After a while, I found a hair. Robert Black was greying and almost bald, so any hairs from the children should be easy to spot and easily distinguished. With fine forceps I lifted the short, light-coloured hair from the surface of the T-shirt, put it in a clear plastic bag and labelled it. Then I walked over to the pop-up lab and looked at it under a low-power microscope. It wasn’t a head hair; it could be a pubic hair, perhaps from Black. I made a note. I hadn’t seen the hair samples from the girls, but it couldn’t be from any of them because of their age. I couldn’t see blood or anything that looked like semen on the T-shirt, so I folded it, put it back in the paper bag it came from, and closed it with some Sellotape. In the bottom right-hand corner of my notes I wrote the date and my initials.


‘Have you seen this?’ asked a colleague, handing me a colour Polaroid photo.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Author’s Note



		Preface



		Introduction



		1. Robert Black, the Killer of Childhood



		2. The Many Roads to Justice



		3. The Chillenden Murders



		4. The Trials of Michael Stone



		5. The Murder of Wendy Sewell



		6. The Murder of Damilola Taylor



		7. Silent Testimony – ‘Every Contact Leaves a Trace’



		8. The Mystery Sweatshirt



		9. On Wimbledon Common – the Murder of Rachel Nickell



		10. Operations Edzell and Ecclestone



		11. Lies, Damned Lies, and Statistics



		12. The Cryptic Death of Gareth Williams



		13. If In Doubt, Think Murder



		Conclusion: The Killer of Little Shepherds



		Afterword



		Notes



		Acknowledgements



		Index











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
UNDER THE .
MICRASCOPE

Il Serial Killers,
”g'/ Cold Cases
and Life as a

& Forensic Investigator





OEBPS/images/pub.png
A
oo
AdanticBooks
P





