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            LETTER TO KENNETH BIANCHI FROM VERONICA COMPTON

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ken,

        You don’t know me but I would like to visit you. My name is Ver Lyn. I am a playwright and I am currently writing a fictional play entitled The Mutilated Cutter. The story is about a female mass murderer.

        

      

      [The opening to the letter playwright Veronica Compton sent to serial killer Kenneth Bianchi in prison]
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      VERONICA

      This novella is based on real events that took place in Los Angeles, California, and Washington State in the late seventies and early eighties. At the center of the story are two arrestingly strange individuals who fell into an unlikely romance: Veronica Lynn Compton, then a Hollywood actress and playwright, and infamous serial killer Kenneth Bianchi, best known—along with his cousin Angelo Buono—as one of the Hillside Stranglers.

      The Hillside Stranglers are notorious entries in the true crime hall of fame. They raped, tortured and strangled ten women in Los Angeles between October 1977 and February 1978, dumping their naked bodies on suburban streets and beside freeways in the hills north of Los Angeles, terrorizing the city over a five-month period. Veronica Compton, by contrast, is hardly known. The story of her relationship with then incarcerated Kenneth Bianchi has long been a mysterious footnote in the larger story of the Hillside Stranglers.

      I wrote this piece with a view to finally telling that story in comprehensive detail. A truncated version forms a chapter of my book Killing Cousins, the second volume in the two-part series Murder by Increments, about the Hillside Stranglers. Some readers approached me after reading that book and expressed interest in the Veronica Compton/Kenneth Bianchi episode, suggesting that they would like to know more about it. Within Murder by Increments, I didn’t have space to explore the story in detail, but I agreed that it was perhaps deserving of its own treatment. I was hardly surprised by my readers’ comments because it really is one of the most bizarre true tales I have come across in my many years of research in criminal topics.

      Why? First of all, one truly wonders how it was that Veronica Compton, a glamorous and educated member of the Hollywood elite, not only got entangled with a serial killer like Bianchi, but herself ended up in jail due to her involvement in some seriously demented criminal schemes. The curiosity of the situation is compounded by the fact that since her release from prison in 2003—she served twenty-two years—Compton has been an apparently normal and functional member of society. Superficially, this case bears a resemblance to others in which women typify the serial killer “groupie” archetype, where female perpetrators don’t just fall in love with murderers but are themselves essentially violent and unhinged. Such claims were made about Veronica, but there is a counter-narrative too: that she is an essentially normal woman who was led astray by the psychologically damaging effects of her Hollywood lifestyle, and the influence of Bianchi—an influence which she later described as almost supernatural in its power and intensity.

      The woman at the heart of this case is in so many ways an enigma. Born in 1956, Compton was the daughter of a Mexican immigrant father and a white Caucasian mother, with the sultry looks you would expect to result from such a union—and, as one of her erstwhile Hollywood peers was quoted as stating, “a body you would kill for”. Her beauty gained her much attention in the Hollywood hills where she grew up, with the result that she easily found modeling and acting work. But her father, Armando Campero, was a political cartoonist and muralist, so Veronica also grew up steeped in the values of culture and education. She mixed with politicians, lawyers and judges, attended the theater and read the classics. And while she was earning money from her acting and modeling, her true passion was a more intellectual pursuit: writing for the stage and screen.

      In many ways, Compton thus embodied the contradictions of life as experienced by so many Hollywood women: she was simultaneously an object—the target of the male gaze, a projection of fantasy—and a creator, with the tension between both poles pulling her in opposite directions. The story of her involvement with Bianchi, the devastating consequences of that relationship, and her journey back to civilian life is similarly illustrative of these universal dilemmas of female experience. The crux of her relationship with Bianchi, this author feels, is aptly expressed in a chilling quote attributed to Japanese novelist Natsuo Kirino: “The pain of being treated like a mere object. And a sense that this pain could turn into pleasure.”

      Whatever Veronica’s physical charms, her chief characteristic at the time she met Bianchi was a steely determination to rise to the top of her field. She was beyond ambitious and hungry for success, and her desire to make it as a writer led her straight to Bianchi. She decided, quite reasonably, that if she could gain access to him, she could capitalize on his notoriety to create an explosive script in the horror genre.

      However driven and intelligent Veronica was, and however seemingly privileged, the situation behind closed doors was rather different. As you will learn in the following pages, her life up until the time she met Bianchi was characterized by a beyond-average measure of struggle, suffering and unhappiness; she experienced things that a young person of her station in life should never be expected to endure.

      It seemed that these adversities fed into her ambition, but her youth and instability made her prone to recklessness. Veronica was only twenty-four at the time, but so intent was she on leveraging Bianchi’s fame for her own purposes that she wrote to him several times while he was in prison.

      When her initial letters failed to elicit a response, she sent him a photograph of herself, which is now known as the most readily available image of Veronica Compton on the internet.

      The simple black and white image is intentionally provocative. Veronica is wearing a nightgown, which appears to be wet—possibly she has just emerged from a night-time dip in a swimming pool—and her body shows through the translucent material. She holds in her hand a mysterious object, possibly a small bottle, maybe containing alcohol. Behind her are some sumptuous-looking drapes, suggestive of her lifestyle of glamor, wealth and privilege.

      The picture raises so many questions, and presumably did so in the mind of Kenneth Bianchi; one senses that it was surely Veronica’s design. What kind of woman goes swimming at night in her nightgown? Who took the photograph—a lover perhaps? Or was there some kind of party going on, hence the alcohol and the raucous and eccentric behavior?

      And most of all, what kind of woman not only appears in such a picture, but is bold enough to mail it to a documented rapist and murderer, convicted of the most grisly and horrific crimes?

      On face value, without knowledge of the context, the image is simply an attractive photograph, with a sensual, seductive vibe. Once we know that it was mailed to Bianchi, however, it takes on additional meanings.

      We have to ask, who was this woman? What was she about? What was her intent?
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      KEN

      The year was 1980, and serial killer Kenneth Bianchi, one half of the murderous duo the Hillside Stranglers, was locked up in the Los Angeles County jail awaiting the outcome of preliminary hearings in the upcoming trial of his cousin and accomplice, Angelo Buono. At the conclusion of their Los Angeles rampage in February 1978, Ken fled to Bellingham, Washington, ostensibly to be with his common-law wife Kelli Boyd and their baby son Ryan—but really to get away from Angelo, who had threatened to kill Ken after the two had a rather serious falling out. The tenuous but optimistic little family—Ken, Kelli and Ryan—were reunited in January 1979, but torn apart again a short time later, because apparently upstanding family man Ken hadn’t quite left the itch to kill behind in Los Angeles. Succumbing to his urges, he raped and strangled two more women in Bellingham, and this time—without the assistance of his cannier and more restrained partner-in-crime—he was immediately caught and arrested.

      The hearings were being held merely to establish whether there was enough evidence to warrant a trial against Angelo. On this matter, Ken himself was fairly indifferent. His punishment had already been decided as part of his plea agreement. He agreed to testify against Angelo on the Los Angeles murder charges in exchange for being spared the death penalty in Washington, where he had committed the two final murders, those of young co-eds Karen Mandic and Diane Wilder. Those onerous charges included five life terms for the Los Angeles murders, one life term for conspiracy, and an additional five-year term for sodomy.

      A trial simply meant he would have to endure the tedium of months or years in a courtroom, sitting in an uncomfortable chair, trying not to fall asleep, or perched for hours in a witness box. And Ken still wasn’t entirely comfortable with ratting his cousin out on the stand while they came face-to-face in the court. Ken was scared to death of Angelo.

      But that was about the limit of Ken’s concern and discomfort. Instead, he was still ruminating about what had gone down back in Washington. He wanted the charges in the murders of Karen Mandic and Diane Wilder revoked because that was when all the trouble had started. It was like a domino effect; his arrest in Washington had blown the case open in Los Angeles. He had confessed to the killings of the co-eds, but only because they had threatened him with the death penalty, and then the cops and prosecutors from Los Angeles had stitched him up: they told him the only way he could live was to confess to the Los Angeles murders too, and testify against Angelo.

      Bianchi appeared before the Los Angeles Superior Court on Saturday morning, October 20, 1979.

      Yes, I did, he said quietly as prosecutor Roger Kelly asked him if he killed each of five victims during the six-month killing spree in Los Angeles.

      But Kenneth Bianchi, a confirmed liar known even for astoundingly elaborate stories and excuses on the stand, would surely never truly admit to anything. It would be more accurate to say that he was just playing the game, the dirty game orchestrated by the American justice system. And he was playing their way, but only for this particular round.

      He had already confessed to five of the Los Angeles killings, but in his mind, that was just a minor obstacle. He could claim those confessions had been made under police pressure—in fact, within his mind, capable as it was of distorting and rationalizing any inconvenient fact away to his benefit, they indeed had been! The pigs had forced his hand. He also held a belief, underlined by a more robust accounting of reality, that hard evidence couldn’t be conclusively tied to him. The cops and attorneys were acting like they had him in the palm of their hand, but he knew that the physical descriptions supplied by witnesses were only that: descriptions.

      Bianchi, like many serial killers, was practiced in the art of camouflage. He had changed his hair a lot over the years, at times wearing it short and curly, and at others long and straight. He would go with or without his mustache, seemingly at his whim, but there was always a purpose behind everything he did. How could these so-called “witnesses” be sure the man they saw was actually Ken? All their worthless statements showed was that a man who maybe looked like him had been seen (somewhere). So, if he could somehow retrospectively clear himself of the Washington murders, then he might be clear of the Los Angeles murders too—and he would be vindicated, and freed, and maybe even grow rich from a big book deal (or even better, a movie) about an innocent man’s victimization by the justice system.

      There were those who thought Ken was simply crazy and delusional. He had continued to insist, despite hard evidence connecting him to the murders of the Washington co-eds, that he never had anything to do with it. Was he out of his mind, or just a habitual liar like most sociopaths?

      His patterns of denial were so entrenched that the social workers and shrinks in Washington were convinced he was suffering amnesia for the time period of the murders there. Defense psychiatrists John Watkins and Ralph Allison placed Ken under hypnosis, and an evil alter personality “Steve” emerged and claimed responsibility for the killings. From there, they concluded he suffered MPD, Multiple Personality Disorder. Ken and his defense team claimed that Steve, who lurked inside him, killed the girls—not him.

      But it had been a long, tough row to hoe since then. For Ken, there had been moments of optimism, real moments of hope—times when he thought freedom was on the horizon. The MPD theory, at first, seemed like it might be his way out. The defense psychiatrists said he was crazy—and who was he to argue, if it meant he might get out of jail?

      But soon, it was a matter of one step forwards, two steps back. The prosecution’s psychiatrists conducted their own tests and experiments on Bianchi, and concluded that he had faked being hypnotized, and orchestrated the whole MPD diagnosis so as to escape the death penalty.

      And then, the Los Angeles cops discovered that Steve Walker, Ken’s evil alter personality, was the name of a real living person—a person who had responded to an ad Ken placed in the paper years back for a psychologist job, just so Ken could obtain a legitimate testamur and transcripts to doctor for his purposes. Given that, it was unlikely Steve Walker was a real alter personality; he was a cooked-up entity Bianchi had performed for his own benefit. The whole thing, they now claimed, had been a hoax.

      Truth be told, Ken’s situation was starting to look very grim indeed. His legal position suddenly seemed hopeless. He was trapped—he had already used and abused every last available exit strategy, and now found himself standing at the vending machine of justice with no coins left in his pockets.

      The defenses of denial, amnesia, and finally, MPD had all failed. He had tried to get his mother Frances and his ex-girlfriend Angie Kinneberg to supply him with alibis. He’d tried to get Angelo on board, to collaborate to get themselves out of this now thoroughly unpleasant legal bind, but Angelo had grown fed up with Ken’s bullshit years ago and now refused to communicate with him at all. All overtures to his former idol were met with a stony wall of silence and contempt.

      So what the hell was he supposed to do now?

      But no matter what, he wouldn’t give up. He would never give up. He was an innocent man, and it would all be proven in the end.

      With the arrival of some curious letters at his cell, a new opportunity was about to land in his lap. He couldn’t yet be sure (they were just letters after all), but his instincts—razor sharp as they always had been—were giving him a good feeling about these missives and their eccentric author.

      Unbeknownst to her, Veronica was one of several women lining up to visit Ken in jail since his handsome face with its empty blue eyes had appeared on television and in newspapers in connection with the Hillside Strangler case. Due to his dangerousness, Bianchi had been installed in the high-security wing of the Los Angeles County Jail and yet, during set hours, he was allowed unlimited visitors. He enjoyed plenty of those, along with phone calls, tear-stained letters and dirty panties.

      There were many women excited by the prospect of meeting Ken Bianchi. It was a phenomenon that shocked the hell out of his defense attorney, who had never before witnessed such female fervor directed towards a proven rapist and killer. Of course, Ted Bundy had his fan club, as did the Night Stalker Richard Ramirez, but that all happened later.

      In time, such women’s psychopathology would be given a scientific name: hybristophilia. Hybristophilia is one of countless paraphilias, or abnormal and/or extreme sexual desires; in this case attraction to someone who has committed some outrageous or extraordinary crime, often violent and well outside society’s norms. The theory went that serial killers, whatever their many faults may be, are classic alpha males who tend to attract women because such men were good at protecting women and their offspring from other male predators throughout evolutionary history.

      If Kenneth Bianchi assumed that Veronica Compton was a hybristophile, a serial killer groupie, he was in for a surprise, and was about to get more than he bargained for.

      But then again, so was she.
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