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You feel the last bit of breath leaving their body. You’re looking into their eyes. A person in that situation is God!


Ted Bundy





Introduction
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What is a serial killer?


You’d think it might be one of the simplest questions to answer – yet plenty has been written over the last few decades that suggests that it’s not that simple at all. Is a serial killer the same as a mass murderer? Both are deemed responsible for a number of deaths, but you can easily see the difference when you look at someone who can be seen as a ‘typical’ mass murderer – Anders Behring Breivik, who killed sixty-nine people in a single incident on the island of Utøya on 22 July 2011. A serial killer may not kill that many people – in fact, although there is a small handful whose stories will be recounted in this book who do achieve such high numbers, most kill significantly fewer before they are either caught or killed (sometimes dying by their own hand). The key difference is that a serial killer commits his acts over a period of time; he (and for the purposes of this discussion, I will use the male singular pronoun, although female serial killers and couples do exist and will be featured) may kill more than one person in a single incident, but the vast majority of his crimes are separated in space and time.


In 1998, the United States Congress passed a law that included a definition of serial killers: ‘The term “serial killings” means a series of three or more killings, not less than one of which was committed within the United States, having common characteristics such as to suggest the reasonable possibility that the crimes were committed by the same actor or actors.’ This was designed to help the US Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) decide whether a case fell under its purview or not.


Ten years later, in July 2008, the FBI published a monograph, based on the discussions they had held at a multi-disciplinary symposium in San Antonio, Texas, from 29 August to 2 September 2005. This monograph deals with many aspects of the pursuit and capture of serial killers – and is highly recommended reading to anyone with a serious interest in the topic – and begins with a definition of serial murder, which took as its basis the statutory definition, but aimed to refine it. After much discussion, the eventual outcome was that serial murder is defined as: ‘The unlawful killing of two or more victims by the same offender(s), in separate events.’


More importantly, perhaps, than its definition of serial murder, the FBI symposium discussed the many urban myths that have grown up around serial killers (and which, it should be noted, too many thriller writers who have not bothered with their research have perpetuated) – or, as they put it, ‘certain stereotypes and misconceptions take root regarding the nature of serial murder and the characteristics of serial killers’. These myths include the idea that serial killers are all dysfunctional loners; that they are all white males; they are only motivated by sex; they all travel and operate across a wide area; that they cannot stop killing; they are all insane or evil geniuses; and that they all want to get caught. Of course, there are some who fit into these categories, but as you will find in the pages that follow, the married ‘Green River Killer’ was not a dysfunctional loner; there are plenty of female and non-Caucasian serial killers; Dr Harold Shipman was certainly not motivated by sex; many serial killings (such as the Ipswich prostitute murders carried out by Steve Wright) happen within a confined area; the ‘BTK Killer’, Dennis Rader, stopped his activities in 1991 but wasn’t caught until fourteen years later . . . And as for ‘evil geniuses’ . . . well, Thomas Harris has a lot to answer for in his creation of Dr Hannibal Lecter in his novel Red Dragon. Many may have a low animal cunning and be ‘street smart’, but they’re not Mensa-level.


In The Serial Killer Files, I have not attempted to compile a comprehensive list of every serial killer globally – it would need dozens of volumes this size to do that. Some of the most prolific – such as the Indian serial killer Kampatimar Shankariya, who killed seventy people with a hammer in the late 1970s – have not made the list simply because of a paucity of material to make them stand out. I have tried to ensure that each of the thirty cases discussed here is unusual in some respect, perhaps in the way in which the killer carried out their crimes, the choice of victims, the way in which they were apprehended or the method of their execution. Some will fit the FBI’s archetype; many do not. The cases are presented alphabetically by country, and then chronologically. They come from across history and from all over the world, and, as with my previous books on prison breaks and air disasters, I have gone back as far as possible to contemporary source material – newspaper accounts, trial evidence, interviews with perpetrators or survivors – rather than the increasingly blurred truth to be found in far too many collections.


While television documentaries often play up to their audience’s expectations and can conflate or expand events in order to fit the story into their allotted running time, the best of them do incorporate interviews with the detectives involved in the cases, and often include footage of the killers, either during police interview or afterwards. Thanks to YouTube, these key pieces of archive footage are now available to researchers in a way that they simply were not, even a decade ago. Many of the cases come from non-English-speaking countries, and my thanks to all those who assisted with translations.


With a book like this there is an ever-present danger that the reader – and the author – can become hardened to the reality of what’s being discussed, which in the vast majority of cases involves violent loss of life. The attention can sometimes be too firmly on the perpetrator of the crime rather than the victim, and those writing about the subject have to bear in mind the heartfelt plea of the family of one of Ted Bundy’s victims: ‘Any article or news report about Ted Bundy always included Caryn’s name and the fact that “her nude and frozen body was found in a snowbank”,’ Caryn Campbell’s sister, Nancy McDonald, wrote in a letter published in the Detroit News the week of Bundy’s execution. ‘It’s been extremely difficult for us to accept Caryn’s loss and the way her body was found, but we, her family, did not need to hear, see and read the same fact for 14 years.’ Therefore, it is to the memory of the many hundreds of innocent people whose deaths are recounted in this volume, and to those they left behind, that this book is also dedicated.





CHAPTER 1



Australia: Ivan Milat
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Everyone is entitled to a fair trial – it’s a fundamental precept of the Western legal system, and one with which most people would agree, even in such horrendous cases as those being examined in this book. But at the same time, no one wants a serial killer to ‘get off’ through some form of legal chicanery or exploitation of a loophole. In the case of Ivan Milat, responsible for what became internationally known as ‘the backpacker murders’ between 1989 and 1994, the Australian Chief Judge at Common Law was unequivocal in his remarks after a guilty verdict was returned: ‘The case against the prisoner at the conclusion of the evidence and the addresses was, in my view, an overwhelming one. Although his legal representatives displayed a tactical ability of a high order, and conducted his defence in a skilful and responsible manner, in my view the jury’s verdicts were, in the end, inevitable. I agree entirely with those verdicts. Any other, in my view, would have flown in the face of reality.’ The case continues to resonate today: the successful Wolf Creek franchise of horror films and TV series is centred on a serial killer who is based in large part on Ivan Milat.


Ivan Robert Marko Milat was one of fourteen children whose father Stjepan had emigrated from Yugoslavia to Australia and married a much younger local girl, Margaret. He was born on 27 December 1944 and brought up in a rural community on the outskirts of Sydney where such a large family was difficult for his parents to control. He loved hunting and guns, and he and his brothers would often find themselves in trouble with the local police. ‘The Milats aren’t a normal Australian family, I like to say they’re the sort of family you see in the southern states of America,’ Clive Small, the head of Task Force Air who captured Milat, noted in a 2015 documentary about Australian crime families. More details of Milat’s upbringing have recently been revealed by his nephew, Alistair Shipsey (who, it should be noted, believes his uncle was not responsible for the murders and is spearheading a campaign for a new appeal). ‘They had 500 acres down at Wombeyan Caves and they used to go camping all the time, and shooting,’ Shipsey explained.




And in those days you were allowed guns, you didn’t have gun licences. Most people had guns in the old days and you would if you had a few brothers. He had ten brothers, you’d have a few guns between ya. They used to get the black powder ones in kits and even make rifles and pistols.


We’d go down hunting on the property and shooting targets. It was fun. Okay, we used to shoot the odd goat, there was lots of wild goats there. We had targets, we used to have barbecues and camp there on the river, and think about how much fun it was having a big family, camping, drinking, cooking barbecues and everybody being down there. That’s what people did in the old days.





Some family members claimed that Milat’s father was violent, breaking one of the boys’ arms, but Shipsey and others have denied this.


Milat’s brother Boris claimed that Ivan attacked a taxi driver when he was just seventeen in 1962, a crime for which someone else went to prison (because that person believed that his own brother was responsible, but took the blame). The taxi driver was shot in the back and was paralysed. Boris only made this claim in 2015; again, other family members have said it’s a false accusation.


Ivan Milat was certainly known to the police for at least one crime of violence. He was acquitted of the rape of two female hitchhikers in 1971, after the prosecution failed to prove their case – the victims had claimed that he had driven them off the highway and used a knife against them during the attacks. He spent much of the 1960s in prison for theft, but there was no suspicion that he was involved in anything more serious – although now police believe that he was carrying out killings long before December 1989, and continue to regard him as a prime suspect in many cases. As recently as August 2016, coroner Peter Bain referenced Milat at the inquest for missing Cronulla teenagers Elaine Johnson and Kerry Anne Joel. ‘Police inquiries show a number of young girls went missing in New South Wales in the late 1970s and early 1980s. A number of persons of interest with violent histories are suspected by police to have been active during this time.’


Milat has always claimed his innocence of the backpacker murders, but the evidence certainly seemed to stack up against him. The bodies of seven missing backpackers were found in the Belanglo State Forest, ten miles from the town of Berrima, close to Milat’s home, and circumstantial evidence linked him to all seven – as well as to the attempted robbery of another backpacker, Paul Onions. It was Onions’s testimony combined with the abundance of evidence that convinced the jury to convict – although Justice David Hunt noted that it was clear from the evidence that two people had been involved because of the way that the victims were killed, but it did not diminish Milat’s part in the crimes.


On 19 September 1992, two runners found a decaying body while they were orienteering in the state forest, in an area informally known as Executioner’s Drop. They reported this to the police, who carried out a search, and the next day Police Constables Roger Gough and Suzanne Roberts found a second body around thirty metres away. There was originally some debate as to the deceased’s identities, as there were a number of reports of missing couples, but thanks to dental records they were soon revealed as a British pair, twenty-one-year-old Caroline Clarke and Joanne Walters, who was a year older. They had last been seen in the Kings Cross area of Sydney in April that year, and had told friends they were hoping to get seasonal fruit-picking jobs.


Joanne had been gagged, then stabbed twenty-one times in the back and fourteen times in the chest. Her spine had been severed, which paralysed her, with one blow. Her body was placed under a rock below a camp on the Longacre Creek Fire Trail; her killer had covered her with branches. Caroline had been marched ten metres away, blindfolded with her sweater (confusingly referred to as a ‘Sloppy Joe’ in the Australian news reports), and then shot ten times in the head (possibly being used for target practice) before being stabbed once in the chest. Ten Winchester ‘Winner’ cartridge cases were found nearby. The girls’ parents made a public appeal for information about the ‘animals’ who had done this to their children. A forensic psychiatrist, Rod Milton, assessed the scene, and felt that the perpetrators knew the area and were hunters – the differences in the way the girls were killed made him suspect there were two different killers. The area was searched for further bodies, but after five days, nothing further was found, and the investigators believed they had found everything in the forest.


They hadn’t. Over a year later, on 5 October 1993, local resident Bruce Pryor – who had, by his own admission, become obsessed with the case – was searching in a part of the forest only 600 metres from where Caroline and Joanne’s bodies were discovered, and found a human skull and a thigh bone. He fetched police, and the skeletal remains of two more people were found, twenty-five metres apart: the female body was at the base of a tree, the male beside a fallen log. Both had been covered with leaf and stick debris; both had died from multiple stab wounds. (Pryor, perhaps not surprisingly, briefly became a suspect in the case.)


They were quickly identified as Melbourne residents Deborah Everist and James Gibson, both of whom were nineteen when they left Surry Hills in Sydney to hitchhike to Confest, a music festival 300 miles away at Albury, on the morning of 30 December 1989. The location of the bodies rather surprised police, as they had found a couple of items belonging to the pair by the side of the road at Galston Gorge, over 75 miles away from the forest, in the northern suburbs of Sydney. A camera was located on 31 December 1989, and a backpack – with James’s name and address on its base – on 13 March 1990. Another backpack had been seen in the area in early January 1990.


A further intensive search by 300 officers was begun and, on 1 November 1993, Police Sergeant Jeff Trichter found the skull of twenty-one-year-old German tourist Simone Schmidl. She was last seen on 20 January 1991, carrying a distinctive multi-coloured backpack and a blue day bag: she had left Guildford planning to get a bus to Liverpool and then hitchhike down the Hume Highway to Melbourne. When her body was found, it was clear she had died from numerous stab wounds in the upper torso, including two that severed her spine. There was an elasticised band around her skull, and a gag of some sort in her mouth. There was some clothing at the scene, but it wasn’t hers – it belonged to another missing person, twenty-year-old German backpacker Anja Habschied.


Three days after Simone’s skull was located, the investigators discovered the bodies of Anja and her friend Gabor Neugebauer, who had only come to Australia for a brief holiday after spending time in Indonesia. As senior prosecutor Ian Lloyd explained at one of Milat’s first hearings, ‘Habschied’s head had been severed at the neck, apparently in one blow and despite an extensive search the head has not been located. Habschied’s body had no lower clothing.’ The bodies were in shallow graves about fifty-five metres apart. Gabor’s mouth had been gagged with cloth, and five spent bullets were found in his skull – once again, it seemed he had been used for target practice.


Police forensically searched the area, and about 165 metres away from Gabor’s body, they found a treasure trove of evidence, which included Eley and Winchester ‘Winner’ cartridge cases and ammunition boxes, as well as a pair of pink jeans and a blue and yellow piece of Telecom rope. Nearer the body, items belonging to Gabor and Anja were found, as well as what the court described as ‘a device suitable for use for restraining a person’.


‘I think it’s fair to say that given we now have seven bodies recovered, and notwithstanding that we don’t have cause of death in the present case, that we do have a serial killer,’ Inspector Clive Small announced. The police worked out a profile of the killer but had a huge amount of data with which to deal. According to a study by the Australian Institute of Criminology, ‘at one stage during the Backpacker Murder Investigations it was estimated that the holdings of information increased from around seven to ten thousand pieces of information to around 1.5 million in just 12 weeks’. A report in the Australian press described the operation as ‘the biggest dragnet for a serial killer in Australian history, reaching from Sydney and the Southern Highlands as far as Greece, Italy, Germany, the Netherlands and Britain. Up to 360 police at a single time have been employed in the search, and several million dollars spent.’


Police invented special computer software to try to cross-reference all of this evidence – over a million telephone calls came in. Even though link analysis technology was able to bring the suspect field down from 230 to 32, it really was getting almost impossible to see the wood for the trees . . .


Until a phone call came from the United Kingdom. Or rather, until the note about a phone call from the United Kingdom finally surfaced among the thousands of pieces of paper relating to the case. Paul Onions had contacted New South Wales police on 13 November 1993; his call wasn’t followed up until exactly five months later.


Back in 1989, twenty-four-year-old Paul Onions had left his engineering job in Britain to backpack around Australia. The former sailor decided to hitchhike from Sydney to Victoria looking for fruit-picking work after Christmas that year. He was aware of the risks, but knew it would save him money. On the morning of 25 January 1990 he took a train to the Hume Highway and unsuccessfully tried to flag down passing motorists for about an hour. After taking a break at Lombardo’s Shopping Centre at Casula, he was approached by a smiling man ‘with a moustache like Merv Hughes’ (the Australian cricketer who sported very distinctive and large facial hair), who asked if he needed a lift.


The man introduced himself as ‘Bill’, and they got chatting as they headed down the road in the man’s four-wheel-drive. Bill didn’t say much about his own job, although he told Paul his family came from Yugoslavia, but he established what Paul’s plans in Australia were, before, about an hour into the journey, his attitude started to change. He began expressing ‘vehement and controversial opinions’ (the court’s polite version) ‘like a Jekyll and Hyde character’, as Paul would later recall. Then Bill stopped the vehicle close to the entrance to Belanglo State Forest, claiming that radio reception was poor out on the highway, so he would sort out some music for them to listen to on the journey.


Bill got out, and started rummaging under the driver’s seat, claiming he was looking for some cassette tapes. A little uneasy, Paul also got out and stretched his legs, then got back in when Bill did. However, Bill exited the vehicle again, and this time returned to his seat brandishing a black revolver and screaming at Paul, ‘This is a robbery!’ Paul tried to calm him down, but Bill then reached under his seat and pulled out a bag of rope, clearly intending to restrain the young Englishman.


Fearing for his life, Paul ran. There were cars coming towards him, but no one would stop. From behind, Bill shouted, ‘Stop or I’ll shoot!’ and then Paul heard a gunshot. Bill caught up with him and pulled him to the ground. They wrestled for a moment before Paul managed to get up and this time ‘threw myself into the path of an oncoming car to make it stop and, as it screeched to a halt, I just jumped into the back seat’. The woman driver, Joanne Berry, did a U-turn, and took Paul to Bowral Police Station. Paul’s rucksack, containing a distinctive Next blue denim shirt, was still on the back seat of Bill’s car.


Paul made his report to Constable Janet Nicholson who made detailed notes. Most of his description would later prove to match Ivan Milat – Paul overestimated his attacker’s height, but Milat was known as Bill at the time, he drove a Nissan four-wheel-drive vehicle; he was a road worker; his father was from Yugoslavia; he was divorced; and despite denying it originally, at the time he did have a moustache (a passport photo from the previous year was tracked down). The offence was treated as assault with a firearm, but no arrests were made – for four years. Paul went back to Sydney the same day, where he was teased by a group of British former miners with whom he had been drinking – they had been confident he would be back from fruit picking within a week because it was hard work. ‘I was like, “Look, some fucker just tried to kill me,” ’ Paul said.


After he returned to the UK, Paul was haunted by memories of his close call with Bill, and when he saw the newspaper and television reports of the Backpacker Murders in November 1993, he contacted the Australian High Commission in London. Eventually the task force seeking the backpacker murderer got in touch with him. On 5 May 1994, Paul was shown a video of thirteen still photos including Milat’s passport shot – and he chose Milat, from his moustache, his ‘narrow squinting eyes’, hair and face. ‘He is identical to the face I see that approached me at the news agency,’ Paul testified. Joanne Berry independently got in touch with the task force and corroborated Paul’s story.


The evidence provided by Paul added to the information the officers already had amassed about the tight-knit family of hunters. Not long after the bodies were found in November 1993, Alex Milat had come to police with a story about seeing two girls being abducted – some months earlier, he and a friend had been in the forest and seen a car with youths in it, and a couple of women tied up in the back. The story didn’t ring true – why hadn’t they said anything earlier, and why didn’t they do anything to help? – and it had focused police attention on the family. The profilers suggested that such a family could fit the likely suspects (particularly as they believed that two people were working together), and suspicion focused on Ivan, particularly when police discovered that he was something of a control freak who presented a very different version of himself to the neighbours.


Investigations showed that Ivan and his brother Richard worked on road gangs along the highway; Milat had a property near the state forest park, and he had sold his Nissan four-wheel-drive not long after the initial bodies were found in 1992, accidentally leaving a .22 calibre bullet under the front seat. The brothers’ alibis for the times of the disappearances of the backpackers were checked – and only Ivan was unaccounted for on the day of each of the murders. Milat’s earlier acquittal for armed robbery also weighed against him when a hard copy of the charge was discovered by the task force. Alex Milat and his wife were questioned again, and, almost casually, mentioned that Ivan had given them a backpack – which belonged to Simone Schmidl.


In the early morning of 22 May 1994, teams of police, wearing bulletproof vests and armed with shotguns and submachine guns, surrounded Milat’s home. He had been under surveillance for some time, and police were aware that he was asleep at the property with access to firearms. It took two phone calls and over thirty minutes before Milat surrendered himself to the police to be arrested for robbery and weapons offences. He appeared in court simply on those charges the next day, but didn’t enter a plea. A week later, he was charged with the seven Backpacker Murders.


When Milat was arrested, police didn’t just search his house: over 300 officers checked out the properties of his brothers Richard, Alex, Boris, Walter and Bill at the same time. The evidence that incriminated Ivan was found in three places: at Ivan’s own house, at his mother’s house, and at his brother Walter’s. In his own home, police found a photo of Milat carrying Deborah Everist’s sleeping bag, as well as the bag itself; Simone Schmidl’s sleeping-bag cover and tent were in a cupboard – with a similar headband around the tent to the one found near her body; her water bottle and pouch (with the name still visible when infrared light was shone on it) were in his bedroom; Indonesian money believed to be from Gabor Neugebauer was by the bed; parts of firearms and knives were discovered in hidden places in the cavity walls and the roof. At his mother’s home, police found Paul Onions’s Next shirt in a box in the garage, as well as lengths of sash cord that matched the cord used on Gabor and Anja. Milat’s girlfriend, Chalinder Hughes – who had no idea about Milat’s murderous ways – had been given Caroline Clarke’s Benetton shirt. Caroline’s camera was in the kitchen at Milat’s home, with a photo of Chalinder wearing the shirt. In total, more than 300 pieces of evidence were logged. Ballistics tests linked the cartridges found near Gabor’s body with the parts of the rifle discovered in the cavity walls. DNA testing on a bloodstained piece of cord linked Milat to Caroline Clarke.


The trial began in March 1996 (after various discussions regarding Milat’s eligibility for legal aid) and lasted three months, with the prosecution relying on the discoveries in the house as well as Milat’s repair of his Nissan after a bullet caused damage to it, a week after Anja and Gabor’s disappearance. The defence had to concede that ‘there can be absolutely no doubt that whoever committed all eight offences must be within the Milat family, or very, very closely associated with it’, and tried to shift the blame onto other family members. Milat himself made a poor witness, and on 27 July 1996 the jury returned from three days’ deliberation to find him guilty on all charges. He received six years for the attack on Paul – and seven consecutive life sentences for the murders.


Ivan Milat tried to break out of Maitland Gaol on 17 May 1997 alongside drug dealer George Savvas, but the attempt was foiled. ‘With the assistance of two other inmates,’ the Minister for Corrective Services told the New South Wales legislative assembly, ‘these men thought they would be able to scale an eight-metre wall which bristles with razor wire, guard wire and camera and microwave surveillance. They thought they could get through gates overlooked by guard towers and staffed by officers armed with Ruger rifles.’ Savvas and Milat didn’t realise their plan had been detected weeks before, and a ‘squad of heavily armed officers’ were waiting for them. Savvas was found hanged in his cell the next day, and Milat was transferred to the maximum security wing of Goulburn Prison. (Milat tried to claim that he was framed for the escape attempt.) He appealed against his sentence on numerous occasions, even going so far as to cut off his finger to try to get attention for his case. However, despite a Facebook campaign and other social media presence by his family members, it seems highly unlikely Ivan Milat will ever see the outside of a prison again.





CHAPTER 2



Australia: Paul Charles Denyer
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‘Can you explain why we have women victims?’ the police interviewer asked the twenty-one-year-old suspect who had just confessed to three savage murders.


‘I just hate them,’ Paul Charles Denyer replied.


‘I beg your pardon,’ the officer said.


‘I hate them,’ Denyer repeated.


‘Those particular girls or women in general?’


‘General.’


That misogynistic hatred was clear to all those who dealt with Denyer in the criminal justice system. ‘The apprehension that you have occasioned to many thousands of women in our community will be felt for a very long time,’ the judge said at his sentencing. ‘For many, you are the fear that quickens their steps as they walk alone or that causes a parent to look anxiously at a clock when a child is late.’ And yet a decade after his conviction for the serial killings, Denyer was in the Australian press once more – because he was interested in finding out what the state government’s policy was on sex change. ‘I committed those disgusting crimes . . . not because I ever hated womankind,’ he wrote in 2003. ‘But because I have never really felt that I was male.’


There has been a large number of cases where violent films and images have been linked to violent acts by perpetrators; some of these may not have had the causal link that those wishing to ban them might assert. However, in the case of Denyer, the link seems justified. The film that influenced him was Stepfather II (also known as Stepfather 2: Make Room for Daddy), a 1989 horror movie written by John Auerbach and directed by Jeff Burr. It starred Terry O’Quinn – later to feature in Lost and Hawaii Five-0 – as the murderous stepfather of the title, who breaks out of an asylum and attacks a family; the movie was deemed insufficiently bloody by studio executives Bob and Harvey Weinstein, who insisted on more gore being added. According to Denyer, a scene in the film where the stepfather stabs someone in the neck was his guiding pattern for his attacks.


Denyer can only have seen that image after the age of sixteen but he had a penchant for violence long before then, and admitted to police he had wanted to kill since he was fourteen. He was born in Campbelltown, New South Wales, Australia, on 14 April 1972, the son of British immigrants, Anthony and Maureen, who had entered Australia seven years earlier. He was one of their six children, and never quite settled when the family moved from the Sydney area to the Melbourne suburb of Mulgrave just before his ninth birthday. He studied at Northvale Primary School and Clayton Technical School before the family moved to Long Street in Langwarrin, just east of the area that he terrorised. As a child, he displayed aberrant behaviour – possibly following a blow to the head when he was very young – slashing the throats of his younger sister’s toy bears in a horrible foreshadowing of the violence he would display later. He also cut the throat of the family’s young cat and hung it from the branch of a tree, and was responsible for disembowelling another feline and slitting the throats of its kittens.


He didn’t get on with his new fellow students after the move, and had self-confidence issues exacerbated by weight gain during adolescence. He claimed that his father was abusive, although other members of the family have denied that. He was arrested aged twelve for stealing a car, and two months later accused of theft, wilful damage and making a false report to the emergency services. Aged fifteen, he was charged with a rather unusual form of assault – making another boy masturbate in front of a group of other children. He was stalking women for a few years in Frankston, the area just west of where he lived, an hour or so away from Melbourne, before his first attack, and threatened the lives of his own brother and sister-in-law in 1992, forcing them to flee the country.


Denyer wasn’t able to hold down a job successfully, getting fired from both a supermarket and a marine workshop. He did manage to start a relationship with Sharon Johnson, whom he met in 1992. They moved in together to a flat in Frankston, but Denyer had time on his hands as he was unemployed. The next-door flat was vandalised, a peeping tom was reported around the neighbourhood, and then, in February 1993, there was an attack on the flat of other neighbours, young parents Les and Donna. The words ‘Dead Don’ were scrawled on the wall in blood in one room; their cat had been disembowelled and its blood used to paint the words ‘Donna – You’re dead’ on the wall. The rest of the apartment had been vandalised, so Donna moved in with her sister – who lived next door to Paul Denyer.


Denyer’s first victim, eighteen-year-old student Elizabeth Stevens, was killed around 7 p.m. on Friday, 11 June 1993. Denyer had walked over to Langwarrin and seen Elizabeth getting off a bus on her own. By his own admission, he wasn’t targeting her specifically: he just wanted to kill someone. He followed Elizabeth down the road then grabbed her, pushing a fake gun – which he had made from some aluminium piping with a wooden handle – into her side. He then walked her along the road, as if they were a courting couple, then dragged her into Lloyd Park. He knew the wet rainy night would cover the sounds of her screams.


In the park, they walked for a while, and then Denyer allowed Elizabeth to urinate. Once they got near the goalposts in the park, he started to strangle her. When she was unconscious, he then stabbed her repeatedly in the throat. ‘And she was still alive,’ Denyer later confessed. ‘And then she stood up and then we walked around and all that, just walking around a few steps and then I threw her on the ground and stuck my foot over her neck to finish her off.’ He then dragged her into a drain, and left her there with two branches on her body. The blade of his homemade knife had broken, so he dumped the pieces beside the road.


Elizabeth was found the next day in the drain in the pouring rain, which meant that, as Denyer had calculated, police were automatically at a disadvantage. Blood and other trace evidence, as well as footprints, were all washed away. Denyer had left Elizabeth lying face up with what forensic examiners described as a ‘very small tree branch’ across her body. Her trousers and underwear hadn’t been disturbed, but the upper body was exposed, and there were massive wounds on her throat. The autopsy showed she had abrasions and bruises on her arms and hands which Dr Tony Landgren, the Senior Forensic Pathologist at the Victorian Institute of Forensic Science at the time, thought might have been defensive wounds. He believed that the victim had been rendered unconscious before the killer used the knife on her so violently – distinctive petechial haemorrhages were present. After she died, Denyer had cut her on the chest with a distinctive cross pattern (four cuts from breast to navel, and four at right angles to them) – enough to worry police that Satanists could be involved. Once the rain had stopped, the police could examine the area more closely, and not far from the body, they found a blue and white sports bag with school books in Elizabeth’s name.


Homicide detectives were baffled as there seemed to be no motive for Elizabeth’s brutal killing. She had left a note for her uncle and aunt, with whom she lived, to say she was going to the library and would be back at eight. Police appealed for witnesses, using a mannequin dressed in similar clothes, and were able to deduce that she had got a bus from the Central Business District in Frankston back towards her home.


For a time, police thought they had solved the case quickly, after a door was slammed in officers’ faces when they were carrying out a house-to-house enquiry. When they forced entry, there was blood throughout the property – but it turned out that the owner had simply mutilated himself.


The hunt was still ongoing when, on the night of 8 July 1993, Denyer struck again. Forty-one-year-old bank clerk Rosza Toth was grabbed near Seaford station (two stops north of Frankston) in the early evening as she made her way home from work. The attacker said he had a gun, which he put to her head. She tried to bribe him with an expensive ring, but he wasn’t interested, and she knew she was in a fight for her life. Denyer was able to pull out clumps of her hair, but in return she bit his fingers to the bone. When she got an opportunity, she took it and broke free, running into the middle of the road trying to stop a passing vehicle. But no one stopped, and Denyer grabbed her by the hair and told her to shut up or he would blow her head off. She nodded in acquiescence, but managed to escape again. This time a car did stop and allowed Rosza to get in. Denyer ran away into the night.


Denyer wasn’t satisfied. He returned to Seaford station and went one stop down the line to Kananook, picking out another victim quickly as he crossed the footbridge over the railway track. Young mother Debra Fream, who had only given birth less than a fortnight earlier, had gone out to get some milk, leaving her baby with a family friend who had come over for dinner. She left her car unlocked as she popped into the milk bar, not realising that the man who had been walking down the road towards her was going to get into her vehicle and hide behind the driver’s seat. Paul Denyer waited for her to return with her purchase, and then revealed himself. Debra panicked and smashed her car into the side of the milk bar, but Denyer pulled his ‘gun’ once more, and told her to drive to an unmade road, Taylors Road, in Cranbourne. There he started to strangle her with a black tracksuit cord, and when she was barely conscious, he used a homemade aluminium knife to stab her multiple times in the neck and upper body. He then dragged her body into a clump of trees, and covered it with a couple of branches. His knife had broken again so he put the pieces in his pocket, then calmly drove the car away and dumped it. The next morning, he came back to the abandoned vehicle and stole Debra’s purse and her shopping from it, burying her handbag in a nearby golf course.


Debra was reported missing by her partner, and her car was spotted where Denyer had left it, over a mile from her home. There was blood on a blade of grass found in the vehicle. On 12 July, Debra’s body was found in grazing land near the unmade road, ten miles from her home. Denyer had not left any direct evidence – but there were enough clues that the same perpetrator was responsible for both Debra’s and Elizabeth Stevens’s deaths to have police worried there was a serial killer, particularly as there had been two other unsolved homicides in the area in the previous three years. Sarah MacDiarmid disappeared in 1990 from Kananook railway station, the same place that Denyer had travelled to when he attacked Debra; the only clue was a pool of blood, but her body has never been found. (Psychics hired by an Australian TV programme thought her body had been dumped on the Mornington Peninsula.) Twenty-five-year-old Michelle Brown’s body had been found in March 1992.


The women of Frankston became frightened to go out at night (men complained there were no single women at the nightclubs), and the media was convinced that there was another killing coming. Witnesses started to come forward – a tall man had been seen taking items from Debra’s vehicle – and the police consulted their profiler, Claude Minisini, over the two murders. Among his deductions, he believed the killer was local, aged between eighteen and twenty-four, and unemployed.


As the investigation continued, Denyer struck again. On the night of 30 July, the body of seventeen-year-old Natalie Russell was found. She had been reported missing eight hours earlier. This time Denyer hadn’t just struck at random: he had decided to attack a young woman who was walking down the bike track between two golf courses. Earlier in the day he had cut holes in the wire fences on either side of the track, large enough for him to be able to pull a victim through and into the trees. At 2.30 p.m. he lay in wait, carrying his sharpened homemade aluminium knife and a leather strap. Shortly before 3 p.m. he saw Natalie start down the track, dressed in her blue school uniform. ‘I stuck about 10 yards behind her until I got to the second hole,’ Denyer later explained, ‘and just when I got to that hole, I quickly walked up behind her and stuck my left hand around her mouth and held the knife to her throat.’ Denyer then made what would prove to be his fatal mistake – he cut his thumb with his own blade, and didn’t realise that the piece of skin had adhered to Natalie’s.


Natalie struggled – the police officer who found her body was adamant that she had put up ‘a hell of a fight’ – but stopped when he threatened to cut her throat. She then offered to have sex with him if he would let her go, but this disgusted Denyer. He forced Natalie to kneel down in front of him, and held the knifepoint near her eye. Then he made her lie down on the ground and held her by the throat before cutting her face. Natalie desperately managed to break free and started screaming. Denyer bellowed at her to shut up and told her he would kill her if she didn’t. ‘And she said, “What do you want from me?” I said, “All I want you to do is shut up.” ’ She knelt down, and Denyer put the strap round her neck to strangle her, but it broke in half. He pushed her head back and cut her throat. ‘I cut a small cut at first and then she was bleeding. And then I stuck my fingers into her throat . . . and grabbed her cords and I twisted them.’ With Denyer’s fingers in her throat, the dying girl fainted – at which point, Denyer ‘grabbed the opportunity of throwing her head back and made one big large cut which sort of cut almost her whole head off. And then she slowly died.’ He then kicked her body to make sure she was dead, slashed her face again with his knife and left her lying in the dirt.


Her mother became alarmed when Natalie didn’t come home on the usual bus she would take if she had gone into Frankston after school. She called the police who started an intensive search around 9 p.m., looking along the bike track that the children used as a quick cut-through. They found the holes in the cyclone fence two hours later; the discovery of her body followed quickly after.


The police realised that the serial killer was becoming more brazen and more of a risk taker – this was a daytime killing, which he had prepared meticulously, on a well-used track. Around the scene, they found small leather straps, like those used on binocular cases, which were bloodstained, and within the largest neck wound on Natalie’s body, there was a small piece of skin, 2.75 cm x 0.5 cm, that came from a hand – and not Natalie’s. An appeal for witnesses was made for anyone seen loitering around the golf course and more than 150 detectives met up at the Bayside Police Station in Frankston the day after Natalie’s murder to begin Operation Pulsar, a door-to-door enquiry around the area.


Two young constables told the task force about a call they had received from postwoman Vikki Collins the previous day about a suspicious vehicle. Around 3 p.m., Vikki had seen a yellow Toyota Corona parked opposite the bike track, with a man inside who was slouching down to try to hide. The constables who responded found the car, with no registration plates, but there was an interim registration label on the front windscreen which gave the number. There was no one inside. The driver therefore was likely to be either a ‘first grade witness’ – or a suspect. ‘It was a perfect example of the community taking on responsibility and being our eyes and ears,’ Detective Charlie Bezzina wrote on the twentieth anniversary of the killings.


The car was registered to Paul Charles Denyer, whose flat was in the middle of the area police had been targeting for investigation. When detectives visited Denyer, he was eager to please and very cooperative, but when they noticed cuts on his fingers, he was invited to come back to the police station. At 9.23 p.m. the formal questioning under caution began (which was videoed). He confirmed he was twenty-one years old and unemployed before being asked to give his movements for 30 July. Twenty or so minutes into the questioning, he said that the temperature gauge on his car had been ‘going high’, and so he had pulled in opposite the golf course to let the engine cool down. Half an hour later, he was asked to explain the long cut on his hand, which he said had happened when he caught his hand on the fan in his car. It seemed as if he had an answer for everything and could remember precisely what he was doing throughout the days on each of the murders – which made the police more suspicious. He admitted that he was near each of the scenes but he maintained that it was pure coincidence. Just before 11 p.m., Denyer was asked point blank, ‘Are you responsible for the deaths of any of these women?’ He denied it.


While he was at the police station, his flat was searched. The officers brought back knives, a pair of pliers and pieces of clothing for checking, along with a set of strapless binoculars from his car. The pliers matched the striations on offcuts of wire found at the bike track.


Around half past eleven, the police told Denyer they would need a blood sample and other tissue, and then left him for a few minutes, during which time Denyer chatted with the detective on guard about the policeman’s Christian faith. He then admitted – when the recording wasn’t running – that he was responsible for the murders. On the record, around 3.45 a.m., he repeated the confession and over the next five hours he gave details of the women’s deaths in almost a drab monotone. ‘I just had the feeling, that’s all,’ he said when he was asked why he had killed Elizabeth. ‘I just wanted to kill.’ He was charged at 9 a.m.


He was as cooperative telling the truth as he had seemed to be when spinning his tale, going with police to the scene of Debra Fream’s murder and explaining exactly what he did, and where he buried her purse – not far from where Natalie was murdered. Three weeks later, he returned to the bike track and showed how he had crept along the grass to attack Natalie.


During the time before his trial, forensic psychologist Ian Joblin examined Denyer and explained that Denyer ‘has a grandiose sense of self-importance. He has a need for constant attention with feelings of entitlement, exploitativeness, self-centredness and self-absorption . . . He finds satisfaction in abusing, degrading, humiliating and destroying his captive.’


Paul Denyer pleaded guilty to three counts of murder and on 20 December 1993, he was sentenced to life in jail with no minimum term. He successfully appealed the sentence to the Supreme Court, arguing that a minimum period should be set and, despite state opposition, the court upheld the appeal and set a non-parole period of thirty years. In prison, he decided that he wanted to be known as Paula, and made an application to find out what the rules were about gender reassignment. He wrote to another inmate that he had ‘put the pieces together’, claiming – in a series of blunt statements that read more like a formula or instruction manual – that he had felt like a female from birth and his crimes were an attempt to destroy those feelings.


During 2004, Denyer tried to use anti-discrimination laws to force the authorities to allow him to wear make-up and, in June that year, he underwent a medical assessment by the Department of Human Services’s director of mental health after applying for a sex change.


He tried to change his name legally to Paula Denyer, but this was not permitted and, according to Australian news reports, he was investigated over four prison rapes that took place in 2012. He was still adopting mascara, lip gloss and homemade nail polish made from paint and glue, as well as a hand-sewn bra in 2013. None of this is permitted in Australian prisons – officially.


Paul Charles Denyer will be eligible for parole in December 2023. He could be released aged just fifty-one if he is successful.





CHAPTER 3



Canada: Michael Wayne McGray
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‘Half of the fun for me is remembering the details,’ claimed serial killer Michael McGray shortly after pleading guilty to a savage murder, and offering to share details of over a dozen more killings with Canadian authorities, providing closure for families of victims in Ottawa, Calgary and Saint John. He is someone who admits that he’s ready to kill again – in 2000, he gave fair warning of this, and in November 2010, he killed his cellmate, despite believing that the man was a ‘good guy’. The savagery that McGray demonstrated during two of his killings was so excessive that a special psychiatric unit had to be set up to assist the officers who attended the scene.


Michael Wayne McGray was born on 11 July 1965 in Collingwood, Ontario, but was brought up on the east coast of Canada. According to him, he was beaten as a child, and developed an interest in serial killers at an early age – which led him to unleash his own homicidal impulses. ‘It’s something that builds up, and gets stronger and stronger and stronger over the months. It starts out like an urge, but then it’s so strong in the end that it’s almost like a hunger. It’s something I need,’ he told the Canadian National Post in 2000. ‘When I kill it’s a big high for me.’


McGray spent much of his childhood in group homes and reform schools. In his early teens, his father kicked him out, and he started a life as a drifter. McGray couldn’t remember his own path across the country, but remembered that, by the age of sixteen, he was on his own and had started to attack those that were vulnerable. A report from the Montreal prisons system noted that he had ‘an extremely violent temper’, was a risk to ‘not only adults but to children’ and was likely to reoffend – as he did with multiple property and robbery offences.


His first confirmed murder – to which he admitted during an interview with reporters after his life sentence was confirmed – was of seventeen-year-old Gale Tucker on 24 April 1985. He was just two years older than his victim, and was travelling across the continent in an old car. Gale was hitchhiking from her home in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, across country to Meteghan, Digby County, on the west coast, where she hoped to be hired for a new job at a fish processing plant; she was so keen to get there that she wasn’t willing to wait a day for her mother to lend her the money for the bus when the banks opened. She had sent her luggage on ahead with her friend Bonnie, and didn’t take any money with her. Around 5 p.m. she got in a car from Dartmouth, the first of a number of rides that she took – until she reached the village of Weymouth, Nova Scotia. No one saw the vehicle she got into there.


It belonged to Michael McGray, who claims that he was travelling with a companion (although authorities don’t believe him). As they went along, McGray asked Gale for oral sex, but she refused. McGray was angered by this, stopped the truck, pulled the girl out, ripped her clothes off, and then, when she refused to stop struggling, he stabbed her repeatedly in the side with a single-edged blade. He then dumped her body by the side of the road (possibly with the help of the accomplice). He drove off without a backward glance. ‘Wasn’t lots to remember,’ he said later of his first murder.


Gale was reported missing by her mother after a few days, and police were able to track her movements as far as Weymouth. However, there the trail ran cold, and it was only six months later, in October, that a man walking his dog in fields nearby found her skeletal remains and her clothes scattered nearby. The killer hadn’t bothered trying to disguise the body in any way and it had been exposed to the elements. It took two days for dental records and jewellery to confirm it was Gale. Although her mother persisted in ensuring that the police kept the investigation open, there were no real leads, and until McGray’s surprise confession, it seemed as if it would be filed as one of Canada’s many unsolved homicides.


Michael McGray claimed that he was responsible for over a dozen more killings than those for which he eventually stood trial, but didn’t provide sufficient evidence for cases to be properly identified. He talked of drifting from Vancouver on the west coast to Halifax on the east, and hanging around red-light and gay districts where he could find easy targets. There’s no certainty, therefore, whether his next definite killing, in 1987, was simply the next of many or if there was a gap of two years between events.


In Saint John, New Brunswick, McGray teamed up with two other men – Mark Daniel Gibbons and Norm Warren – both of whom also had arrest records. On 14 November 1987, the three of them concocted a plan to rob a taxi driver. When the cab arrived, Gibbons sat himself next to the driver in the front, with the other two behind. When they reached their destination, they told the driver it was a robbery. The driver reached into his pocket for a weapon and Gibbons stabbed him in the hand; the trio then ran away.


The driver called the police, who started searching the area. Gibbons’s dead body was found in the Market Square mall by a janitor – he had been stabbed a single time just below the heart. Rather to the surprise of the investigating officers, Gibbons’s friends called the police the next day to find out if the officers knew where Gibbons was. The call was traced back to an apartment where they found McGray and Warren, who ran from the back door but were quickly arrested.


Warren had a history of violent crime, including the murder of a cab driver for which he had served seventeen years behind bars, while McGray was primarily known for robbery and theft. McGray said Warren had killed Gibbons; the girlfriends of all three of them confirmed enough elements of his story for the police to charge Warren with the homicide. However, to the surprise of the local police, Warren was found not guilty of homicide, although he was sent away for attempted robbery. McGray received a five-year sentence for his part in the crime.


Contrary to the police view, however, the jury had got it right. Warren wasn’t responsible for Gibbons’s death; McGray was. In 1999, Saint John’s police inspector William Reid was contacted by the investigators who had arrested McGray. He had admitted to the homicide of Mark Gibbons. Reid and his team went to see McGray in the maximum security prison where he was being held; there he gave a very detailed confession of the crime.


When the three men abandoned the robbery, Warren ran slower than the other two, and was left behind. Near the city’s YMCA building, they stopped and McGray stabbed Gibbons with a homemade knife, just below the heart. He was annoyed about the robbery going wrong but he explained that he had already decided that he was going to do something to Gibbons, as he hadn’t liked him since he met him. He and Warren returned separately to their apartment building, where he passed over the knife for the trio’s girlfriends to clean up. He then framed Warren for the murder, and intimidated the girls into telling as much of the story as they could without implicating McGray. Two of the girls were re-interviewed and confirmed the story.


During McGray’s time in prison, he was also able to commit at least two more murders, apparently having the perfect alibi – police even discounted him from suspicion because he was behind bars in Quebec when the killings took place. However, as he later admitted, the prison system was rather more porous than those on the outside of it might care to believe, and over the Easter weekend in 1991, Michael McGray was given a three-day weekend pass. (To be fair to the authorities, at that point there was no suggestion that he was a killer, simply a robber whose crime had been foiled.) That meant that he was in Montreal at a time when to all intents and purposes no one thought he could be. For five months an urge to kill had been boiling inside him, he later told Detective Sergeant Roger Agnessi of the Montreal police; now he could let it loose.


During the 1990s, there was a wave of murders among the gay community in Montreal. According to a report in the Globe and Mail in November 1993, since 1989 there had been at least fourteen sex slayings of homosexual men, and the gay community was demanding a coroner’s inquest into the situation. ‘Many of the men killed were known to be “closet” gays who sought partners in Montreal’s Gay Village,’ the paper noted, adding that ‘four people have been convicted in connection with the killings, while nine of the crimes remain unsolved.’ Near the end of the list of fourteen victims come two names – ‘Robert Assaly, 59: a retired teacher beaten to death in his Nun’s Island condominium on April 7, 1991; unresolved. Gaetan Ethier, 45: the labourer was fatally stabbed in his downtown apartment April 2, 1991; unresolved.’ There were ten before them, two afterwards – but these two were those for which McGray would acknowledge responsibility. By 1996 the total hit twenty-one, but by the autumn of 1997 only six of them were unsolved, including McGray’s pair.


McGray had arrived in Montreal and checked in, as mandated, at the halfway house in the city’s North End district on Good Friday, 29 March 1991. The next day he went to the Gay Village and started chatting with Robert Assaly. The two got on well, and Robert invited McGray back to his apartment, where they drank some more until McGray fell asleep on the couch. He woke around six the next morning to hear Robert getting dressed. McGray took a knife from the kitchen and told Robert to lie on the floor. Robert, completely misreading the situation, laughed at him, and McGray lost his temper, smashing him to the ground using a table lamp, and then stabbed him in the throat and chest multiple times. He didn’t bother taking Robert’s wallet, just a bottle of alcohol.


A day later, when he should have been heading back to prison, McGray returned to the Gay Village and met the unemployed Gaetan Ethier. Gaetan also invited McGray back to his apartment, to watch a movie and have a bottle of wine. He made a pass at McGray, who turned him down, and Gaetan then passed out. McGray sat and watched him through the night, then in the morning smashed a beer bottle onto his head. Gaetan was younger and stronger than Robert and fought back, trying to get to the telephone, but McGray cut through the line before stabbing him repeatedly. Once he was dead, McGray took the wine and left. He had already decided not to return to Quebec, but only stayed at liberty for a few days before being rearrested and sent back to jail.


The murders for which McGray was originally arrested, which led to his multiple confessions, were of mother and daughter Joan and Nina Hicks in Moncton in 1998. Originally from Musgrave Harbour in Newfoundland, the pair had only moved to Moncton, New Brunswick, in late 1997, after Joan – who had been involved with helping prisoners in Newfoundland – had started a communication with convict Aubrey Sparks, imprisoned for murdering his wife. The letters had become more intimate and Joan decided to move to Moncton to be closer to Sparks’s prison despite her family’s pleas to her not to travel that distance with an eleven-year-old girl when she had not even met Sparks in person yet.


When they arrived in Moncton, the Hickses moved into a shelter where Joan became friends with twenty-two-year-old Tammy McClain, who had problems with her boyfriend, Mike. The Hickses found an apartment and Nina settled into school. Tammy and Mike often came round to the apartment, staying for a game of cards or a coffee. On the evening of 28 February 1998, Joan got a call from Tammy, who said she needed to get away from her boyfriend. Joan naturally invited her over. Around 5 a.m., Tammy left Joan’s apartment in a cab.


A few hours later, Glen Bennett went to the Moncton police station and reported that he had been present at a horrific murder but had been unable to do anything about it – as soon as he had got away from the killer, he had come to the police. Officers went to the scene he had indicated: Joan Hicks’s apartment. There, they found Joan lying on the floor near the bathroom in a pool of blood, her pink nightgown pushed up around her head. She had been beaten, strangled and her throat cut with a serrated knife. Nina’s bed had been slept in, but she had been choked with a belt and hung up in the closet in her underwear by a piece of rope.


Mike – or Michael McGray, to give him his full name – had followed Tammy to the Hickses apartment, along with his friend Glen Bennett, with whom he had been mainlining cocaine. McGray went to use the bathroom and called to Joan for some toilet paper. When she came to get it, he grabbed her by the throat, slammed her against the wall and strangled her. According to his own evidence, McGray wasn’t sure if she was dead or not, so he went into the kitchen for a knife. He then dragged Joan, who was indeed still alive, into her bedroom and slit her throat. Bennett did nothing throughout.


He did give the police McGray’s address, however, and they were quick to arrest McGray. During his various interviews, he admitted to the deaths of the two men in Montreal as well as the murder of Mark Gibbons in Saint John. He then surprised everyone on 20 March 2000 by pleading guilty to the murder of Joan Hicks – according to his lawyer, Wendell Maxwell, he only made the decision that morning – and avoided a jury trial for the murders of mother and daughter. As a result, the second murder charge, relating to Nina, was stayed pending further investigation, McGray claiming that Bennett was responsible. He was given a life sentence with no chance of parole for twenty-five years for Joan’s murder.


On his way to the federal penitentiary in New Brunswick, McGray told the accompanying officers that he would confess to a whole string of crimes across Canada and down into the Seattle area of Washington state, if he got immunity from prosecution and some medical help for his mental illness. When the police turned him down, McGray contacted the media and gave the Canadian Press wire service a fifteen-minute interview. ‘[Killing is] just something that I really love doing,’ McGray said. ‘And I mean, when it comes out, I mean, some of these murders were just horrendous, right? . . . Everybody asks me “Do I have any remorse for the victims?” and I’m not going to bullshit you, I don’t regret it and I don’t have any remorse. The only thing that I regret really is that it ended.’


Over the next months, McGray pled guilty to the deaths of Robert Assaly and Gaetan Ethier in Montreal, and Mark Gibbons in Saint John. In 2001, the Crown filed charges related to Nina’s murder, and in May, he pled guilty to that death too, and then days later to Gale Tucker’s death. For all the crimes, he was given further life sentences.


McGray maintained that he would kill again – he was found with a homemade knife at the end of one conference with his defence attorney, and calmly told officers that he had thought of killing his own lawyer. For some reason, in 2010, he was transferred from maximum security Kent Institution to the medium security facility, Mountain Federal Penitentiary in Agassiz, British Columbia, where he was given a cellmate, Jeremy Phillips, who was serving a six-year sentence for aggravated assault. The other man feared for his life but his concerns weren’t taken seriously.


The pair devised a plan – at least, so McGray explained – which was designed to get McGray sent back to a maximum security facility where he felt he belonged. Phillips agreed to play the part of a hostage. McGray bound him with ripped bedsheets and gagged him with a sock. It was at that point that Phillips probably realised that McGray wasn’t faking: McGray strangled him with a ligature for more than five minutes, then punched him to make sure he was dead. Phillips’s dead body wasn’t found for about twelve hours. In the end guards only realised they were one prisoner short when McGray told them. He received yet another life term.


The inquest jury recommended that ‘the Correctional Service consider single accommodation for multiple murderers’. Michael Wayne McGray is so housed now, and will remain so for the rest of his life.





CHAPTER 4



Colombia & Ecuador: Pedro Alonso López
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‘I am the worst of the worst . . . the lowest of the low – perhaps even a complete animal,’ Pedro Alonso López claimed in a police interview after he had admitted to killing over 300 girls between the ages of eight and twelve. ‘Perhaps I took it too far because of my ignorance.’


In March 1980, on the day that one of his last victims was being buried, López was caught in a market place in Ecuador. Over the coming months, he would lead police to the graves of dozens of his victims, sometimes having to be restrained from trying to pose for the cameras with one of the uncovered skulls, and on others being saved from the murderous intent of the young girls’ families.


López apparently only gave one interview to an English-speaking writer, renowned Canadian photojournalist Ron Laytner, while he was serving part of his sentence in Ambato. However, this was by no means the only time that he talked on record – his police interrogations were made available to the A&E Biography crew preparing a documentary in 2004, and that programme included excerpts from many other occasions on which he spoke to the South American press over the years. Talking to Laytner, he was keen to present a certain side to himself, and the story that he gave at that point contradicted the testimony of others, particularly with regard to his upbringing and his relationship with his mother. Laytner’s article also presents a dramatic account of López’s subsequent release – the prison van slipping through the gates of the jail ‘in the dead of night’, and López ‘bundled out of the back door on to the soil of Colombia’ – that doesn’t tally with the news footage that shows López being taken, in daylight, to a van to shouts of ‘Killer!’ Laytner’s story has to be assessed accordingly.


Certain facts aren’t disputed. Pedro Alonso López was born on 8 October 1948 in the Colombian town of Santa Isabel, not far from the capital, Bogotá. He never knew his father: Midardo Reyes was a member of the Colombian Conservative Party during the country’s civil war (known as La Violencia, which gives an idea of its nature), and was killed on 9 April 1948. His mother was Benilda López De Casteneda, and, at least according to López, she was a prostitute with whom his father had cheated. ‘I am the seventh son of thirteen children,’ he claimed, and certainly, speaking in 2004, his mother confirmed that he was one of a large number of siblings. Aged five, he and the family moved a hundred miles out into the country, to the town of El Espinal. As a young boy, he tried to help his brothers and sisters with their education, and even told his mother he would like to be a teacher when he grew up.


However, aged eight, López ran away to Bogotá. His version was that his mother threw him out for touching his sister’s breast, and that she had been abusive to him over the years – ‘it is my understanding that this woman is sick in the head,’ he told police, ‘because that was not the proper way to punish your children; she would punish me with such violence.’ His mother claimed it was a happy home and said he simply vanished, with a fortune teller informing her that he had been taken by a neighbour. Whatever the cause, López became one of the homeless street children, known as the Gamines, who roamed the avenues of the Colombian capital in gangs, stealing where necessary to survive, fighting for his life when required, and smoking an impure form of cocaine to take away some of the pain. ‘I was a very alert child, very spirited, with an innocent mind,’ he said, explaining that he had become dishonest because he had been abandoned. At some point, he was raped by a man, who had offered him a bed and a hot meal but instead took him to a deserted building and attacked him. López admitted to police that while he wanted to forget what had happened, he always wanted to punish those responsible. After that, he only went out at night.


When he was ten, an elderly couple took pity on López and offered him a home. He was enrolled in a school for orphans where he started to settle down. However, two years later, López said he was molested by a male teacher at the school; he stole money from the office and ran away once more. In 1969, aged twenty-one, he was arrested for stealing a car and was gang-raped within two days of arriving behind bars. This time, he couldn’t run away and was not prepared to be a victim again; instead, he made a knife, and killed them – an action deemed self-defence by the authorities, who didn’t add anything to his sentence for the deaths.


He was released aged twenty-three in 1971 after serving two years, and over the next eight years he carried out hundreds of murders of young innocents, crossing between three northerly countries in South America – Peru, Colombia and Ecuador. He targeted the poorest children, ones whose absence would not be noticed so quickly – and certainly ones about whose disappearance the authorities would be less likely to be concerned. White children were rarely targeted, mainly because they were not often on their own. López told Laytner that a tourist family ‘from England or Scotland’ had attracted his attention, and he spent two days following them. ‘I really wanted to take their beautiful blonde daughter,’ he explained, ‘but I never got the chance. Her parents were too watchful.’


López’s hunting grounds were the market places, but his approaches would vary. Sometimes, as he told Laytner, he would search for a girl ‘with a certain look on her face of innocence and beauty. She would be a good girl, always working with her mother. I followed them, sometimes for two or three days, waiting for the moment she was left alone.’


On other occasions, he would pose as a salesman and approach girls of his preferred age – between eight and twelve years old – saying he was lost, and asking for help finding the town’s bus terminal. The young girls would be taken in by his charms and by his apparent helplessness and accompany him willingly; he never needed to kidnap any of them. From the market place he would take them to an area he had prepared earlier; often, he had already dug the graves. He would be solicitous of their welfare initially, and the girls would start to trust him, even if they were out overnight. ‘They never screamed because they didn’t expect anything would happen,’ he claimed. ‘They were innocent.’


However, at the first sign of daylight, López would get sexually excited. He would then force the girl into sex, and put his hands around her throat – and when the sun rose, he would strangle her. He had to commit his crimes in daylight. ‘It was only good if I could see her eyes,’ he admitted. ‘It would have been wasted in the dark.’ He said it took them between five and fifteen minutes to die, but some of his victims were strangled with such force that their eyes popped out of their sockets.


Often there would be three or four bodies placed in the same grave because, López believed, his ‘little friends liked to have company’, and there were times when he would interact with them even after they were dead – not in a necrophiliac way, but an almost childish manner. He would chat with them, ‘like having a party’, but eventually he would get bored and go looking for new girls. He particularly liked the girls in Ecuador: ‘They are more gentle and trusting, more innocent.’
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