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For Fleur











Evil is unspectacular and always human, Shares our bed and eats at our own table.


W. H. Auden, ‘Herman Melville’












Introduction




‘There’s no place like Home’


Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz (1939)





In A Lust for Window Sills, Harry Mount’s brilliant and idiosyncratic celebration of British architecture, he sets out to encourage his readers to develop and then share his own excitement about buildings of all shapes and sizes, historic and modern. As an architectural historian Mount has a few tricks up his sleeve to help him achieve this objective. First, he asks his readers to look up rather than stare into the middle distance, so that they can see and appreciate weathervanes, crockets and spires because, as he explains, ‘we take in the function of buildings, but not much else’. Thereafter, as we approach each new building, we need to ‘push open the door and step inside, not knowing what beauties, great and small, quirky and mainstream lie inside’.


I also want you to step inside a series of buildings, but with a different purpose in mind. Not so much to look up as to look differently, because, just occasionally, the answers to some pressing social problems are staring us in the face. As a criminologist rather than an architectural historian, I want you to consider something which is rarely discussed: that the home is the primary site for murder in this country. Whether male or female, the victims of murder are more likely to have been killed in or around a house, or what the Office for National Statistics (ONS) rather primly describes as ‘a residential dwelling’, than in a public space – be that outdoors, such as in a street, or an indoor public space like a pub or night club.


The figures underlying this truism are doggedly consistent, although there are gender differences. In the three years between 2017 and 2019, in England and Wales, on average 75 per cent of women and 39 per cent of men were murdered in a house, or residential dwelling. There was a slight change in 2020 when 78 per cent of women and 38 per cent of men were murdered in a residential dwelling but, for the very first time, there was one more murder of a man in a ‘street, path or alleyway’. Often, but not in every case, there was a prior or ongoing relationship between the victim and the perpetrator. Leaving 2020 and England and Wales to one side, this pattern is even more marked in the separate and independent criminal justice system of Scotland, where between 2010 and 2020, 83 per cent of all female murder victims and 55 per cent of male victims were killed in a residential dwelling. Whether in England, Scotland or Wales, a much higher percentage of women than men are murdered indoors, but overall the space where a murder is most likely to occur in Britain will be in the home.


This reality about the banal site of British murder has long been ignored or under-appreciated, even as we try to find solutions to reduce the amount of murder while at the same time continuing to consume murder as a form of entertainment in our homes, in the books and newspaper articles that we read, on the television programmes that we watch, or in the social media that we subscribe to. That consumption often blinds us to reality both now and in the past. In his famous but mistaken essay, ‘Decline of the English Murder’, George Orwell conjures up a Sunday afternoon before the Second World War:




The wife is already asleep in the armchair, and the children have been sent out for a nice long walk. You put your feet up on the sofa, settle your spectacles on your nose, and open the News of the World. Roast beef and Yorkshire, or roast pork and apple sauce, followed up by suet pudding and driven home, as it were, by a cup of mahogany-brown tea, have put you in just the right mood. Your pipe is drawing sweetly, the sofa cushions are soft underneath you, the fire is well alight, the air is warm and stagnant. In these blissful circumstances, what is it that you want to read about?


Naturally, about a murder.





Orwell goes on to compare ‘our great period in murder’ – which he sees as between about 1850 and 1925 – with the murders that had occurred during the war. In the ‘great period’ he cites nine murderers ‘whose reputation has stood the test of time’. These are: ‘Dr Palmer of Rugeley, Jack the Ripper, Neill Cream, Mrs Maybrick, Dr Crippen, Seddon, Joseph Smith, Armstrong, and Bywaters and Thompson’. Most of their murders, but certainly not all of them (the crimes of Jack the Ripper most obviously), involved poisoning, and that seems to be Orwell’s point about decline: how murder was committed changed during the war, and something about it now reeked of the ‘atmosphere of dance-halls, movie-palaces, cheap perfume, false names and stolen cars’. Murder had become Americanised and ‘meaningless’, compared with ‘the old domestic poisoning dramas’ that had been a product of an earlier time.


Orwell, while acknowledging the domesticity that characterised his ‘great period’ of English murder, does not really question, or even explore, why most of the murders that he cites took place within a domestic setting – ironically very much like the one he evokes at the start of his essay. And, in emphasising a change that he saw as having been created by war, he does not seem to appreciate that that domestic setting still dominated, and continues to dominate, murder, no matter what period in our history we are describing. Though Orwell was not to know it when he wrote his essay in 1946, the serial killers Reginald Christie and John George Haigh had already murdered several people – and to be fair to Orwell, it would be three years before the first of them (Christie) was brought to justice, but the settings for their murders were also domestic and just as ‘English’. In fact, those committed by Christie even involved poisoning, and his squalid home at 10 Rillington Place in Notting Hill, London, was the gothic backdrop to his crimes.


So far I have used the terms ‘house’, ‘home’ and ‘residential dwelling’ interchangeably. However, as the social historian Judith Flanders reminds us, there is a difference between these terms and how, and where, they are used. A house is simply a pile of bricks, a physical shape that can be ‘safe as houses’, whereas a home implies something different altogether – it is a dwelling place; the place where you live and where the business of domesticity takes place. Home is ‘where the heart is’, ‘home sweet home’, and ‘there’s no place like it’. In other words, it is a personal, interior space cut off from the glare of the outside real world; it is a private sanctuary that should not routinely be made visible and public. Homes are, Flanders argues, intimate and private and, as the centuries wore on, the sphere that was to become ‘a woman’s place’ – although later this phrase would be applied more specifically to the kitchen.


So a house – the pile of bricks – has been designed and built by someone else and thereafter becomes merely a commodity to be bought and sold, whereas a home is something that you create; a home is personal, it is an extension of you. The home reflects who you are – your hopes, aspirations, tastes, desires, fears, dreams and disappointments. And there’s the rub. What if those dreams and aspirations are unfulfilled and it is disappointment and fear, rather than hopes, that come to dominate your home? When that happens it can all too easily become a prison, an altogether darker space that traps you. You might sit on the same sofa to read the newspaper or eat at the same table in the kitchen as you have always done, but these familiar spaces, routines and even furnishings begin to take on a more menacing hue. Sometimes violence begins to seep out of the very essence of that space, the routines which take place there, and even the bits and pieces that you bought to make your house a home.


When I use the term home, I am employing that word to capture something about a space that is private and intimate, although, for purely stylistic reasons, I will also refer to houses, flats and other residential dwellings where a murder has taken place. Ironically, it is murder that will make these intimate and private spaces become public, and so offer to us a glimpse of what had been going on behind the front door and after the curtains have been drawn. Murder, in my experience, is so much more authentic about the reality of these private spaces than the photos of interiors that get posted on Instagram or Facebook, or appear in glossy magazines.


Let’s get back to Orwell.


Of Orwell’s nine chosen murders, those committed by the serial killers Neill Cream and Jack the Ripper, and by Frederick Bywaters are different from the rest of his list in that they took place outside, or in public settings. The other cases Orwell mentions took place indoors, and often in a private house. But we can be even more specific. Those committed by Joseph Smith all happened in the bathroom – his crimes are sometimes known as the ‘brides in the bath murders’, as he drowned each of his new wives as they took a bath shortly after they had been married. He wanted their life assurance. We might want to quibble that two of Smith’s murders took place in guesthouses, but there can be no such objections about the site of Hawley Crippen’s murder of his wife Cora, after a party they had held at their house, 38 Hilldrop Crescent, Holloway, on 31 January 1910. Cora’s body was eventually found in the basement – buried in the coal cellar – by which time Crippen and his lover had left London and fled across the Atlantic to Canada on the SS Montrose.


After Crippen had been hanged at HMP Pentonville in November 1910, his house was bought for £500 by a Glaswegian comedian called Sandy McNab, who turned it into a ‘dark tourist’ destination. As part of his sales pitch, McNab described in almost breathless detail his exploration of his new purchase:




I made my way all over the premises, and at last I came to the fateful cellar. I will not attempt to hide the fact that as my foot stepped upon the concrete floor, hardly yet dried, I felt a queer sensation at the pit of my stomach and a choking sensation in my throat … Then I imagined the officers of the law examining the dark, damp, dungeon-like cellar, while the culprit stood calmly behind them.





McNab’s use of the house is to make public what had once been private – it allows us to peek behind the curtains which had been drawn on Cora and Crippen’s domestic life; it makes that life and their personal arrangements visible. But there is more going on here too. Inevitably, the press of the time labelled 38 Hilldrop Crescent a ‘house of horrors’. This is a newspaper trope that we can trace back to, at the very least, the Ratcliffe Highway Murders of December 1811, when there were attacks in London on two different families in just twelve days, leaving seven people dead. Understandably, this caused a panic in the capital, and a media sensation. McNab is very consciously playing on this idea, with phrases such as ‘queer sensation’ and ‘dark, damp, dungeon-like cellar’. It’s actually no more than a teasing come-on to satisfy our morbid curiosity and at the same time play on our repulsion at what had taken place.


The ‘house of horrors’ phrase still crops up frequently – especially in relation to the houses or flats occupied by serial killers such as Dennis Nilsen or Fred and Rose West, and not just in this country. I remember it being applied to the house in Amstetten in Austria where Josef Fritzl held one of his daughters, Elisabeth, captive for more than twenty years in a specially designed concealed basement, where he would repeatedly rape and abuse her. Standing on the steps to their front door in 2008, after the story came to light, I was amazed most of all by the house’s closeness to a baker’s shop just next door, and a tattoo parlour across the road. I filled up my car at a petrol station less than two hundred yards away. Had no one noticed what had been going on? This ‘house of horror’ had been the perfect embodiment of Austrian decency and respectability, and was still standing defiantly against any arguments to the contrary.


In the USA, the phrase has been applied most recently to the Florida case of Russell Tillis, who kept a number of women imprisoned as ‘sex slaves’, and who then killed two of these women, and to the Cleveland home of Ariel Castro, who for over a decade kept three women – Michelle Knight, Amanda Berry and Gina DeJesus – locked up in his house undetected, just three miles away from the block where they had all gone missing between 2002 and 2004. One of the many books about that case – Captive – is subtitled One House, Three Women, Ten Years in Hell. Much further back in American history we might cite the case of Herman Webster Mudgett. He is perhaps better known as H. H. Holmes, a serial killer who murdered at least twenty-seven people, having lured them to his hotel in Chicago between 1891 and 1894. The hotel became known as the ‘Murder Castle’, with soundproofed rooms, a maze of hallways, and chutes that would drop a victim from his or her room into the basement, and a vat of acid.


I want to discuss ‘houses of horror’ (even if many of them were in actuality flats) and also interrogate this generic description further. For example, there is a difference between Fritzl’s home, where there was a hellish ‘below stairs’ cut off from the rest of the house, and 25 Cromwell Street in Gloucester, where Fred and Rose West would torture, kill and bury the bodies of many of their victims. Almost every room of that house had been adapted to facilitate the range of sexual behaviours that were of interest to the couple, and their cellar and back garden converted to accommodate the bodies of their victims. What happens to these houses of horror after the perpetrators have been brought to justice also varies. Some, such as the house in Amstetten, are left standing while others, including 25 Cromwell Street, are destroyed, almost as if by doing so we can exorcise the evil they contained and banish it from our community. Yet the flats occupied by Dennis Nilsen – whom we should remember was unmasked as a killer because he had blocked the drains with human remains – regularly come up for sale on the open market and they have always found a buyer. How are we to make sense of these differences? Are they a reflection of the ‘body count’ that is associated with the house, the nature of the murders themselves, or are other cultural and social factors at play?


In the same way that Harry Mount wanted his readers to ‘push open the door and step inside’ the buildings he described, so too will I take you into specific rooms within these and other houses of horror. I want to discuss attics and cellars; bedrooms and kitchens; living rooms; and the self-effacing back garden. What roles do these specific places – these guilty and tainted spaces – play in the commission or aftermath of a murder? It might be obvious that cellars, attics and back gardens are good places to dispose of bodies, but why should the bedroom produce more extreme and unusual murders than any other room? What unique role does the kitchen play in the history of British murder? I even want to consider the role of the stairs and the humble doorstep – the latter as a liminal space that connects our private world to the public life we lead outside the house and, as I have discovered in my academic research, is the preferred site for contract killers to complete their hits.


The tension between the public and the private that we encounter on the doorstep is only one of a number of similar stresses that exist within our homes, after we have crossed the threshold and closed the front door. Our home is where we feel intimate and private, but it is also a site where we socialise. Some rooms are kept scrupulously clean, while others are left to collect mess and dirt. We display what we think is socially acceptable, perhaps even desirable, but that very visibility often serves to hide and mask who we really are and what our true interests might actually be. As many social commentators and academics have argued, the house and what is bought and displayed within it is an extension of the self. However, I am going to argue it is no more an extension of the self than those aspects of our identity we know we cannot make public. How we present ourselves to other people might appear rational, coherent and stable, but that does not mean that we are necessarily all of those things all of the time. So as an extension of the self, we consciously use some rooms and what those rooms contain to perform a public role, but ensure that others are much more guarded and private, and execute a ‘backstage’ function. In doing so they permit, and sometimes provoke, different actions and behaviour from those which are regarded as socially acceptable.


As I see it, the house is a complex site where the true self can be revealed not only through what we buy, appropriate, consume and display, but also through what we hide, conceal, dispose of and bury. In some circumstances each room might allow us to act and behave in different ways – including being violent, and sometimes committing murder. This interaction between the physical and the criminological is at the very heart of my study of these spaces.


So far I have mentioned, among other things, drains, baths, gardens, doorsteps and specific spaces in houses where murders have taken place, or where bodies have been buried. I have characterised all of this as banal – the ordinary and everyday. To use an old-fashioned description, the backdrop to murder is ‘homely’. Let’s think about that word. Just over a hundred years ago, Freud wrote a paper on ‘The Uncanny’ about his belief that what is frightening, distressing and even repulsive is rooted in our everyday experiences. In Freud’s native German, ‘uncanny’ is unheimlich, the opposite of heimlich, which is the German word for ‘homely’. Unheimlich is literarily to be ‘un-homely’. At the root of Freud’s thinking is the belief that the uncanny and terrifying are located in the strangeness of the ordinary – not the fear of some alien other, but a fear we supress about those things which surround us, and that over time we have come to take for granted as being safe and harmless. It was this psychoanalytical idea that first started to make me think about the issues at the heart of the book.


Let me tell you the story of a murder by way of explanation.


Angelika Kluk was murdered in September 2006 at St Patrick’s Church in Anderston in Glasgow, and suspicion soon fell on the church’s handyman, Pat McLaughlin. Angelika’s body was found buried under the floor of the church near the confessional; she had been repeatedly bludgeoned and stabbed sixteen times in the adjacent garage that belonged to the priest, and then dragged into the church. She might still have been alive when she was being pushed under the floorboards. McLaughlin fled to London after the murder, where he was arrested, and the police soon realised that he was in fact a notorious sex offender by the name of Peter Tobin, who had been released from prison a few years earlier. The way that Angelika had been murdered and how her body had been concealed made the police suspect that Tobin might have been responsible for several other crimes. They quickly began to piece together what was known about his movements and identified the specific places where he had once lived. They knew that in the early 1990s he had lived at Bathgate in West Lothian, but that he had arranged for a swap to a council house in Margate, Kent in 1991 – a three-bedroom mid-terrace property at 50 Irvine Drive, where Tobin was to stay until 1993. The police also knew that two young women had disappeared about this time: fifteen-year-old Vicky Hamilton, who had gone missing in Bathgate in February 1991 – just a few weeks before Tobin had moved to England – and eighteen-year-old Dinah McNicol, who was last seen alive in August 1991, after attending a music festival in Hampshire.


In the wake of Angelika’s murder, the police started to excavate the back garden of the house in Margate. David Martin, one of the neighbours, remembered that Tobin had once started to dig a rather elaborate sandpit for his son, a pit which had never actually materialised. Tobin had explained to his neighbour that ‘health and safety issues’ raised by the council had put paid to the sandpit, but in November 2007 the police discovered a grave in the garden, located under a shed that stood on top of a concrete base where David remembered that Tobin had been digging all those years ago. There they found Dinah’s body, tightly bound and gagged, and wrapped in sixteen heavy-duty refuse sacks. A few metres away was Vicky’s body, also wrapped in bin bags – Tobin must have brought her body with him from Scotland during his house swap.


With the discovery of the bodies of the two young women, the tenants of 50 Irvine Drive were immediately re-housed by the council and, through various contacts which I cannot reveal, I was allowed to visit the property for myself. Clearly there had been a number of cosmetic changes to the house since Tobin had moved out in 1993, but the structural layout remained intact. I was particularly drawn to the kitchen, which had a breakfast bar with a view out onto his small back garden just a few metres away. This wasn’t a private space, but one that was overlooked by scores of neighbours. I sat down on a chair and looked out of the window – as Tobin must have done, drinking his tea, eating toast, getting his supper ready, or doing the washing-up. I realised that as he did so he would be looking out onto the bodies of his two young victims. Every day as he prepared a meal, or switched on the kettle, he would be aware of who he had buried in his garden; it was his secret – a secret that gave him private pleasure, and was no doubt made all the more intense because he had done all of it in a very public manner. After all, his neighbour had noticed the digging. But there was more. He had also kept the bodies of his victims close to him, and that meant that he could always relive the moment when he had taken their lives; he was still in control even after their deaths. They had not been returned to their families, who could bury them in a proper grave; it was Tobin who was still powerful – you might even say omnipotent and God-like.


I attended Tobin’s trial for Dinah’s murder at Chelmsford Crown Court in December 2009. He pleaded not guilty, although it took the jury just thirteen minutes to convict him. He’d already been convicted of Vicky’s murder earlier in the year. After the trial had ended Ian McNicol, Dinah’s father, told the press that he wanted 50 Irvine Drive to be ‘bulldozed and a memorial garden put in its place’. However, Thanet Council explained that there was a shortage of houses and, as 50 Irvine Drive was mid-terrace, adjacent properties would have had to be destroyed too. In any event, the house soon had a new tenant.


Abigail Dengate had been living in a cramped flat around the corner in Palmer Court with her father and two children who, at the time of the trial, were eleven and six years old. She was desperate for space and, having waited for a new home for four years, she put in a bid to move to 50 Irvine Drive. She admitted that the decision at the time did raise eyebrows but, what with everyone having to share bedrooms where they were currently living, she saw the move as a positive one. Abigail has lived there ever since and, in an interview that she gave to KentOnline, she called it a family home and said that ‘even though people might have thought it strange that we wanted to live here, to us we didn’t care about what had happened in the past – it’s a house. I don’t mean that we don’t care what happened to the girls, that was horrible, but I mean it didn’t bother us living here.’ The newspaper noted that the front garden was tidy (front gardens usually are), and discusses the normality of the house:




Inside, the cosy living room is filled with toys, and the garden has been transformed with a colourful fence running down the middle and a children’s play zone with a slide, play house and trampoline. […] The previously grim spot in the back left-hand corner of the garden is now sectioned off with a new fence and is covered in decking, with a pergola and colourful plant pots hanging from the fence. Bird feeders and a decorative mobile hang down, and a bench with a bright pink cushion provides a place to sit. It has been turned into a spot to enjoy, with all trace of death and misery erased.





The temptation here is to see what I have been describing and then how Abigail discusses her family home as being in some form of opposition given the house’s history. On the one hand, we have my thoughts about a serial killer and how he had used his back garden as a burial site, where he could savour the moment when he had taken the lives of two young women. A serial killer who had justified his digging to his neighbour by explaining that he was creating a sandpit for his son, so trying to create the impression that he was just behaving like a good father. On the other hand, the reporter notes that Abigail has made her living room ‘cosy’, and the garden now has a child’s play area – it has been ‘transformed’ with a trampoline, a pergola and bird feeders. Abigail thinks of 50 Irvine Drive simply as ‘a house’, and the journalist agrees that ‘the house appears like any other’. It is familiar and safe – like the houses in any street and in which you and I might live, and call our home.


But this is my point.


The homes where murders occur do not need to look any different from ours, or that of our family, neighbours or our friends. They can all have the same cosy sitting rooms, children’s play areas, bird feeders in the garden. It is the uncanny of the familiar that is being described by us both. It is the things we are accustomed to and which are ordinary that really begin to raise the hairs on the back of my neck – like taking a shower after watching Psycho – rather than those that are strange, bizarre or astonishing. Heimlich and unheimlich – homely and unhomely at the same time; safe and dangerous; a place to live, but also to die. Of course Freud was interested in what was hidden and repressed in us as individuals, buried deep in our unconscious, but here I am using his idea of the uncanny in a more elaborate and a broader way. Specifically, what is it that is submerged in the history of the spaces where we live, that we come to call home, and how, and when, might they surface in a way that leads to death? So I’m not interested in the disorientating, alien, shape-shifting spaces so beloved by film-makers, but by the all-too-real spaces where we actually live our lives.


Sadly in my work I have had to visit many houses, flats and lodgings where a murder has taken place. Sometimes these murders took place in the distant past, and I have visited the houses where they were committed as part of my research for an academic article or a book, or when I was filming a documentary. I have, for example, visited the Victorian serial killer Mary Ann Cotton’s terraced house in Front Street, West Auckland and the house in Abertillery in Wales, where in 1921 Harold Jones hid the body of eleven-year-old Florence Little in his father’s attic. I climbed into the cramped loft myself. More recently, I have been to the flat in Bradford where the serial killer Stephen Griffiths – the self-styled ‘Crossbow Cannibal’ – murdered three women between 2009 and 2010, and the home of Peter Farquhar in Maids Moreton in Buckinghamshire, where he was murdered by Ben Field in October 2015. I have even been inside the priest’s garage beside St Patrick’s Church in Anderston, where Peter Tobin first attacked Angelika Kluk before moving her body into the church and leaving it under the floor, near to the confessional. Was that choice of deposition site significant, or merely chosen for practical reasons? I think that it was profoundly significant, and that Angelika’s burial in the church was carefully staged to tell a story – Tobin’s. Above all, I remember having to explain why there was blood on the ceiling of the garage, where he had started his attack: each time Tobin raised the weapon that he used to strike another blow, blood from Angelika’s head, which was now also on the weapon, would fly off and upwards into the air. Some of that blood got stuck on the ceiling.


I will use these and other experiences as part of the case-study approach to the book, but I have also had to draw on secondary research for one obvious reason: sometimes the house, flat or ‘residential dwelling’ where a murder took place no longer exists. 10 Rillington Place is no more, nor is 38 Hilldrop Crescent, and, as mentioned, 25 Cromwell Street was destroyed after the crimes committed by the Wests came to light. The house was compulsory-purchased by Gloucester City Council in 1996 and razed to the ground. The contents and the remains of the building were then pulverised so as to prevent them becoming ghoulish souvenirs – ‘murderabilia’, as it is now called. The disappearance of the physical sites of murder have sometimes been decisions quite consciously taken, as in the case of the Wests, but on other occasions has been the consequence of urban development, especially after the Second World War. It is relatively unusual to have a house such as the one lived in by Mary Ann Cotton still in existence. I have therefore had to rely on other people’s accounts of some of the homes where a murder took place, as opposed to being able to describe them from first-hand experience. I have also interviewed a number of the murderers that you are going to meet or, for very different reasons, have spoken with the families or friends of some of their victims.


My choice of cases is a mix of those murders which often get called, or are thought of, as ‘ordinary’ murders – sometimes also rather dismissively termed as ‘domestics’ – and those which have been committed in more unusual circumstances, such as when the offender is unknown to the victim, or is a serial killer. This combination of the extreme and the ordinary not only allows me to consider a range of cases but also to determine what common patterns, or dissimilarities, exist. However, is any murder ever really ordinary: average, normal, commonplace? Thankfully murder, no matter what we might think, remains a relatively unusual crime, and so it is hard to see how there can be such a thing as an ordinary murder, and it will certainly not be ordinary to the family of the victim. What is perhaps more interesting is how these murders allow us to build up a picture of people who rarely trouble history, to the extent that if the victim had not been killed, we would probably never have gained any understanding of how they had once lived. All murders create a public record, not just police and court reports, but also print and broadcast accounts. These records offer a different way to think about our culture – in this case, where and how we live – and to tell us stories about Britain and the British from a very different perspective. Even so, I remain acutely aware from my applied work that murder is always a tragedy and continues to create ripples – sometimes many years afterwards – in the lives of those who survive, and in the community where the murder took place. This awareness means that I also have had to be mindful about how I use, or choose not to use, some of the details about these cases, and I only provide as much information as is necessary to shape and illustrate my argument.


As outlined, I will use these case studies to guide you through a number of rooms in different flats and houses, so as to discuss the specific room or space that is the focus of the chapter. I describe the roles played by living rooms, kitchens and bedrooms in the commission of murder, as well as stairs, attics and cellars. However, perhaps reflecting changes in architectural design and the rapid expansion of home ownership between the wars, or the demands of rented accommodation, I have never actually visited a house in the UK where the killer used a cellar to commit a murder or hide his victim’s body. As a result, I only briefly discuss cellars, and the example that I use is a recent and well-known case. So too bathrooms and front gardens make only a brief appearance, especially in comparison to the role of back gardens – which are obviously more private. ‘Digging the garden’ is a perfectly banal excuse to hide more malevolent intentions. After all, who doesn’t like that British obsession, gardening? My question hints at a perennial practical problem for a killer: what to do with the body of his victim after they have died. Decomposing bodies smell, as trapped gases in the intestinal tract begin to build up, and then release a pungent odour not unlike rotting fruit. That too has to be managed if you want to escape detection. Dennis Nilsen, when he had access to a garden, buried or burned his victims there, but when he moved to a top-floor flat he had to flush their body parts down the toilet or stuff their bodies under the floorboards, along with copious air fresheners. Other murderers I am going to describe found even more ingenious ways of hiding human remains in their homes, or destroying what was left of their victims.


So come with me. Let’s park the car, walk down the street map in hand (remember those?), find the right house, open the gate and walk up the garden path to knock on the front door. Stand on the doorstep for a moment or two, as you might do when you are looking for the keys to your own home, and look around. What do you see? Something different from what you expected, or strangely familiar? Deep breaths; stay calm – get a grip of yourself! Was that a curtain I just saw twitching and a light being switched on? As we step inside, please don’t think that you are visiting somewhere exotic and unusual, but marvel instead at how everything reminds you of where you live.


There really is no place like home.









CHAPTER ONE


The Door and the Doorstep




‘Knock, knock, knock! Who’s there, i’th’ name of Beelzebub?’


The Porter in Macbeth, Act 2, Scene 3





I don’t imagine that you’ve ever given much thought to your front door. And certainly not as much of your time and attention as you’ve spent thinking about the new sofa that you want to buy, or the bed that you sleep on every night. After all, it’s just a front door. You close it in the morning, perhaps jiggling the key and then trying the handle just to make sure it really is locked, before setting out for work and the day ahead with your game face on. Several hours later that routine gets reversed. You park the car, or walk from the train station or bus stop, silently cursing that you didn’t remember to put out the bins, and then navigate the garden path (if there is one), all the while fishing in your bag or pockets for the front-door key. Perhaps you are just catching your breath, having climbed the stairs to your flat. In any event, you’re still mulling over what happened at work as you do this, or wondering what you’ll make for supper and if there’s post lying on the floor beneath the letterbox. At last you find the key, thrust it into the lock, turn it quickly, push the handle and then you step inside; you take off your coat, throw your bag to one side and consider changing into some comfier clothes. Your guard is down now, and your game face safely stored away until tomorrow morning.


As I say, you don’t really think too much about your front door.


I do, for as a criminologist I’ve learned that front doors – and the front doorstep – are very important. They are a threshold between the private and intimate world of domesticity and the external, public world of work, business and socialising. They form a boundary between the public and the private self; a neutral border that can act as both the beginning and the end of a journey. That this boundary has also become the preferred site of professional hitmen is something I will come on to, but we can already glimpse a little of the criminological that I am describing in why our police, and sometimes tabloid journalists, ‘doorstep’ to deliver bad news with a ‘death knock’. Death is an obvious ending as far as murder is concerned, but it also starts the process of trying to uncover how these public and private worlds might have converged to produce such a traumatic conclusion. Does that coming together need to be further investigated, or should our attention be drawn more to the private or the public self as an explanation for the murder?


I only started to think about front doors and doorsteps in this way by knocking on a very different front door from my own.


I first crossed the threshold of 10 Downing Street in April 2006, as a guest of the Howard League for Penal Reform. The league is the oldest penal reform charity in the world, named in honour of John Howard, who had championed better prison conditions as a reforming high sheriff of Bedfordshire in the eighteenth century. Cherie Blair, QC hosted the event, held in honour of the Howard League’s 150th anniversary, and as part of our visit she very graciously gave us a tour of the prime ministerial quarters.


I was struck by two things. The front door that I had walked through looked just like any you might encounter on a Georgian terrace. The front door might suggest a democratic ordinariness of being just like anywhere else, but inside it is quite obvious that appearances can be deceptive: 10 Downing Street is a rather grand mansion (created by knocking two houses into one for the country’s first prime minister, Sir Robert Walpole). That front door was not only a means of entering the building, but also a portal into a different world, where decisions are taken that have an impact on how we all live our lives. That famous threshold led to an inside private reality about government that I had always understood existed but had never previously experienced. Now I could see, feel and touch that reality.


The academic term that I want to use here is borrowed from social anthropology: ‘liminality’. Coined by Arnold van Gennep in the early twentieth century, liminality is about the rituals and rites of passage in our own and other cultures. According to van Gennep, these have three stages: first, when the individual is separated from his old status, identity, place or time; next, the liminal stage when that individual no longer holds his pre-ritual status, but has not yet begun to transition to the status that he will hold after the ritual has been completed; and then, finally, when he is reintegrated into society with a new identity or status. So liminality is the middle stage, where people are on the threshold of changing their identity. We can think about this in some of our societal structures, such as a university graduation ceremony, or when we exchange rings with a partner to become married.


Liminality is a fluid moment in time that might be exciting, or perhaps filled with uncertainty and doubt. Over the years, this concept of the liminal has been applied to various other events and settings. We can now think about temporal liminality, such as when the sun begins to set – when time is neither day nor night, but in between; liminal spaces like beaches, which are neither the sea nor the land; or perhaps even the demilitarised zone that often exists between two warring or hostile neighbours, but which does not belong to either country.


After my visit to 10 Downing Street, I began to think of the doors of houses, and even the modest doorstep, as being liminal – an in-between space both public and private, and the threshold that connects one aspect of our lives to another. Or, to put this in more poetic language, a fluid space where everything is but is not; a site of the before and the after. Because of that fluidity, there can sometimes be seepage between the private and the public within this space. Perhaps that’s why our front gardens, which are always on public display, are often neater and tidier than our back gardens, which are more scruffy and personal.


As strange as it might seem, these ideas had quite an impact on my thinking about hitmen – those almost exclusively male killers who accept a contract to murder on behalf of a third party. What was it about this liminal space that seemed to facilitate murder, and was the answer to be found in the public or the private world of those who are killed? Clearly there is one obvious instrumental reason that needs to be acknowledged: the hitman knows where he can find you if you are at home. Not only that, your guard is down and you’re not expecting death to come calling. However, I soon realised that when trying to understand a hit you have to assess if the victim has been murdered because of issues, tensions or disputes in their domestic and private life, or because of work and the problems that might have arisen when they engaged with people outside their home. The case studies I have chosen throw some light onto how we should answer this question, and why it is that a surprising number of people get killed at their front door.


*


Gulistan Subasi was murdered in Hackney, London on 22 March 2010, as she opened the front door of her mother’s flat. Her killer was a fifteen-year-old called Santre Sanchez Gayle, who went by the street name Riot. As his age suggests, he was more of a ‘hitboy’ than a hitman. We know a great deal about this hit: the specific location; how it was performed; that Gayle was quiet in the taxi that he used to travel from his home in Kensal Green to Hackney; that he wore a white forensic suit with the hood covering his head, a mask over his mouth and gloves on his hands. We even know the exact time that it happened – twenty past eight in the evening. Gayle was carrying a plastic bag, which he must have used to hide his sawn-off shotgun.


We know most of this information because the hit was captured on CCTV – almost unbelievably, at the time of writing it is still available to view on YouTube. We also know that Gayle seemed just ‘ordinary’ in the taxi home after the hit, as the police tracked down and interviewed the driver. The grainy footage captures Gayle, first with an older accomplice called Izak Billy and then by himself, resting his sawn-off shotgun on the front gate to the building. As the door to the flat is opened Gayle immediately pulls the trigger from the gate, seemingly without bothering to check whether he was firing at Gulistan or her mother, or anyone else who might have been inside. The flash of the shot momentarily lights up the screen. Gulistan collapses into her mother’s arms as Gayle calmly jogs away to catch his taxi back to Kensal Green, still clutching the sawn-off shotgun.


The hit was so well executed that Gayle was only caught because he bragged about it to other people, and that local intelligence eventually got back to the police. I interviewed DCI Jackie Sabire, who was the senior investigating officer on the case, and she said: ‘When we saw the CCTV we all thought that it was a professional hitman. There was no hesitation and he shows no nerves. It did not look like a fifteen-year-old boy.’ Jackie learned that Gayle was paid just £200, with which he bought a fake Gucci hat. Gulistan’s estranged partner, Serdar Ozbek, was arrested and tried with contracting Gayle, although he was later cleared in court. As a result we still do not know who commissioned the hit. However, Gulistan had just returned from Turkey, where she had established a new relationship, so the temptation is to see this hit as emanating from her changing domestic circumstances – from what was happening inside her home, rather than the world beyond her mother’s front door.


Let’s think about Gayle’s motivation. Two hundred pounds seems like a vanishingly small amount to induce someone to take another person’s life and, even if Gayle had been promised more, was there actually a different incentive? In the course of the investigation it became clear that he was undergoing a deadly rite of passage, and that the hit on Gulistan was his initiation. Successfully completing the hit was the passport that would allow him to rise up the hierarchy of the Kensal Green Boys (KGB) – the gang that he belonged to in north-west London, which had in effect become his family. Gayle, described in court as a low-level cannabis dealer, had been excluded from school the previous year, already had convictions for attempted robbery and was living by himself. Gayle’s two half-brothers were each serving life sentences for murder. In other words, he had been nurtured within an environment that prioritised offending over everything else, and he realised that if he wanted to progress and be successful in that world he needed to behave just like the older men who surrounded him. Like many other fifteen-year-olds he might have been interested in girls, football and Xbox, but those other boys would progress by staying at school and eventually finding jobs. Gayle’s path was already different, and he needed to show everyone that he could use violence and, when the need arose, that he would be prepared to kill.


On that night in March 2010, Santre Sanchez Gayle was on the threshold of transforming his identity; of transitioning from his old status as a low-level drug dealer to someone with more standing; and of the promise of new respect and prestige in the KGB. As he stood with his sawn-off shotgun perched on the gate he occupied a liminal space – an in-between space that served to measure his value in a world with very different priorities to our own. That liminal space in Hackney marked for him a before and an after.


The CCTV footage seems to suggest that Gayle didn’t doubt his abilities: he did not hesitate; when the occasion demanded it, he pulled the trigger. In other words, he was successful, at least on those twisted terms. He was calm and cool as he stood on the brink of this new status, and then professional and skilled when Gulistan opened the door. With Gulistan’s murder he had crossed the threshold and completed his rite of passage. Just like his half-brothers, he could take another person’s life, but what let Gayle down was that he did not have the maturity to realise that he shouldn’t brag about what had happened; he was too eager to let everyone know that he had graduated. More mature and seasoned hitmen I have studied never made this sort of schoolboy error. Gayle had become a hitman, but he was still a fifteen-year-old boy. He is now serving twenty years in prison.


*


Let’s keep thinking about the door and the doorstep. I’ve used the story of the murder committed by Sanchez Gayle to describe a typical ritual that is not so different from the classic rite-of-passage narratives found in social anthropology. The liminality I’ve outlined concerns his transition from an old to a new identity, and his subsequent standing in his social group – in Gayle’s case the KGB. However, I now want to use the idea of liminality not to discuss rites of passage but to focus on the door and the doorstep themselves. In other words, the door and the doorstep as thresholds between the public and the private; the boundary between the civic and communal and the intimate, interior life that exists within the home. Thinking in this way about doorstep hits allow us to better understand why they might have been contracted, and by whom. This thinking, I am going to suggest, puts the victim rather than the hitman at the heart of the narrative, and can be an aid to detection. By the time Shakespeare’s drunken porter hears knocking on the castle door, King Duncan had already been murdered by Macbeth, although in my case studies the door and the doorstep work in a very different way because it really is the knock, knock, knock – metaphorical, and in one case almost literally – that facilitates murder. The door and the doorstep become an almost perfect example of when the homely can become uncanny and frightening – heimlich and unheimlich – and how violence can seep without notice into the most ordinary of routines, objects and spaces. Opening the front door can be the beginning of the rest of your life, or its end.


Knock, knock, knock.


*


There are three murders that I will use to illustrate my point: the murder of Jill Dando on the doorstep of her home in 29 Gowan Avenue, Fulham, London on 26 April 1999; the hit on Frank McPhie outside the front door of his ground-floor flat at 6 Guthrie Street, Maryhill in Glasgow on 10 May 2000; and finally the murder of Alistair Wilson at the door of the home that he shared with his wife, father-in-law and two sons at 10 Crescent Road, Nairn, an ancient fishing port and market town in the north-east of Scotland, on 28 November 2004. As a general background to these case studies, and a fact that links all three, it’s worth remembering that none of these murders has been solved. However, I am suggesting that thinking about doorstep hits in the way that I have outlined helps us to determine more generally who might have been responsible for these crimes and can help the police to focus their investigation.


When the police say that they are ‘following multiple lines of enquiries’, they are essentially looking at one of three possibilities. First, that the explanation for the hit stems from the domestic circumstances of the victim. Husbands contract a hit on their wife or their former partner, and sometimes wives commission a third party to kill their husband or lover. They’ve had an affair, want to move on but can’t, or don’t want to deal with the huge legal bill they will be landed with if they break up. Second, that the motive for the hit stems from the professional background of the victim, and tensions or difficulties that may have developed within that aspect of the victim’s life. These are usually, but not exclusively, financial. Finally, there are always other unique elements to each particular case that might prove to be a fruitful line of enquiry. I suggest that we can better understand which of these three possibilities best explains why the hit had been commissioned by thinking about the space where the murder took place. Some background to each case is therefore important.


Jill Dando had worked for the BBC since 1979, at first in regional news and then from 1988 onwards as a national newsreader. Such was her popularity, she also presented a range of other programmes including Songs of Praise, Crimewatch and Holiday. In 1997 she was the BBC’s Personality of the Year, and at the time of her murder she was on the front cover of that week’s Radio Times. She was sometimes described as the corporation’s golden girl and, given her high public profile, ‘the face of the BBC’. Her house in Gowan Avenue, Fulham was up for sale, and from early 1999 Jill had been living in Chiswick with Alan Farthing, her new fiancé. She drove alone from Chiswick to Fulham on an April morning in 1999 and at around half past eleven she parked her car on the street and opened the garden gate onto the short path that led up to her house. As she was about to put the keys in the lock to open the front door she was grabbed from behind. Her assailant held her with his right hand and forced her to the ground, so that her face was almost touching the tiled step of the front porch. Then, with his other hand, he fired a single shot that hit her just above the left ear, parallel to the ground; the bullet went through her head, coming out on the right side. The weapon used was a 9mm semi-automatic pistol, and the gun was pressed close to her head. The bullet, but not the gun, was recovered near by. Jill died instantly, her keys still in her hand.


A local resident called Helen Doble discovered her body about fifteen minutes later and called the police. Jill was taken to Charing Cross Hospital where she was declared dead on arrival. Later, her next-door neighbour, a man called Richard Hughes, remembered that he had heard Jill make a surprised cry as if she were greeting a friend, but he hadn’t heard a gun being fired. Nonetheless, Richard had looked out of his front window and seen a man – undoubtedly the killer – whom he described as being white, six foot tall and aged around forty, walking away from Jill’s house. This man walked down Gowan Avenue, perhaps to where he had an accomplice waiting in a car, and has never been identified.


This was a high-profile murder of a much-loved public figure, and the Metropolitan Police would go on to take tens of thousands of statements and interview hundreds of people as part of their investigation. It was codenamed Operation Oxborough and, despite its scale, as I have mentioned above, their lines of enquiry concentrated on ruling out someone close to Jill, events in her professional life – it should be remembered that she presented a very popular BBC programme which aimed to bring offenders to justice – and finding out if there were any unique elements to the case beyond Jill’s status and celebrity. Operation Oxborough hired the services of Dr Adrian West, a forensic psychologist who often acted as a profiler for the police, who produced three separate profiles of the type of person who might have been involved in the crime.
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