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A History of British Serial Killing is not a history of British serial killers. I am simply not interested in any particular serial killer - his background, his relationships with family and friends, what his schooldays might have been like, whether he prefers jam to marmalade. Rather, I want to understand whom  he (it is almost always a ‘he’) was able to kill. This distinction provides this history with much of its narrative and focus. I want to tell the stories of the killers’ victims, and shall attempt to uncover patterns of how, where and when they were killed. After all, pinpointing such patterns might help people to avoid falling victim to this type of murderer in the future.

Maintaining this focus has not always been straightforward. There is a vast industry related to serial killing, which generally takes as its starting-point - and usually its finishing-point, too - the serial killer, rather than his victims. As a result, it is often very easy to learn about the life and history of any particular serial killer. However, it is comparatively difficult to do the same for those whom he killed. This concentration on individual serial killers, rather than on their victims, can also be found in historical and contemporary theorising about the phenomenon of serial killing. So, there are interesting, lively, popular and more academic debates about what motivates serial killers to kill; and seemingly endless disagreement about whether they are evil,  rational and calculating men who are exercising free will, or rather biologically, genetically, psychologically or socially ‘programmed’ to murder time after time. Such theorising is known as the ‘medico-psychological’ tradition in more academic circles. It attempts to explain everything from the perspective of the serial killer himself: how he was born and raised; whether he had good relationships with his parents and siblings; if he had ‘brain trauma’; and how he responded to moments of crisis or difficulties in his life, such as when a parent, grandparent or partner died. I am not convinced that any of this gets us very far in understanding the phenomenon of serial killing.

The alternative method that I have used in this book might be described as a ‘structural approach’. I investigate the phenomenon of serial killing by looking at victims, and try to make sense of why they were vulnerable to attack. By doing so, I hope, in a modest way, to reverse the trend that has prevailed in criminology, psychology, history and especially ‘true crime’, all of which have remained largely silent about the victims of serial killers.

My interest in this subject stems in part from my practical experience of working with a large number of offenders - some of whom were serial killers - while I was employed as a prison governor at HMPs Grendon and Woodhill. I am frequently asked which serial killers I know or have met, what they were ‘really like’, whether I was scared by them, and - betraying the extent to which popular culture’s interpretation of the serial killer now dominates any discussion of the phenomenon - if I attempted to ‘enter their minds’ to find out what they were thinking.

To me, questions about which serial killers I know are rather like being asked about a celebrity acquaintance, especially when they are followed by: ‘And what are they really like?’ I make the link with ‘celebrity’ because serial killers have indeed become celebrities in our culture, with their status created and maintained by numerous films and books. As is the case with all  celebrities, the less accessible they are, the more intriguing and glamorous they appear to a fascinated public. And what could be more inaccessible than a high-security prison?

The notion of ‘entering the mind’ of a serial killer can be traced to the FBI’s Behavioral Support Unit (now known as the Investigative Support Unit), which was made famous by the novels of Thomas Harris - most notably The Silence of the Lambs - and to the British TV series Cracker and Wire in the Blood. Clever detectives and forensic psychologists stun the reader or viewer by always being one step ahead of the serial killer, able to predict how he will behave and where he will strike next. This is all very entertaining, but the truth is never quite as straightforward. Suffice to say that I have never felt it necessary to ‘enter the mind’ of a serial killer, and I would even go as far as to say that anyone who claims to do so probably cannot be trusted.

Do serial killers scare me? In fourteen years of working in close proximity to offenders, I have sometimes been scared, but usually the prisoner in question was not famous, and often they had been convicted of a relatively trivial crime. I remember one man who would hide razor blades about his body - seemingly impervious to any pain that they might have caused (or perhaps enjoying it) - and later produce them during interviews in my office. Another frightening man could sit quite happily discussing his parole reports and then, with no warning, suddenly erupt in a torrent of threats and anger. Neither of these prisoners was a serial killer - each of them had been convicted of aggravated burglary - but both scared me. By contrast, when dealing with serial killers, my most common emotional responses were boredom and depression. Far from the charismatic, charming and cultured picture presented by Thomas Harris’s Hannibal Lecter, the serial killers I met were either wholly uncommunicative or so self-obsessed that they engaged in long, rambling,  tedious monologues. They were fascinated by themselves, rather than by Bach, fine food and wine or architecture.

I do not deny that the serial killers I met were dangerous, and many of them had obviously psychopathic personalities: they could be manipulative, cunning and charming when the occasion demanded, and when they could gain some advantage from being so. One offender - on discovering from one of the prison officers that my son had just been born - made me a card, and to this day he writes from prison and asks about my son, commenting that he must be sitting his GCSEs, learning to drive and so on, even though I have scrupulously never given him any details about my family. Is his interest in someone he has never met charming or calculating? Is my suspicion of him fair or cynical? I felt more certain about the cunning of another notorious serial killer, who, when I had finished talking to him in an interview room, reached over the desk, put his hand on my arm, and asked, ‘Do you have to go?’ In all likelihood, he would have used exactly the same phrase with exactly the same gesture to convince his victims to stay the night with him.

Even so, it was what these prisoners lacked - rather than what they possessed - that was their most common feature. Theirs was a world of black and white - usually black - which left no room for grey. Each one of them had no ambiguity or complexity in his life, which seemed to have been stripped of all those confusing, messy, interesting, challenging, frustrating, funny, moving and inspiring elements that preoccupy the rest of us. They lived boring, depressing lives in the shadows. When the former Chief Constable of West Yorkshire and later the government’s ‘Drugs Tsar’ Keith Hellawell went to interview Peter Sutcliffe - better known as the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ - at HMP Parkhurst, he was asked how he had felt when face-to-face with a serial killer. Hellawell did not reply that it was ‘exciting’, ‘scary’, or any of the other emotions that might have  been expected. He thought long and hard before answering simply: ‘It’s different.’

 



Most of what follows is based on my academic work that has been undertaken since leaving the prison service in 1997, but where it is helpful I have also incorporated my practical experiences. My academic work has been largely concerned with two issues. First, I have explored whether we should see serial killing as a form of ‘homicidal protest’ by those from within a specific socio-economic group who feel that their position in society is under threat, and go on to murder those in the challenging group. This part of my research has led to an extended debate with the Canadian sociologist Elliott Leyton. Second, I have looked into whether serial killing has been facilitated by the widening of the gap between rich and poor over the last forty years as well as other changes in British society that have made it primarily ‘exclusive’ rather than ‘inclusive’. These two issues are woven into each chapter and provide the context for the conclusions that I reach.

Writing this book has been a fascinating and illuminating experience, and has allowed me to see a contemporary obsession in a much broader and more historical way. And the lessons are clear. If we really want to reduce - and perhaps even eliminate - serial killing, it is vital to explore the history of the phenomenon and attempt to understand which people become victims and under what circumstances. By adopting this historical approach it is possible to see patterns at work over time, and therefore learn lessons from the past that can be harnessed to predict which groups of people are likely to be killed in our own time and in the future. In this way, A History of British Serial Killing offers the means for our society to tackle this most dreadful of crimes.






Chapter One

‘Society’s biggest plague’

I am convinced that we have a degree of delight, and that no small one, in the real misfortunes and pain of others . . . there is no spectacle we so eagerly pursue, as that of some uncommon and grievous calamity; so that whether the misfortune is before our eyes, or whether they are turned back to it in history, it always touches with delight.


 


Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the
 Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and
 the Beautiful (1757)

 



 



 



 



Serial killing is neither a new phenomenon nor one that is peculiar to the Western world. We have stories from Britain’s distant past of serial killers such as Sawney Bean, a notorious Scottish cannibal who was said to have preyed on travellers along the coast of Galloway. However, no records of Bean’s activities emerged until the seventeenth century, some three hundred years after he was supposedly executed, so he is probably fictitious. There is, though, more concrete evidence of the commercially driven murders of sixteen people in Edinburgh by William Burke and William Hare in 1828; the activities of their English imitators John Bishop and Thomas  Williams, who confessed to five killings in London in 1831; and Mary Ann Cotton, who disposed of perhaps fifteen unwanted children and several husbands in County Durham in the 1870s. More recently, there have been documented cases of serial killers all over the world. In Pakistan, Javed Iqbal Mughal is suspected of having killed about one hundred boys prior to his arrest in 1999. In Japan, Tsutomu Miyazaki, known to the local press as ‘Dracula’, murdered four girls between 1988 and 1989. In Mexico, Juana Barraza, a former female professional wrestler known as the ‘Old Lady Killer’, was arrested and convicted of murdering forty-eight elderly victims in 2006. In China, Yang Xinhai was executed in 2004 for having killed some sixty-five women between 1999 and 2003. In Russia, Andrei Chikatilo was executed in 1994 for murdering fifty-two women and children, while Alexander Pichushkin - the ‘Chessboard Killer’ - was convicted in 2007 of murdering forty-eight people. In South Africa, Moses Sithole was sentenced to 2,410 years in 1997 for his part in the ‘ABC’ murders (named after three districts in Johannesburg), which saw thirty-eight people killed between 1994 and 1995.

This book’s time-frame, starting in 1888 and coming up to the present day, and specific geographical location, Britain, therefore do not encompass the whole phenomenon of serial killing. They do, though, allow for deeper examination of the data and help provide focus for the important questions that will be asked throughout the book. Which groups of people tend to fall victim to the activities of serial killers, and do these groups change over time? Why have there been periods when no serial killers were active in Britain, while at other times several emerged simultaneously?

The phenomenon now known as ‘serial killing’ - in Britain and elsewhere - formally begins on the night of 31 August 1888, when Mary Ann Nichols, known as Polly, was found by  PC Neil ‘lying on her back with her clothes a little above her knees, with her throat cut from ear to ear on a yard crossing at Bucks Row, Whitechapel’. Polly was the first of the ‘canonical five’ victims, all of them prostitutes, whose killer has never been identified, but who is universally known as ‘Jack the Ripper’. On that night a seemingly new type of crime, and a new type of criminal, seeped into the public’s consciousness, creating in almost equal measure a fear and a fascination that have continued to this day.

I will trace the history of serial killing in Britain from Jack the Ripper and his late Victorian and Edwardian counterparts George Smith, Thomas Cream and George Chapman to the murders committed by Steve Wright in Ipswich in 2006. In between the stories of John Haigh, Reginald Christie, Ian Brady and Myra Hindley, Robert Black, Peter Sutcliffe, Dennis Nilsen, Fred and Rose West and Britain’s most prolific serial killer, Dr Harold Shipman, will be told. These names are well known, but the book also discusses more obscure British serial killers, including Peter Manuel, who murdered eight (or possibly nine) people in Scotland and the North of England in 1956-7; Peter Moore, who blamed ‘Jason’ for the murders of the four men he killed; Colin Ireland, who set out to become ‘famous’ by killing victims picked up in London’s S&M clubs; and Beverly Allitt, the only female British serial killer to have acted alone (rather than with a male accomplice) since the days of Mary Cotton.

By applying cutting-edge criminological research, along with my own experience, I hope to identify whom these people kill and under what circumstances they most easily achieve their purposes. Why, for example, were there no British serial killers in the 1920s and 1930s, while in the same period Germany produced twelve? After all, it is safe to presume that in all cultures - and at any given time - there will always be a small group of dangerous individuals who will want to kill repeatedly.  So what is it that allows them to start and then continue killing. And what is it that stops them? British serial killing peaked in 1986, when four serial killers were active simultaneously. So did Thatcherism and the changes it brought to British society create the circumstances for potential killers to become actual killers?

In order to identify those groups that need protecting from those who wish to prey on them, we need to look at the people who have been victimised by serial killers over the last 120 years. Overwhelmingly, as we shall see below, just five groups have been targeted. But before I explore who become victims and why, I must first define what I mean by ‘serial killer’.




Serial killers defined 

Most criminologists would suggest that a murderer should have killed three or more victims over a period of greater than thirty days to be labelled a ‘serial killer’. This allows us to differentiate serial killers from spree murderers, such as Michael Ryan at Hungerford in August 1987, who shot and killed sixteen people, and Thomas Hamilton at Dunblane, who shot and killed sixteen children and their schoolteacher in March 1996. However, this simplistic time period/numeric definition has generated considerable debate. For instance, some criminologists believe that serial killers can be defined as such if they commit just two murders, as long as those crimes occurred at different locations and, crucially, that there was no relationship between the victim and the perpetrator. But these stipulations are far too prescriptive. In the British context they would exclude perpetrators such as Dennis Nilsen and Fred and Rosemary West, who had prior relationships with many of their victims and committed their crimes in the same location each time.

Perhaps because definitions of serial killing are so problematic, there have been few attempts to devise a typology of serial  murders. The most comprehensive remains that devised by two American criminologists, Ronald Holmes and James DeBurger (1988). Having analysed four hundred serial murders, they concluded that there are four main types of serial murderer: visionary, mission, hedonistic and power/control (although a killer might display characteristics of several of these categories). A visionary killer is impelled to murder because he has heard voices or seen visions demanding that he kill a particular person or category of people. The voice or vision may be interpreted by the killer as belonging to a demon or to God. A mission killer has a conscious goal in his life to eliminate a certain identifiable group of people. He does not hear voices or see visions and his mission is self-imposed. A hedonistic killer murders his victims simply for the thrill of it - because he enjoys it. The thrill becomes an end in itself. The final category of serial killer receives gratification from the complete control he has over the victim. He experiences pleasure and excitement not from sexual acts carried out on the victim, but from his belief that he has the power to do whatever he wishes to another human being who is completely helpless to stop him.

Other typologies have been suggested: for example, that there are ‘place-specific’ serial killers who murder in particular physical locations, such as hospitals or nursing homes. And attempts have been made to understand the behaviour of serial killers from the perspective of their ‘intrinsic’ or ‘extrinsic’ motivation. Does the drive to kill lie outside of their personality (as with ‘hit men’ or body-snatchers) or deep within their psychological make-up? Ronald and Stephen Holmes (1994) concluded that most serial killers are motivated by intrinsic considerations, but that it is useful to try to understand what a killer has to gain from committing a crime, either materially or psychologically. They suggest that most serial killers murder for psychological reasons, and that in interviews, many have told us that the principal motivating factor in their killing was that they simply enjoyed killing. Others have stated that they were motivated by the intense feeling they got out of holding the fate of other persons in their hands. The more a person kills, the greater becomes his need to experience those feelings of gratification or power. The feeling becomes more than a compulsion, it becomes an addiction.




Sadly, those who have been murdered by serial killers to satisfy that addiction are rarely mentioned in histories of the subject; and even though I have set out to redress the balance they sometimes get a raw deal in this book, too. By this I mean that I have included in the text only those serial killers who were tried and convicted at court for murdering three or more victims within my time-frame; and I have counted only the victims that formed part of the court case against them. I have therefore excluded murderers who were charged, arrested and convicted of one or two murders, even if there are strong suspicions that they killed many more people. There are two exceptions to these general rules: Harold Shipman was convicted at his trial of murdering 15 people, but a subsequent public inquiry held him responsible for the deaths of 215 in total, so this is the figure that I use throughout; and John Haigh was convicted for a single murder but was undoubtedly responsible for 5 others, so I have set his total at 6. The inquiry into Shipman’s activities raised suspicions that he might have committed a total of 260 murders, but as the extra 45 could not be proved I have not included them in my analysis. Similarly, it is often suggested that Dennis Nilsen, Peter Sutcliffe, Robert Black and the Wests committed more murders than are generally attributed to them, but I have included only the murders for which they were convicted at court.

Spates of murders can sometimes be attributed to a single killer, but for any number of reasons that killer is never caught. It is generally assumed that Patricia Docker, Jemima McDonald and Helen Puttock were all murdered by the same man - nicknamed ‘Bible John’ by the press - in Glasgow in the late 1960s, but as he was never apprehended those three women will not appear again in this book. In 1996 Strathclyde Police exhumed the body of a man in the hope that a DNA match might prove conclusive. It did not. And as recently as December 2004 further DNA samples were taken from a number of suspects in their early sixties. Again the murderer was not found. In London the murders of eight prostitutes between 1959 and 1965, attributed by the media to ‘Jack the Stripper’, have never been solved. While I have excluded these two anonymous serial killers, I have bent my own rule to include Jack the Ripper, simply because he and his crimes are the foundations of the phenomenon that is at the heart of the book.

Further exclusions come from cases where a series of murders has taken place that is widely assumed to be the work of a serial killer, but when the killer is caught he is charged and convicted of only one crime. For example, Raymond Morris was convicted of the murder of seven-year-old Christine Darby in 1968, but he is suspected of having murdered two other young girls, Diane Tift and Margaret Reynolds. Similarly, I have excluded Paul Brumfitt, who was convicted of murdering two men in 1979 and served fifteen years for those crimes. Having been released, he murdered again in February 1999. Although cumulatively he murdered enough people to be considered a serial killer, the gap between the second and third murders is simply too great for Brumfitt to be categorised in such a way. Furthermore, as with the case of Michele De Marco Lupo, an Italian who killed four men between 15 March and 18 April 1986 in London, I have excluded any serial killers  who were not born or raised in Britain. I have also not included British serial killers who committed their crimes overseas, such as John Scripps, who murdered three people in Singapore and Thailand, and has the dubious distinction of being the last person to be hanged in Singapore, in April 1996.

Finally, I do not dwell on the twenty-six murders committed by Peter Dinsdale. Dinsdale - who changed his name to Bruce Lee - was an arsonist who murdered in the course of setting fire to various buildings and dwellings. He was detained indefinitely under the Mental Health Act in 1981. His crimes were prolific but his targets were mostly random, perhaps reflecting his state of mind. Likewise, I do not describe in any detail the rather opportunistic murders committed by Archibald Hall and Michael Kitto, or those of Trevor Hardy (but see A Guide to Further Reading on pp. 288-9). Hardy - who has only recently come to wider public attention as a serial killer - is of interest and deserves greater consideration than this history can accommodate.




An overview of British serial killing 

Having outlined those murderers who will not be included, we may now move on to those who form the basis of this book. The table below gives brief details of 31 killers and their 375 victims.

[image: 001]
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As this table graphically illustrates, the victims of British serial killers are almost always drawn from just five groups: the elderly, gay men, babies and infants, young people who have left home, and prostitutes. Of course, there are often overlaps between these very broad categories. For instance, the term ‘young person/people’ is used to indicate those who have left home and are attempting to make their own way in the world. Some of these people might have been gay, while others might have been working as prostitutes at the time of their death. In such circumstances, if the killer focused on a particular type of victim, they will be listed in that way. For example, the Wests concentrated their efforts on young women who had left home, while Dennis Nilsen was more interested in gay men.

Overwhelmingly, the vast majority of victims have been women. However, gay men have also been regular targets of serial killers, especially in the latter part of our time-frame. Perhaps this suggests something about the persistence of homophobia at a time when homosexuality is no longer illegal and indeed openly gay men can become the object of considerable public affection and admiration. It is worth noting here that while two of the serial killers - Peter Moore and Dennis Nilsen - were open about their homosexuality, we do not know if Michael Copeland was gay. And Colin Ireland suggested that he chose to kill gay men simply because they were vulnerable to attack, and therefore would allow him to achieve his primary objective of becoming famous.

It is important to acknowledge that the elderly have been attacked more regularly than any other group by British serial killers. Some 225 elderly people have been murdered by serial killers - admittedly 215 of them by one man - a figure that constitutes just over 60 per cent of the total number of victims since 1888. This appalling statistic should surely make us  address the conditions in which the elderly live in modern society, but this has yet to happen, even in the aftermath of Shipman.

Next, it is interesting to note that, almost without exception, British serial killers are white men. There are no Asian or black perpetrators on this list, even though these groups have comprised a significant proportion of British society since the end of the Second World War. Similarly, only three women - Myra Hindley, Beverly Allitt and Rosemary West - appear, and two of them killed in conjunction with male partners.

We can also see that serial killing has been rising steadily since 1888, despite there being relatively few victims between 1960 and 1972 and between 1999 and 2008, and the total absence of a serial killer in Britain in the 1920s and 1930s. It is also obvious that the numbers of both serial killers and their victims rise as the time-frame moves closer to the present. There have been four distinct phases: 1888-1914, Victorian/ Pre-war; 1915-45, Inter-war; 1946-78, Post-war; and 1979-present, Thatcherism/Consensus. The first phase produced 3 serial killers and 11 victims; the last has so far produced 14 serial killers and 263 victims (with the two phases roughly comparable in terms of time).

Statistically, 1986 is fascinating as four British serial killers (as well as Michele De Marco Lupo) were active during the year. John Duffy murdered all three of his victims (and in 2001 his accomplice, David Mulcahy, would also be convicted of these murders), Kenneth Erskine killed seven, Robert Black murdered ten-year-old Sarah Harper, and Harold Shipman killed eight people.

The year 1986 falls in a period covered by the most recent comprehensive analysis of murder in Britain, and it is instructive to use this research to compare the general characteristics of those who have been the victims of serial killers with those  who were murdered during this period. Danny Dorling, Professor of Human Geography at the University of Sheffield, analysed the 13,140 people - on average 1.8 murders per day - who were murdered in Britain between January 1981 and December 2000 (Dorling, 2005). He concentrated on who were killed - and in what circumstances - rather than the murderers. His research reveals that serial killing is a quite separate phenomenon from the everyday reality of British murder.




Murder in Britain, 1981-2000 

What can be discovered by comparing murder and serial killing during this period? Most immediately obvious is the fact that there is a gender imbalance. Dorling notes that males are roughly twice as likely as females to be murdered, and that a quarter of all murders during this period were of men between the ages of seventeen and thirty-two. Disturbingly, the age/gender group with the highest murder rate is infant boys under the age of one. In later years, a male’s chances of being murdered doubles between the ages of ten and fourteen, doubles again between fourteen and fifteen, and again between fifteen and sixteen, and again between sixteen and nineteen. Thereafter, for men, the odds of being murdered return to those of a sixteen-year-old only at age forty-six, and to those of a fifteen-year-old only at age seventy-one.

All of this is markedly different from the general pattern in relation to those who were victims of serial killers, even though Dorling’s figures include any victims of serial killers who were known at the time of his research. (His analysis does not include those people murdered by Harold Shipman, which came to light later. Shipman’s figures are included in the tables and analysis in this book because, although they appear to skew the figures, they represent the actions of our most prolific serial killer.) Most obviously, the gender/age imbalance is  reversed, with serial killers frequently targeting women and the elderly. Dorling notes that murder occurs in a particular social context, with poverty being a high-risk factor: the poorer you are, the more likely you are to be murdered. Furthermore, in 2000 the murder rate for men under thirty-five was increasing. Dorling feels this was due to the polarisation of society, which led to inequality, reduced opportunity and increased hopelessness. All these factors then contributed to rising levels of violence, fear and murder. He claims that the murder rate tells us something about ‘society and how it is changing’, and suggests a reason why those born since 1964 have increasingly become murder victims: ‘The summer of 1981 [when someone born in 1964 would have left school] was the first summer for over 40 years that a young man living in a poor area would find work or training very scarce, and it got worse in the years that followed. When the recession of the early 1980s hit, mass unemployment was concentrated on the young, they were simply not recruited.’

Dorling goes on to argue that the murder rate of this age group of men has to be viewed through their relationship to these wider social, economic and political issues, noting that the most common way to be killed in Britain was with a knife or a broken bottle:
Behind the man with the knife is the man who sold him the knife, the man who did not give him a job, the man who decided that his school did not need funding, the man who closed down the branch plant where he could have worked, the man who decided to reduce benefit levels so that a black economy grew, all the way back to the woman who only noticed ‘those inner cities’ some six years after the summer of 1981, and the people who voted to keep her in office.






Given all of this, it seems fair to conclude that serial killing and murder in general are two very different phenomena, today and historically, even if both should be seen against the background of a changing social context. But does this contrast between murder and serial killing fully explain the public fascination with serial killers, or might other factors also be at work?




Popular culture, the werewolf and the serial killer 

In 2007 a search of amazon.co.uk using the words ‘serial killer’ produced a list of 1,067 DVDs, 357 books (including 2 of my own), 32 CDs and 14 videotapes. This was but a fraction of the list generated by the word ‘murder’ - 16,169 books, 3,526 DVDs, 799 CDs and 252 videotapes - but it nevertheless highlights our fascination with those who repeatedly kill. Of the hundred bestselling books in Amazon’s (largely academic) criminology section, twelve related to serial killers or their detection. A similar exercise with Google produced 2,600,000 websites devoted to serial killers, with the two most popular being crimeandinvestigation.co.uk - which targets all adults with an interest in crime and gives daily TV listings of programmes that might be of interest - and serialkillers.com. The latter site reminds visitors:
Since the beginning of civilization there have always been people missing a few too many brain cells, and become a parasite to society. Feeding on the pain and misery of innocent human prey. The mind of a psycho can be a fascinating yet horrifying thing. Below are links to profiles and movies of some of the most famous killers in history. Disturbing as they may be, in order for you to still be here you must be intrigued, so continue your trip into the twisted minds of some of society’s biggest plagues.






While we might wonder whether this site is itself ‘feeding on the pain and misery of innocent human prey’, there is clearly a market for the posters and films it sells. How are we to make sense of the popularity of serial killing, which seems to deny the personal and social suffering that the phenomenon produces? How are people able to gain pleasure and satisfaction from such an awful reality?

Peter Morrall (2006), of Leeds University, attempts to answer these questions by using the ‘mythical werewolf’ as a ‘suitable metaphor for personal and social ambivalence regarding murder’. He suggests two ways of understanding the disjunction between the suffering that murder produces and the satisfaction that it seems to generate in those who buy the books and watch the DVDs. The first of his propositions is that globalisation has driven all human life into the market place, so all human life - including murder - has become a commodity that can be bought and sold. Murder thus simply becomes another consumable product (although this hardly explains why this product is consumed in such large quantities). Morrall’s second proposition employs Freud’s observation that violence and sex drive all human behaviour and suggests that there is something sensual and erotic about murder: images of pain, torture and suffering can be both intolerable and tolerated because of their erotic quality.

This brings us back to the quote from Edmund Burke that opens this chapter, and specifically to his assertion that people often find pleasure in the pain of others. Such Schadenfreude  (which literally translates as ‘joy of damage’) is the most obvious way to explain why society gains pleasure from the pain caused by murder, why it is that we take such a malicious interest in the agony of our fellow human beings. But while this is probably as good an explanation as any for our collective fascination with murder and specifically serial killing, it does not  excuse, far less celebrate, that fascination. If the lure of serial killing leads only to the chronicling of ever more gruesome, spine-tingling and fetishistic details about the killers and their modi operandi, then we do nothing to counteract Morrall’s ‘werewolf’. That is why I have attempted to write this book from the perspective of the victims.




Against the ‘medico-psychological’ tradition 

Many authors who have tackled this subject have certainly done so through altruistic motives, but they have almost always written about the phenomenon from the perspective of the serial killer himself. In this ‘medico-psychological’ tradition the killer becomes pathologised through a relentless search for some clue in his past that might explain why he ‘became’ a serial killer. But there are some major problems with this approach, the first being that it relies, to some extent at least, on evidence provided by the serial killer himself. And is it possible to believe anything that a serial killer tells you?

In my work with serial offenders and serial killers, I encountered two distinct groups. The first - who comprised the majority - had invariably developed a very robust and self-serving view as to why they had killed. Yet, repeatedly, the opinions and emotions they expressed were socially constructed to suit the nature and circumstances of their arrest, conviction and imprisonment. Their explanations for their crimes were designed to engineer a favourable prison transfer; or were rooted in the forlorn hope that they might one day be considered for parole; or sometimes were simply developed to give them an acceptable sense of ‘self’. More than this, when the explanations for their actions were investigated in depth they did not provide any great insight. Rather, they were issues that each and every one of us has faced at some time in our lives. Who has not felt lonely, or bullied, or excluded as a child?  Who has not been saddened by the end of a close and loving relationship? Who has not had to face the death of a beloved parent or grandparent? Who would not like to be given a little more credit for one’s achievements, and a little less criticism for one’s failings? Would such everyday - almost mundane - life-events be enough to push us to ‘kill for company’, as Brian Masters (1986) claims Dennis Nilsen did? And while some serial killers - such as Robert Black, who abducted, sexually assaulted and killed at least three young girls in the 1980s - have undoubtedly endured appalling childhoods, filled with abandonment and abuse, is that enough to explain (let alone excuse) their crimes, especially when so many others have had similar experiences but have not gone on to kill?

Serial killers who are prepared to talk about their murderous behaviour regularly construct a picture that is far removed from the reality of events. For example, after his arrest for a series of murders in the 1970s, Peter Sutcliffe was interviewed repeatedly by Yorkshire Police. He appeared forthcoming, but as Michael Bilton (2003), the leading expert on the murders, has commented: ‘it is now wholly evident that he was grossly deceitful and manipulative’. Specifically, Sutcliffe sought to hide any sexual motive for his crimes, and instead painted a picture of himself as simply mad in the hope of influencing every aspect of his trial and minimising his sentence.

Similarly, before taking his own life, Fred West left 111 pages of autobiography. However, as Professor David Canter (2003) explains, anyone hoping to use this to unearth clues for why West killed would be disappointed. This would come as no surprise to John Bennett, the detective in charge of the West investigation. After his arrest, West’s interviews with the police amounted to 145 tape recordings that were transcribed into 6,189 pages of text. Nevertheless, since his retirement, Bennett has commented: ‘West’s interviews were worthless  except to confirm that nothing that he said could be relied upon as anything near the truth’ (Bennett and Gardner, 2005). Gordon Burn (1998) - one of West’s most perceptive biographers - is more blunt, dismissing him as a ‘bullshitting liar’. He explains that West would talk ‘palaver while apparently talking the truth. Laying out and simultaneously covering up.’ And even if serial killers are more honest than Sutcliffe or West, they provide little or no explanation for the phenomenon as a whole.

The second group that I encountered were the mirror opposite of the first. They never talked about what motivated them to commit murder, and they kept their secrets well guarded. The most extreme example of a serial killer who refused to talk was Harold Shipman. Just after his conviction in April 2001 for the murder of fifteen of his patients, West Yorkshire Police interviewed Shipman with respect to other suspicious deaths of people who had been in his care. In the transcript of the interview, the interviewing officer displays his exasperation at the outset by saying that no answers or opinions will be provided by Shipman in this or any future interview. This proves to be an astute prediction as Shipman immediately turns his chair to face the wall and closes his eyes. He remains like that throughout the interview, not responding in any way as a series of photographs of his victims are held in front of his face and he is questioned about their deaths. As the interviewing officer predicted, Britain’s most prolific serial killer never did discuss why he killed 215 elderly people. Ultimately, like Fred West, he chose to commit suicide in his cell at HMP Wakefield in January 2004, rather than reveal the circumstances that led him to murder.

So, to apply Gordon Burn’s phrase about Fred West more generally, one group of serial killers ‘lays out’ and another group ‘covers up’. Some talk endlessly - although not necessarily  coherently - while others refuse to, or possibly cannot talk at all. Bearing this in mind, using what serial killers say, or do not say, as a means to explain their actions is fraught with problems.




The ‘structural’ tradition 

In Hunting Humans (1986) the Canadian social anthropologist Elliott Leyton argues that concentrating on individual serial killers from within the medico-psychological tradition fails to account for cultural and historical realities. Dangerous and deranged individuals are a constant feature over time and between cultures, but not every culture experiences serial murder. Furthermore, within any given culture there can be long periods when there are no serial murders and then, for no obvious reason, suddenly an explosion of the phenomenon. Leyton’s observation therefore also reinforces the importance of analysing why Britain had no serial killers during the 1920s and 1930s, while in the same period Germany had twelve; and why there were so many British serial killers in the 1980s. Leyton - who focuses on North America - feels that the cultural and historical specificity of serial killing cannot be understood simply in terms of a greater or lesser number of dangerous personalities existing in society at any one time. Rather, the phenomenon has to be seen as the product of socio-economic systems that cannot reward the efforts of all, and thus may dangerously marginalise certain groups.

Leyton’s argument holds true for Britain as well as America. An explanation for British serial killing cannot be found in analysis of the individual murderers. Instead, their crimes need to be assessed within the context of the development of the socio-economic structure of Britain since 1888. As the gap between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ has widened, so too have the numbers of serial killers and their victims.

Given this, it should come as no surprise that most of the victims of British serial killers have belonged to marginalised groups in our culture: the elderly, gay men, prostitutes, babies and infants, and young adults trying to find their feet away from the comfort of home. These people are the focus of this book.




Criminological methods 

This is a book of criminology, and its primary concern is with the crimes committed by serial killers. However, it is also a book about history. By looking at the wider societal forces that produced the victims of serial killers in Britain, we should be able to discern and interpret patterns in our recent past. In turn this should help us to understand our present, and hopefully allow us to mould a brighter future.

Several standard academic categorisations are applied to serial killers in criminology, and these are useful in any discussion of the phenomenon. So throughout this book I shall refer to ‘organised’ or ‘disorganised’ killers, detail whether they were geographically ‘transient’ or ‘stable’ in the locations of their crimes, and explain whether their choice of victim was ‘fixed’ or ‘indiscriminate’.

I maintain a regular correspondence with several serial killers, having met them during my time as a prison governor. Of course, one has to approach anything they might say with caution, but I still feel it is valuable to try to gain some insight from them. I have tried to learn how and why they chose their victims, primarily to see if that choice helped them to avoid detection. I am also interested in how their knowledge of police procedures or forensic science assisted them in remaining free to commit more crimes. Some of the information they have provided contributes to this book.

The reader may want me to name names, but I shall resist  that temptation for two reasons. First, to do so would inevitably mean that sections of the book would focus on a single serial killer rather than the phenomenon as a whole, because I would be obliged to outline the depth of my relationship with the correspondent, how we first met, how open they are about their crimes, and so on. Such concentration on individuals is something I am keen to avoid. Second, as I have stressed, I am much more interested in the victims of serial killers, rather than the murderers themselves. Keeping my correspondents anonymous helps to maintain that focus.

To build the stories of serial killers’ victims I have used a voluminous secondary literature to complement any contemporary records that exist, primarily reports of the murders as they appeared in The Times, the Guardian or other newspapers. Official inquiries initiated after a series of deaths have also proved to be useful sources of information. One such was the Allitt Inquiry, which investigated the murder of four children and a number of serious assaults by the nurse Beverly Allitt in 1991. In the earlier chapters I have utilised anthologies of primary sources to try to make sense of Jack the Ripper and the other Victorian and Edwardian serial killers.

In addition to interviewing and corresponding with serial killers themselves, I have spoken to many people from the groups that have been their principal targets. I conducted research about the protection offered by the police to gay men and women in Birmingham, and for three years I coordinated a research programme on behalf of the Children’s Society. In prisons I have interviewed older inmates in a bid to understand how the elderly cope in a social structure that was specifically designed for the young and mobile. In late 2006 I advised Sky News on a series of murders of young women working in the sex industry in Ipswich, and through that I witnessed at first hand the police investigation and the manner  in which the murders were reported by the media in general. This proved to be an invaluable experience for a variety of reasons, chiefly because it allowed me access to the crime scenes and to the red-light area of Ipswich, where the journalists interviewed a number of prostitutes. This primary research was unanticipated and at times distressing, but it allowed me to test several of the theories at the heart of this book.

Wherever possible I relate the individual narratives and biographies of the victims of serial killers, gleaned from both contemporary newspaper articles and true crime accounts. My intention is to connect the reader to their lives, in the hope that they no longer seem distant and anonymous, but instead become humanised and, consequently, are given some dignity. By providing these pen pictures of people who are rarely seen within either popular accounts or serious academic discourse about serial killing, I wish to create a different interpretation by looking at who is victimised and under what circumstances. Unfortunately, however, this has not always been possible.

Nicci Gerrard (2004) - writing about the murders of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman in Soham, Cambridgeshire, by Ian Huntley - suggests that ‘in the single narrative, we extrapolate wider meanings’. She then goes on to argue: ‘One life will engage our personal sympathies while a whole plethora of statistics will not. We need to imagine what it is like, need to identify in order to properly care. Through stories we impose patterns, make meanings, give beginnings and endings, because we cannot bear a world or self without them.’

But the victims of serial killers have rarely garnered as much attention as the two girls killed in Soham. Being on the margins of society for one reason or another, they frequently leave little or no record from which the details of their lives might be reconstructed - no letters, diaries or autobiographies, no  websites dedicated to their memory. They are unlikely to be the subjects of television documentaries or feature films. Some victims do not even have a name: they are identified in police records simply by their physical characteristics, such as the colour of their hair, the condition of their teeth, perhaps a tattoo. We know a lot about Lucy Partington, who was killed by Fred West, principally because she was a cousin of the novelist Martin Amis, who has since written movingly about her life. In stark contrast, many of the Wests’ other victims were not even reported as missing to the police.

This lack of understanding and information - including an absence of photographs - about the lives of the victims has contributed to a popular and academic over-concentration on the serial killers themselves. Information and images - if not necessarily understanding - about the murderers abound, so this book is a modest attempt to remind us that the people they killed should not be reduced to mere numbers on a list. I admit it is a ‘modest attempt’ because I have not been able to do full justice to the lives of those who have been victimised by serial killers, and for that I apologise. However, I have attempted to explain how their individual circumstances created their social vulnerability, which thereafter facilitated their murder. Details of those circumstances are often sketchy and incomplete, no matter how much research is done, but by exploring them I hope to create a link between those killed in the 1880s and those who were murdered many years later. This might tell us something of the society that Britain has become since 1888, and reveal who possesses power and who does not.

Of course, 31 serial killers and 375 victims do not comprise a very large sample on which to build an argument. (By way of comparison, it has been calculated that there have been 558 serial killers responsible for at least 3,850 deaths since 1900 in the USA.) However, I believe that analysis of this small sample  is worthwhile - and any conclusions that are drawn are valid - for two reasons. First, the serial killer ‘industry’ is now so omnipresent in popular discourse that it is vitally important to start its deconstruction by shifting focus from the individual to the social. Looking at the victims is an ideal place to begin that process. Second, as serial killing is a unique phenomenon, we have a responsibility to probe every aspect of it in order to understand it more clearly. Attempting to explain serial killing at the social level is not an easy task, but by analysing the victims we can at least begin to discern wider patterns at work in society. In doing so, we might gain a deeper understanding of how we have all helped to create serial killers.

Some readers will certainly be angered by the argument that is at the heart of this book. After all, society has been wedded to the concept of ‘personal responsibility’ of the offender (and especially the serial killer) for some time. ‘Responsibilising’ the individual offender has been a key element of successive governments’ approaches to law and order. So my attempt to replace the ‘individual’ with the ‘social’ in relation to serial killing will not chime well with politicians who have sought to blame and pathologise the individual while exonerating the society in which that individual resides.

That said, I am by no means attempting to let serial killers ‘off the hook’. Nor am I trying to blame society for every sin. My point is that those who want to kill repeatedly are able to do so only when the social structure in which they operate allows it to happen by placing value on one group to the detriment of others. Only in these circumstances, when communities become fractured and anxious, with people feeling isolated and distanced from one another, when bonds of mutual support have been all but eradicated, can those who want to kill large numbers of their fellow human beings achieve their purpose.

The prevalence of serial killing usefully reveals the limits of our current social arrangements, and the inadequacy of our protection of the poor and the vulnerable. Children, young people living away from home, gay men, prostitutes and the elderly are the prime victims of serial killers only because we have created a society where all of these groups might also become victims of a socio-economic system that does not place value on their lives, and routinely excludes them from the protection of the state.





Chapter Two

 ‘Hacked beyond recognition’: Jack the Ripper

When the stolid English go in for a scare they take leave of all moderation and common sense. If nonsense were solid, the nonsense that was talked and written about those murders would sink a Dreadnought.


 


Sir Robert Anderson, The Lighter Side of My
 Official Life (1910)

 



 



 



 



Jack the Ripper is by far the most popular subject of the hundred bestselling books in Amazon’s criminology list, so it is with some trepidation that I dip my toe into territory that remains one of the most obsessive preoccupations of the true crime genre. Some of the best-known titles - which amply describe the books’ contents - are: The Complete History of Jack the Ripper; Uncovering Jack the Ripper’s London; Jack the Ripper: The Facts; and Portrait of a Killer: Jack the Ripper - Case Closed. And Jack’s influence is not confined to books. At the time of writing, Amazon listed thirty-four DVDs, twenty music CDs, a video game and an assortment of toys and games in which his name appeared. In the latter category, for  example, it was possible to purchase a Jack the Ripper ‘action figure’, with the promise that ‘This faceless villain comes alive with MEZCO TOYZ 9-inch Jack the Ripper roto-cast figure. Jack is fully articulated and comes complete with appropriate accessories including five knives, satchel, hat, and cloth cloak.’ If all of that is not enough, you can join a walking tour to ‘retrace the steps of the “Ripper”, visiting the murder sites, the haunts that were frequented, such as the famous pub the Ten Bells in Whitechapel. Put your amateur sleuthing skills to the test and try and solve the mystery.’ Jack was voted the ‘Worst Briton over the Last 1,000 Years’ in a poll conducted for BBC History magazine’s February 2006 issue, beating, among others, Titus Oates, King John and Oswald Mosley to the title.
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