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CHAPTER 1


‘TAKE HIM DOWN’


It was the morning of the 26th of May 2011 and the jury at Swansea Crown Court had been out for two days considering their verdicts. The clock in the courtroom crept towards midday and I could feel the tension in the room. Why had they taken so long? Surely after nine weeks of evidence it must be clear to them that John William Cooper was guilty of the horrendous crimes that had cast a dark shadow over Pembrokeshire for a quarter of a century. It was a very strange feeling. For the last five years I had been in control of the investigation codenamed Operation Ottawa that had brought Cooper to justice. I had had the privilege of leading the finest team of police officers and support staff I had ever come across in more than thirty years of service but at this moment I had no control at all; it was in the hands of twelve ordinary men and women.


Detectives are resourceful individuals, trained to notice the smallest changes in human behaviour and I had a team of the very best. ‘Today is the day, boss,’ one of them said. ‘The jury have got their “drinking gear” on. They’ll be going out at lunchtime.’ This was the best indication to me that the jury had broken from their regular pattern and not ordered lunch for the first time in nine weeks. Today was definitely going to be the day.


As I looked around the drab little side room which had been our home during the trial I could not help thinking that everyone who mattered was there: The Ottawa team; The Crown Prosecution Team, led by Tom Atherton; and The Crown led by Gerard Elias QC. Suddenly the door burst open and standing in front of us was the ample frame of Detective Sergeant Gareth ‘Rambo’ Rees. ‘Verdict!’ he exclaimed. The room burst into life. For me it was important that I spoke to the Ottawa team alone before we went into court. As the barristers dashed though the door we gathered in a tight circle. It felt right that we were together, as we had been since the very beginning. My words were simple. ‘It has been my absolute honour and privilege to have led you on this journey, I could not have asked for more and you could not have done any more. Whatever the verdict here today we will receive and accept it with dignity. There will be no reaction from us. Good luck!’


The courtroom was packed and every seat was taken. To my right I could see the families and relatives of the victims who had waited so long for justice: Tim and Julie, the children of Peter and Gwenda Dixon, who had been murdered in cold blood whilst on holiday in Pembrokeshire some twenty-two years earlier. Next to them were the James family, cousins to siblings Richard and Helen Thomas, who had been blasted to death in their farmhouse in the mid-1980s. Unbeknown to most people in the courtroom the victims of a rape and robbery attack in Milford Haven were sitting in the viewing room behind a darkened glass window. They were all victims of one man – John William Cooper.


The press gallery was packed, as it had been throughout the trial; they too had heard every piece of evidence and we were now moments away from its conclusion. I sat near Cooper’s family who had attended court throughout the nine weeks and I could not help but admire the dignity they had shown throughout.


‘All rise!’ the court usher bellowed. Everyone stood. The judge, John Griffith Williams, walked briskly into the court resplendent in his red robe. Over the years I have never really suffered from nerves, pressure has always given clarity to my thoughts. Now though my mind was racing and I could feel my heart pounding against my ribs; in the silence of the court I thought I could actually hear it. My Ottawa team were in a group on the opposite side of the room, as one they all looked to the dock as Cooper was brought into court. He was wearing a grey suit with a pink striped tie, as he had done every day of the trial. He looked more like a crooked accountant who had been caught with his fingers in the till than the cold, calculating serial killer that I knew he was.


The judge looked down at the clerk. ‘We have a verdict, I understand, please bring the jury in.’ The jury door opened and the twelve members walked into the court but none of them looked at Cooper. For the first time I thought how young and innocent they looked and what a burden it must have been reaching such a decision. Some of the girls on the back row were holding hands, one was crying. They sat down quietly; the court was in total silence.


‘Will the foreman please stand.’


One of the men in the front row stood up.


‘Have you reached a verdict on which you are all agreed?’ said the clerk.


‘Yes,’ he replied.


‘Is that in relation to all charges?’


‘Yes.’


I noticed other members of the jury were now crying.


‘On charge one of the indictment, the murder of Helen Thomas, do you find the defendant John William Cooper guilty or not guilty?’


Without hesitation he replied, ‘Guilty.’ There was a gasp in the court.


‘The murder of Richard Thomas, guilty or not guilty?’


Again he replied, ‘Guilty.’


In my mind these were the two charges that I feared for the most as we had the least evidence. If the jury had convicted him of these murders then we must be home and dry, I thought. I turned to Assistant Chief Constable Nick Ingram, who was sitting next to me, and whispered, ‘We’ve got him. It’s a full house.’ At that moment I could hear Cooper’s family sobbing openly.


‘The murder of Gwenda Dixon, guilty or not guilty?’ continued the clerk.


‘Guilty.’ I could hear emotion in the juror’s voice and I could see tears running down his cheeks. I was willing him to get through it.


‘The murder of Peter Dixon, guilty or not guilty?’


‘Guilty.’


Still no reaction from Cooper, he stood in silence staring straight ahead.


‘On count five of the indictment, guilty or not guilty?’ said the clerk.


‘Guilty,’ the foreman replied.


‘Is that of rape or indecent assault?’ he was asked.


‘Rape,’ came the reply.


Cooper snapped his head towards the foreman and shouted, ‘Rubbish! That’s rubbish!’ His face was contorted and angry. This was the first time he had shown emotion and I knew why. He was being consistent to the end because he knew what this conviction would mean. This was nothing to do with victims or the truth. He was now a convicted child rapist and, having spent eleven years in prison already, he knew how this particular crime would affect his treatment behind bars.


‘On count six, indecent assault, guilty or not guilty?’


‘Guilty!’ again came the reply.


‘This is a set-up. You haven’t heard all of the evidence. Rubbish!’ shouted Cooper. He now fixed the jury with his chilling stare.


The judge shouted at him, ‘Mr Cooper, be quiet or I will have you removed.’


‘On counts seven, eight, nine, ten and eleven, the offences of attempted robbery, guilty or not guilty?’


‘Guilty!’ said the foreman, one final time. He had made it, he had managed to get through, voice breaking with emotion and tears running down his face.


‘Well done, well done,’ I thought. By now the press were running from the court, some were texting or tweeting from their mobile phones, they all wanted to be the first to break the news to the world. Cooper’s family now stood up. They were crying and I genuinely felt sorry for them, they looked broken. As they walked past the dock Phillip Cooper shouted to his brother, ‘We are here for you, John!’ They left the court and for a few seconds there was a stunned silence.


I looked across at my team, sitting together as one, not a shred of emotion on their faces but I knew that inside they must be screaming out loud. They had just made history as part of the team that brought John Cooper to justice. Keith Dixon, Peter’s brother, who was also in court, looked at me and mouthed the words, ‘Thank you’. I could feel a lump in my throat and had to look away from him.


The judge addressed Mark Evans QC, counsel for the defence. ‘Mr Evans, it is my intention to pass sentence. Is there anything you would like to say?’


He stood and in a low voice of total resignation replied, ‘My Lord, I fear that there is little I can say that will affect the inevitable sentence you must pass on these the most serious of offences.’


By now Cooper was contorted with rage. ‘Rubbish, you have not heard all the evidence!’ he shouted ‘This is a set-up, look at the internet!’ he continued to protest.


‘John William Cooper …’ the judge began, but Cooper continued to shout over him. ‘John William Cooper,’ the judge continued defiantly.


In my experience, the sentencing judge is less than tolerant over interruptions and would quickly direct the attending prison officers to ‘take him down’ whilst sentence is passed. There was no chance of that in this case and it was clear that Justice John Griffith Williams was going to sentence him whilst he stood before him in the dock so Cooper could hear his inevitable fate. In giving him four life sentences Justice Griffith Williams added the words I had wanted to hear: ‘The murders were of such evil wickedness, the mandatory sentence of life, will mean just that.’ Cooper would die in prison.


The more Cooper shouted and interrupted the more his voice twisted into anger and hatred. It was the voice heard by Sheila Clark, who had been so violently robbed at gunpoint in her home; the voice heard by the five innocent teenagers who went out to a field to play only to return broken and terrorised; the voice heard by the Thomases and the Dixons in their last moments. If the jury had needed any more proof, he had just given it to them. This was the real John William Cooper.


‘Take him down,’ ordered Justice Griffith Williams.


Cooper spun around and walked to the door leading from the dock to the cells and as he did he was still ranting, ‘This is rubbish! Read the internet, you haven’t heard the evidence!’


The door closed and he was gone. I had spent years looking at his picture and months staring at his face and now this would be the last time I would see him. There was a moment of silence.


The judge then went through the formal process of thanking the jury and discharging them from any future service; they had served their public duty to the best of their ability and would now return to everyday life, having sat in judgement over an evil man. Our paths would never cross again, but I felt proud of them and at the same time sorry that they had had to hear every single piece of evidence, a daunting responsibility indeed. The judge went on to commend the Ottawa team, paying tribute to their hard work, dedication and professionalism. Somehow, it just did not seem enough, considering all the commitment they had given for the last six years.


The jury filed out in total silence and the courtroom started to buzz with noise as twenty different conversations went on at the same time. I could see the Dixons and James family in an embrace, many tears being shed. The Ottawa team, disciplined to the end, sat in silence; I knew they must be bursting with pride and a fantastic sense of achievement and probably wanted to get back to the police room to let it all out. The press gallery was empty and I knew that in a short space of time I would have to face them and the TV cameras on the steps of the court. Prosecutor Gerard Elias QC and his junior counsel were in a huddle. They had been simply fantastic and it had been a privilege to see a master at work; it was fitting that this had been his last case.


I looked towards the darkened glass of the viewing room knowing that two of Cooper’s victims from the Milford Haven sex attack were looking into the court. They were joined by the mother of Maria, one of the victims, who had died only a couple of weeks before the trial. She had never recovered from the attack by Cooper and had passed away without seeing her tormentor brought to justice. It was a source of great sadness to me and the rest of the Ottawa team. I couldn’t see their faces through the glass but I knew they were there; I smiled and nodded towards the screen.


The conviction of Cooper for four murders was always going to grab the headlines because they were high-profile cases but for me the conviction for the attack on the children was the most rewarding. I had insisted on it being kept on the indictment because it was the mortar that held together the bricks of the Dixon and Thomas cases. More importantly I had visited the victims of the rape and indecent assault fifteen years after they had been attacked to tell them the next day we were to arrest Cooper. The impact was devastating, they had tried to move on and make new lives but the pain had never gone away. I was now telling them that they had to go through it all again and, if need be, go to court and face Cooper to give evidence. The victim of indecent assault, Susan, was determined to do so, but her friend Jayne was reluctant, as her partner and children did not know she had been a victim of rape. I remember walking out of her house with Detective Chief Inspector Lynne Harries and we were both shaken by that conversation. Over the months building up to the trial the victims of the Milford Haven attack would go through many emotions and needed constant support. Up until the day they gave evidence I was not sure that they would go into the witness box. Helen Coles and Donna Thomas had been my family liaison officers and had managed to support, coax and cajole the girls to court to give evidence. Now here we all were, with Cooper convicted, and I was proud of them all. They too had been caught up in the moment and I was faced with a scrum of bodies in one mass hug. We shared a moment together that will remain private. My mind now turned to the media frenzy that was erupting on the court steps.


Leading up to the verdict I had done a number of television, radio and newspaper interviews to be used only in the event of a conviction. They had been difficult because I did not want to tempt fate. I had prepared some words for both a guilty and not guilty verdict. If Cooper was acquitted it had been my intention to resign from the police, accepting all responsibility for failure. I am a great believer that if you are willing to accept the bouquets for success, you should also accept the consequence of failure; this has always been my way. I knew as the jury walked back into court that this could be my last day as a detective. Now here I was standing on the court steps with the Dixon family ready to deliver my statement and thankfully the not guilty version stayed in my pocket.


The media had massed outside the front door of the court and Tim and Julie had agreed to give a statement on behalf of all of the families and victims. Over the years Julie had been a person of few words but today she was determined to speak and I was so pleased. Tim, her brother, was very suspicious of the press because of the way he was treated by them when his parents were murdered. The level of intrusion at his parents’ funeral had been beyond belief; photographers had entered his home unannounced and uninvited, they had taken away photographs of his parents that have never been returned and they had caused the funeral cortege to stop so they could take photographs of the grieving family. Worst of all they had sneaked into the church and recorded the funeral service. Thankfully the press at court had behaved impeccably and the family understood that they needed to say something.


We now stood together on the steps of the court and Julie addressed the press.


‘We, the family of Peter and Gwenda Dixon, are pleased with the verdict today. We are also pleased with the verdict in regards to the Thomases’ case. While it can’t take away our loss and grief we can now rest knowing the person responsible for these terrible atrocities has been served justice. To many Peter and Gwenda are just another two faces that happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. But to our family they are irreplaceable: there are no words that come near to explaining the impact this has had on us. An integral part of our family is missing. Peter and Gwenda were loving, gentle and loved people. They were also a charismatic couple that invested a lot of time and energy in the local community. They had wisdom, humour and were benevolent. Even after two decades their absence is noticeable.


‘We would like to thank DCS Steve Wilkins, his team and all the officers over the years. The family of Peter and Gwenda, anyone else touched by John Cooper’s violence and all the people of South West Wales owe a debt of gratitude to these officers. Because of their tenacity, dedication and hard work their communities will be that much safer after today. We now begin the task of getting on with the rest of our lives. Today’s verdict gives us justice, but there is no sentence the courts could impose that could ever give us recompense for what we have lost and the impact the loss of Peter and Gwenda will have on the rest of our lives. We therefore ask the media to respect our privacy. There will be no further statements from any member of the Dixon family after today.’


It was now my turn and there was one message I wanted to give.


‘Whilst attending court on remand, John William Cooper shouted to the community not to judge until after the trial. Over the last nine weeks, twelve ordinary people from the same community have listened to all of the evidence in this case and have found him unanimously guilty of all charges; I believe that is the right decision.’


The press and TV were satisfied. They had got their interviews and were now busy filing copy and broadcasting the news of Cooper’s conviction. I just wanted to go home and be with my family. I slowly walked back to my car and sat in the driver’s seat for fifteen minutes trying to take it all in. We had done it; we had convicted the most notorious killer in Welsh history and it felt fantastic. My phone started to ping like a demented microwave as message after message came in but one stood out, an email from someone I had never met. It simply said, ‘Thank you, I have not walked the coastal path since the terrible murders. This weekend I will walk it again for the first time in over twenty years. God bless team Ottawa.’ As I drove home the words of the judge, Cooper and of the Dixon family were ringing in my ears. It was the end of a long and difficult journey but it was one that I would never, ever forget.




CHAPTER 2


THE SCOVESTON PARK MURDERS


In the dying days of 1985, Pembrokeshire would witness a crime that triggered the extraordinary events that came to dominate my career and the lives of dozens of people who were drawn into this chilling case. The chain of events probably began with the striking of a single match.


It was a cold, wet and windy night as Anna McEwan and Lorraine Brown drove home chatting about their plans for Christmas. At 11 p.m. they passed through Steynton on the outskirts of Milford Haven and approached an area known locally as Scoveston Park. Heavy smoke was drifting across the fields and over the carriageway adding to the gloom. It rolled across the hedgerows from a small wooded area, set back from the main road. Local knowledge told them it was coming from the direction of Scoveston Park Farm, the home of brother and sister, Richard and Helen Thomas.


The pair were so concerned that they turned off the main road and drove down the narrow lane towards the farm buildings. It soon became clear that the Georgian farmhouse was well alight. The flames were already extending through the three-storey building and into the roof space. They could do little except raise the alarm. Minutes later the area was illuminated by blue flashing lights. It was obvious to the emergency crews that nobody could have survived such a ferocious fire. Through the charred timbers fire officers could see a body on the first-floor half landing and their priority now was to recover it. At ten past midnight on the 23rd of December, the body of a man believed to be that of Richard James Skeel Thomas was brought out and taken to the mortuary. A suspicious wound was evident on the right-hand side of his lower abdomen. One of the senior officers at the scene, Chief Inspector Chris James, requested an X-ray of the body. It was discovered that the wound contained lead shot. This changed everything. DCI James quickly informed the Head of CID, Detective Chief Superintendent David Davies, and then spoke to Superintendent Don Evans at the scene. Richard had been shot and every effort must now be made to preserve evidence.


Having brought the inferno under control members of the fire service began to search the debris for a second body, that of Helen Thomas. The fire had caused extensive damage and the wooden floors had burnt through, collapsing onto the ground floor. Sure enough while searching the ground floor a second body was found. It was very badly burnt and in a poor condition but it was indeed the body of Helen Thomas. Fire officers at the scene also noticed a strong smell of paraffin or another accelerant in the house. Had the fire been set deliberately?


The body of Helen Thomas was recovered and the scene preserved. Again X-ray examinations confirmed that she too had been shot; lead particles were discovered in the base of what remained of her skull. The discussion between DCI James and DCS Davies was simple, preserve the scene, inform the coroner and contact the Home Office Pathologist. He needed to know what we had found and get to the scene as soon as possible. He arrived at 8 a.m. the following morning. Dr O.G. Williams was well known to the officers and a highly respected pathologist. His initial assessment was that of a murder and suicide with the fire being set to finish the job. The likelihood of a gang of dangerous criminals attacking Richard and Helen Thomas was totally out of context with the area and was not the kind of crime that happened locally. An examination of the bodies and a search of the scene were likely to provide the clues to what had gone on between the brother and sister on that fateful night.


Richard and Helen Thomas were regarded locally as the ‘landed gentry’, and owned a considerable amount of land and property in addition to Scoveston Park Farm. Richard also owned property at nearby Norton Farm and Scoveston Grove. He actively worked the land at Norton Farm, but the house to the farm was unoccupied. Richard was a quiet and reserved person who had followed in his late father’s farming footsteps. His sister, Helen Thomas, was also quiet and reserved and took over the responsibilities of the house following their mother’s death in 1975. She also owned two farms at Great Harmeston and Beaconing and their combined wealth was estimated to be in excess of £700,000. Even in the early stage of the investigation there were rumours of a rift between them. It was believed that Helen wished to spend money on improving their properties, whilst Richard was more cautious and intent on farming the land. Indeed the outward view of Scoveston Park was of an impressive country mansion; in fact most of the property was in a poor state of repair, adding to the rumour and speculation.


Both post-mortems were carried out at Withybush Hospital, Haverfordwest. Richard had a gunshot wound to the right side of his lower abdomen. The wound contained a complete column of a 12-bore cartridge containing an original loading of UK No.5 shot. The wadding was of compressed wood fibre that experts would identify as the shot from an Eley cartridge containing a Grand Prix loading. Although his body was badly burned some of his lower clothing remained intact. One of his brown leather shoes was missing, though his sock was relatively untouched by the intense fire.


Helen’s body had been recovered from the debris on the ground floor room to the right of the entrance hall. She had apparently fallen through the ceiling from the bedroom above as she was found sandwiched between layers of debris. She was also dressed in her day clothes as a jumper and underwear could be defined. Beneath her body were items of bed linen and part of a foam mattress. Entangled in the body was a length of black-knotted rope. Around her neck was a heavily bloodstained shirt with the sleeves knotted tightly. As the examinations continued the murder and suicide scenario became less likely. The rope and shirt suggested that Helen had been tied up, gagged or blindfolded in a bungled robbery.


If a possible murder weapon could be recovered it would provide crucial evidence to add weight to the murder/suicide theory. On Christmas Eve a search of the building for a shotgun had proved negative and the chilling reality of the situation was all too clear to DCS David Davies. He was faced with a cold, callous double murder and as the Senior Investigating Officer he was the man who would have to lead the investigation. The crime was totally out of character for the area and he knew it wasn’t going to be easy. As Christmas Day came there was little cheer in the local community or for the officers who found themselves drafted on to the grisly case.


North Pembrokeshire is dominated by spectacular coastline and countryside and the main source of income is from tourism and farming. The North and South of the county are divided by the Milford Haven Waterway, which also represents a major source of employment. The Dyfed-Powys Police area experienced on average two murders a year but they were predominantly domestic in their background. The core work was volume crime and it had one of the lowest crime rates in the UK. Fewer than 1,200 officers police an area covering two-thirds of Wales. It was a safe and idyllic place to live but now the force faced possibly one of the biggest and most complex investigations in its history.


An incident room was set up at Milford Haven police station using a paper-based system. Paper-based incident rooms were dominated by racks of files and rotating card index carousels. Incident room staff, known as indexers, would transfer and cross-reference data onto the cards. These cards were then placed in various categories agreed by the incident room staff. As a card was filled, another would be sellotaped to it and so the index would build up. Any large and protracted investigation will generate a mass of statements, reports, information, evidence and intelligence, all of which needs to be assessed, recorded and indexed to allow for it to be searched for clues. This information will generate actions that require officers to conduct enquiries, in order to verify the information. When completed, the action and associated documents are returned to the incident room where the process starts again.


As a Senior Investigating Officer, or SIO, you always feel the incident room is playing catch-up and it is important that it is properly resourced with a day and night shift in the early stages to try to keep pace with a fast-moving investigation. The incident room is only as good as its staff; it is certainly not a place to hide the weak and lazy and requires a good office manager with a strong detective background. DCS Davies knew this and ensured he had a good team for the challenges ahead.


Any investigation requires strong leadership; the SIO is the principle decision-maker and sets policy and the direction of the investigation. Because of the intense media coverage, the eyes of the nation were on this seemingly sleepy little force and decisions made by the SIO and his team would most likely be closely scrutinised and picked over by the media.


Search teams and scenes of crime officers together with forensic experts began the painstaking process of searching the scene and surrounding land and outbuildings. Large metal grilles were set up outside the burnt-out house and its contents were shovelled into them and searched by hand. In particular they were looking for a murder weapon and spent cartridges. They were helped in this arduous task by large industrial magnets, but despite a detailed fingertip search only live ammunition was found and an empty gun cupboard. The killer had taken away any firearms kept in the house together with the spent cartridges and set the building on fire to cover his tracks. This demonstrated a high level of forensic awareness.


On Boxing Day officers were conducting a search of a small outbuilding at the rear of the house when they discovered a pool of blood. Also found were two lead cartridge pellets in plasterboard and one bloodstained pellet embedded in the wall. Two cartridge waddings and a button were recovered; the button was later matched to buttons on the shirt of Richard Thomas. Again there were no spent cartridges at this scene. What was puzzling was that Richard’s body had been found inside the house on the stairs lying on top of a blanket with what appeared to be bailing twine entangled in it. Why was there blood in the outbuilding?


Richard’s Red Rover car was found in an open garage at the rear of the building. Witnesses had seen him driving it on the day of the murders. The door was open and the keys were missing. Had Richard returned to Scoveston having been away during the day, leaving his sister alone, and disturbed the offender? Had a struggle taken place in which Richard was shot? Was it likely that he had been shot outside and then dragged into the main building? On New Year’s Eve the Forensic Science Laboratory initially told the SIO that the blood in the outhouse was not Richard Thomas’s, later changing their findings to confirm it was unlikely to be anyone else’s.


On the 2nd of January 1986 pathologist O.G. Williams re-examined the bodies. It was at this point he discovered what he described as a ‘raking shot’ to the left side of Richard’s head. An X-ray revealed that only 20 per cent of the shot remained in the wound, confirming that the blast had only glanced him. The pellets recovered from Richard were of UK No.5 shot, whilst those recovered from Helen were of UK No.4. This would later prove to be significant.


Now that the post-mortem results and initial forensic findings were in, DCS Davies was troubled by the motive for this callous and cold-blooded double murder. Was the killer local or did a team of travelling criminals target the location in the knowledge that Richard Thomas had money and wealth? Because of the damage it was impossible to say what, if anything, was missing from the house other than shotguns. Why kill them if they could not recognise their attackers? Many aspects of the crime did not make sense. If it was a robbery that had gone wrong, why was Richard found with £75 in his jacket pocket? There was a local rumour that in the past Richard had disturbed intruders on his land and threatened them with a shotgun. He had also told one of his farm labourers that he had set up an early warning system in case they returned.


This was by now the largest inquiry in the force’s history. Vast amounts of information came into the incident room, and teams of detectives flooded the area following up actions to trace and eliminate persons of interest and establish the movements of Richard and Helen Thomas leading up to the murders. From these enquiries it was established that Richard had been seen on a number of locations in the area and had certainly visited Norton Farm. Of great interest were a number of sightings of a Land Rover vehicle which appeared to be following Richard’s vehicle, the driver was described as a bearded fat man: was this Richard’s killer stalking him before he attacked? In all, nine witnesses reported seeing the Land Rover on a stretch of road between the Horse and Jockey Public House and Sentry Cross, just a short distance from Scoveston Park, between 11.30 a.m. and 11.55 p.m. on the 22nd of December.


Another witness who passed the scene described a vehicle parked opposite the entrance to Scoveston Park, it was described as a saloon car, probably a Ford Cortina Mark IV. Efforts were made to trace all Land Rover and Ford Cortina owners in the area, a massive and resource-intensive task. All houses and farms in the area were visited and the occupants spoken to. It was important to establish their knowledge of the victims, together with their own movements on the night. Road checks were set up in the area at which all vehicles were stopped and the occupants questioned as to their knowledge of the victims or whether they had ever met them or visited Scoveston Park. A substantial reward, £25,000, was offered for information about the murders, along with a request for information regarding the blue Ford Cortina and Land Rover together with the ‘fat man’ who was driving it. It all came to nothing.


DCS Davies needed a break and he was about to get it. On the 28th of January he received a call from the Forensic Science Laboratory informing him that an anal swab taken from Richard Thomas contained semen and it must have been there around the time of his death. Because DNA technology was very much in its infancy, the scientist could give little more detail other than the blood group.


This information together with the witness accounts placing Richard’s vehicle in proximity to the Land Rover and description of the ‘fat man’ driver presented a real line of enquiry to the SIO. Did a gay lover, who then tried to cover his tracks by killing Helen and setting fire to the house, murder Richard? Was Richard actually killed at Scoveston Park? One of his shoes was missing and was never found. The ‘fat man’ lead could also fit in with other information that Richard had visited a local cinema to watch pornographic movies in the company of such a man. Extensive enquiries were made into the local gay community in an attempt to secure information about Richard and his private life. Very little was known about him and Helen, though it was clear that neither had taken a partner. After months of investigation and appeals there was not one shred of evidence that Richard had indeed had a gay lover or was in fact gay.


The police had acted on dozens of tip-offs including a suggestion that the killer had been wounded and was hiding in a housing estate in the Swansea area. All appeared to be credible but came to nothing. Ten months into the investigation over 70,000 documents, reports, index cards and statements had been entered into the incident room. More than one hundred people had been traced, interviewed and eliminated. Eight people were actually arrested; of these six were eliminated. The remaining two men were not eliminated but there was no evidence to suggest they were connected to the murders.


By the spring of 1986 the team had worked tirelessly for months on end with little reward; DCS Davies did not favour the theory that a gay lover had killed Richard, though there was some forensic evidence to support this hypothesis. He was more inclined to believe it was a bungled robbery on a lone female by criminals from outside the area who had killed Richard when he had disturbed them; Helen, as witness to this, then simply had to die. Whatever the truth, they were no closer to finding the answers.




CHAPTER 3


THE COASTAL PATH MURDERS


Tim Dixon arrived at Birmingham airport to pick up his eighteen-year-old sister Julie, who was returning from her holiday in Cyprus. It was the 3rd of July 1989 and their next stop was Witney in Oxfordshire, the home of their parents Peter and Gwenda Dixon. They were looking forward to a family get-together as their parents had been on their annual summer holiday to the beautiful coastal village of Little Haven in North Pembrokeshire, a place they loved and had visited for the past fifteen years. To their surprise the house was empty and there was no sign that their parents had returned from Wales. More worrying was the fact that Peter had not returned to work as expected.


Margaret Davies was the proprietor of Howelston Farm Caravan Park at Little Haven and was surprised to get a concerned telephone call from Tim Dixon enquiring about his parents Peter and Gwenda. They were popular visitors to the area and well known by the locals. Over the years they had spent hours walking and exploring the miles of breathtaking cliff tops and hidden coves that made up the coastal path of Pembrokeshire. Now Margaret Davies made her way across her campsite in search of their pitch. Their tent was still there, as was Peter Dixon’s red Ford Sierra car. This was very unusual as she was aware they were due to leave on the 29th of June and they had not indicated an intention to stay or paid the additional site fees.


It was quickly established that Peter and Gwenda Dixon had last been seen on the site on the morning of the 29th of June, when they had spoken to fellow camper Richard Lines who had pitched his tent immediately next to theirs. Peter had indicated his intention to return home at midday and that he and his wife were to take a final walk along the coastal path towards St Brides to allow their tent to dry out. Indeed a number of people saw them leave the site in the direction of the coastal path. The reports suggested that the Dixons seemed happy and were enjoying the last few hours of their holiday.


Immediately Tim Dixon knew something was wrong. His parents were considerate people and would never have overstayed without telling someone or without paying their fees. On the 3rd of July 1989, Tim Dixon reported to police that his parents Peter and Gwenda Dixon were missing. Very quickly police were mobilised in a search of the area near to Howelston Farm Caravan Park, helped by the National Park Wardens and the Coastguard. As the long summer evening faded the sound of a helicopter rang out along the coastline. The search continued at first light and was now bolstered by police dog handlers and a helicopter from RAF Brawdy supported by the inshore lifeboat. The search for the Dixons was declared a major incident and there were now very real fears for their safety. Many believed the couple might have fallen and injured themselves along the cliff path, but with every passing hour hope of finding them alive faded.


The terrain was difficult and dangerous and on the afternoon of the 4th of July, dog handlers were tasked with searching an area known as Borough Head. This was a wooded area near to the edge of the sheer 200 ft cliffs; one careless step would mean disaster. It meant that progress was slow and again the fading light made it impossible to finish searching this area of pathway. The search teams would return the next morning to continue the task.


This was hot and dangerous work with only sea breezes bringing occasional relief from the heat. It was shortly after 3.30 p.m. when PC Mike Callas, a dog handler, noticed something was not right as he searched near to the cliff edge. There were swarms of flies in an area below him and a pungent smell which experience told him was the stench of death. He followed what appeared to be an animal run made by either foxes or badgers, fully expecting to find the carcass of an animal. Instead, he was confronted by the decomposing bodies of Peter and Gwenda Dixon.


Their bodies lay in a heavily wooded and overgrown area of the coastal path approximately 800 yards from the Howelston Farm Caravan Park where they had been camping. They were concealed behind a screen of broken branches, which were pushed into the ground and interwoven with ferns and vegetation. Crucially the bodies were completely hidden from the view of anyone walking along the coastal footpath. For Superintendent Don Evans this was his worst nightmare. He had been one of the first at the scene of the Scoveston Park double murders and now he was attending a second double killing. For Don it was impossible to comprehend. This idyllic corner of Pembrokeshire was yet again about to become the centre of national attention.


The scene could only be accessed by an ill-defined, overgrown path, which led to a small plateau and clearing. Beyond this plateau the cliff fell away to the shore below. Gwenda Dixon was found lying face down near the edge of a precipitous drop of some 200 feet, with her head pointing towards the sea. She was naked from the waist down apart from her socks. Her trousers and underwear were a short distance away. The trousers had been turned inside out and her pants were entangled in the trouser legs indicating they had been removed together, either hurriedly or forcibly, and discarded. Her walking boots were nearby. Her bra had been pulled down towards her waist. Her jumper and blouse had been rucked up exposing her breasts. In addition to being partially hidden by the screen of branches, other efforts had been made to conceal her body by covering it with brambles, uprooted plants and other vegetation. The position and condition of Mrs Dixon’s body was clearly indicative of a sexual assault. Peter Dixon’s body was found a few feet away from his wife’s at the extreme edge of the cliff. He was also lying face down with his feet facing towards the sea. His body had in fact started to slide over the edge of the cliff top. Mr Dixon was fully clothed with his hands tied behind his back with a single length of grey three-ply polyethylene rope binding him.


As with any major crime, the scene and any associated locations are potentially rich with evidence and must be properly preserved. Following the discovery of the bodies, scenes of crime officers taped off a common path to the bodies, established inner and outer cordons and started a log, providing a continuous record of those officers and other persons who entered or left the scene. Little Haven and the surrounding area was a very popular tourist destination and this was high season. The investigation team had to move quickly and obtain details of the local holiday parks and visitors to the area before they returned home.


Preserving the bodies and their clothing was now the key objective but a proper examination would be extremely dangerous because of their proximity to the cliff edge. The conditions were unique and initially the pathologist and forensic scientists were reluctant to carry out any examinations of the bodies where they lay because of the very real risk of falling. Professor Bernard Knight, the Home Office Pathologist, arrived at the scene at 8 p.m. on Wednesday the 5th of July and carried out a brief initial examination of the body of Gwenda Dixon, but he was unable to examine the body of Peter Dixon due to its precarious location. Doctor John Whiteside, a scientist from the Home Office Forensic Science Laboratory in Chepstow, also attended the scene the same day and found it an equally difficult and dangerous examination to undertake. The assistance of HM Coast Guard was required to secure the body of Peter Dixon by tying it to a tree to stop it sliding over the cliff edge. All those working at the scene had to be secured with ropes and safety harnesses. Despite being hampered in his work, Professor Knight suspected even at this early stage that Gwenda Dixon had been shot. At 9.30 that evening her body was removed from the scene and, due to the obvious dangers, DCS Clive Jones also gave instructions for the body of Peter Dixon to be removed the same night. Ideally he would have wanted more time with them at the scene, but its unique and dangerous location made this impossible.


The coastal path between Little Haven and Borough Head was thoroughly searched with all undergrowth being removed fifty yards each side of the crime scene and down to the rocky shore below. The plateau was fingertip-searched and divers were brought in to comb the bay below. The searches were thorough and methodical although nothing of any obvious evidential value was found other than the personal belongings and clothing of the couple and the contents of their rucksack. These had been strewn around the scene and included a waterproof jacket and trousers that were heavily bloodstained. There was also a camera case, walking stick, binoculars and a key ring. The blood on the clothing would suggest that the rucksack was searched before the Dixons were shot. It was soon established through Tim Dixon that his father carried a wallet in which he kept cash and his bankcards including a NatWest cash card. The wallet and its contents were missing.


Both bodies were taken to Withybush Hospital at Haverfordwest where the post-mortem examinations were carried out by Professor Knight. The examination of Gwenda revealed two shotgun wounds, one in the centre of the back and one in the right breast. There were other marks and injuries to her body consistent with rough handling. She had also received a substantial blow to the left side of her head with a blunt instrument, enough to cause unconsciousness. The shotgun wound to the chest had passed through the blouse and jumper and not the bra, which was undamaged by the blast.


Peter Dixon suffered three gunshot wounds. One in the back, a second to the right side of the chest and a third to the head, which Professor Knight believed was delivered when he was still alive, blowing away the central part of his face and brain. Both the victims had died as a result of these gunshot wounds. From examination of the wounds it was established that the fatal shots had been delivered from a double-barrelled sawn-off shotgun. It was also concluded that the wound on Gwenda’s back and the head and back wounds to Peter were fired from the same barrel and the chest wounds sustained by both were fired from the other. In essence the killer must have reloaded the gun twice. Two plastic cartridge cups and cork wadding were recovered from the body of Gwenda. Three plastic cartridge cups, two cork waddings and a quantity of shotgun pellets were recovered from the body of Peter Dixon. The type of wadding recovered suggests the cartridges were manufactured by one of three Italian firms: SMI, Maionchi or Martignoni. Doctor Renshaw, the ballistics expert, observed that the weight of the pellets corresponded with No.5 shot, but he could not exclude No.4 or No.6. Similar shot had been used at Scoveston and at both scenes no spent cartridges were recovered.


Detective Chief Superintendent Clive Jones needed to establish a time of death and this was proving difficult. Both bodies were heavily infested with maggots, samples of which were examined by Doctor Zakaria Erzinclioglu of Cambridge University’s Department of Zoology. From examination it was concluded that the time of death was on the 28th or 29th of June 1989. This can be explained by the feeding habits of the maggots. As they eat they excrete a fluid, which in turn keeps the body in a condition most suitable to feed on. Another vital piece of evidence came from a witness who, at about 11 a.m. on the 29th of June was walking on the beach below the coastal path and heard five shots: two blasts followed by two more and then a final shot. All of this, together with the sighting of Peter and Gwenda Dixon at Howelston Farm Caravan Park on the morning of the 29th of June led DCS Clive Jones to believe that the shots heard by the witness were those that had killed the Dixons. The position of Mrs Dixon’s clothing suggested that her body had not been moved after the fatal gunshots had been delivered. The hole in the back of her blouse was circular and the same size as the wound whereas the hole in her jumper was considerably elongated, indicating it had been creased or ‘rucked up’ at the time the shot to the back was fired. The shot to the chest had not passed through the bra, indicating it had been moved exposing her breast before the shot was made. The ‘plateau’ was indeed the murder scene and the time of death was the morning of the 29th of June.


The brutality of the killings sent shock waves through the beautiful coastal village of Little Haven and spread into the wider community of Pembrokeshire and beyond. This was now the second double shotgun murder within just a few miles and a Major Incident Room was established at Haverfordwest police station. The investigation was already generating a vast amount of information all of which had to be evaluated and logged.


A few years earlier, following the Yorkshire Ripper inquiry, the standard procedures for recording information in a large investigation had changed. That investigation had been hampered by the sheer volume of paper, all of which had to be sifted and indexed by hand and recorded on card systems for research and retrieval. When Peter Sutcliffe was eventually arrested it would emerge that his name had featured several times in the inquiry but the significance of his connections to the crimes had never been picked up. Investigators had become bogged down in paperwork.


Now in 1989 the MIRSAP (Major Incident Room Standardised Administration Procedures) had become the bible. The old Rotadex and paper-based systems used at Scoveston Park had been replaced by the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System, or HOLMES, computer. Dyfed-Powys Police had just taken delivery of such a computer system and the Chief Constable decided to use it on the Dixons inquiry. Unbeknown to him this decision would seriously hamper the investigation with some simple searches taking almost 45 minutes to return a result.


Dyfed-Powys Police was yet again at the centre of a major crime investigation that was attracting national interest and was facing awkward questions about its ability to investigate another double shotgun killing after the failure of the Scoveston Park inquiry four years earlier. It was clear that DCS Clive Jones needed a strong line of enquiry and fast. The stolen cash card belonging to Peter Dixon provided it. The investigation revealed that it had been used on four occasions following the murders. The first transaction occurred in Pembroke town centre, some fifteen miles from Little Haven, at 1.36 p.m. on Thursday the 29th of June 1989, when £10 in cash was withdrawn from the NatWest Bank service till. Prior to this withdrawal a void transaction took place indicating that the card may have been used by someone who was inexperienced with the procedure of taking out money or the amounts that could be withdrawn. The second transaction occurred at the same cashpoint at 4.09 p.m. on the same day. The correct PIN number was entered, a balance enquiry was made and a printed slip was given, showing a balance of £122.59. The withdrawal option was taken; again a wrong amount was entered before a withdrawal of £100 was made. The third transaction occurred at 2.59 p.m. the following day, the 30th of June 1989, at the NatWest in Carmarthen town centre, some thirty miles east of Pembroke and Little Haven. On this occasion the correct PIN number was used at the first attempt and a balance enquiry made. Again the offender requested £100 that was dispensed. The fourth and final transaction occurred at 7.14 a.m. the following day, Saturday the 1st of July 1989, at the NatWest in Haverfordwest; in effect whoever was using the card had returned the twenty-five miles to Pembrokeshire. Again the PIN was entered correctly at the first attempt and a balance enquiry was made before £100 was requested and dispensed.


In order to access the cash machines the killer had to have been in possession of Peter Dixon’s PIN number. This meant he either knew it, found it written on some piece of paper belonging to them, or most likely he had forced them to divulge it prior to their murder. It is difficult to imagine what they must have been subjected to in the moments before their death. Minutes earlier they had been enjoying a summer’s walk and the next they were being confronted by a gunman. It is likely one of them saw the other murdered in cold blood, knowing they were to face the same fate. Even for hardened detectives it was very poignant. This was a callous execution for little gain.


The focus of the investigation now switched to the location of the cashpoints in Pembroke, Carmarthen and Haverfordwest. It was vital that anyone who might have used the cashpoints or been near them at the time of the transactions was traced. Detectives had to move quickly because at this time of the year the area was full of tourists who would be returning home. Teams of officers flooded the area. Radio, TV and press appeals were made. The swift action paid off and soon a picture and suspect began to emerge. A number of witnesses in Main Street, Pembroke, described seeing a man at the time of the transactions hanging around the town centre. He was twenty-five to thirty-five years old, six feet tall with light brown scruffy collar-length hair and wearing knee-length khaki shorts, hiking boots and he had two to three day’s growth of beard. Other witnesses gave a similar description and included the fact that the man had a straight-handled bicycle with him. At 7.15 a.m. on the 1st of July 1989, Nicholas Elliot was driving his car along High Street in Haverfordwest when he looked towards the NatWest. He always did this as he passed because his girlfriend worked in the bank. At this time in the morning it was very quiet, and his attention was drawn to a lone man using the cashpoint. Nicholas Elliot described the man as five feet ten inches tall, late thirties to early forties with dark brown collar-length hair that was slightly bushy. He looked unshaven sporting a slight beard and moustache; he looked tanned as if he spent time outdoors. He was wearing ankle-length boots with almost knee-length khaki to brown shorts and was carrying a rucksack. He also noticed a bicycle with straight handlebars leaning against the wall.
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