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  Praise for Scott Bonn’s

  Why We Love Serial Killers

  “Powerful and a must-read! Dr. Bonn examines the serial killer, as depicted in fact and fiction, as a timeless cultural imperative. . . . Insightful, compelling, and an excellent source of myth-busting information for laymen and professionals alike.”

  —Burl Barer, award-winning crime author and radio host

  “Considered one of the world’s top experts on criminal behavior, Scott Bonn has delivered a book which is so powerful and provocative, you cannot put it down. Indeed, through his diligent work and unparalleled access to these infamous killers who’ve committed some of the most horrific crimes of our day, he provides chilling and critical insight into these deviant and pathological criminal minds . . . and reveals the truth behind the headlines.”

  —Rita Cosby, Emmy Award–winning television host and bestselling author

  “Scott Bonn has taken on one of the most horrifying, disgusting, and chilling type of criminals—serial killers—and illustrates their enduring appeal. Using social constructionist and functionalist analyses, he delves into society’s strange attraction to these infamous murderers, provides insight into some of America’s most famous examples, and explains why we are so attracted to the nuances of these people’s lives and motivations. Squarely looking the news media in the face for sensationalizing and even romanticizing these criminals for the sake of ratings and raising the public’s fear, Bonn answers the questions about why we remain lured by these stories, our fascination with them, and why the serial killer will long endure in our consciousness as a repulsive yet captivating character in criminology.”

  —Peter Adler, Ph.D. Professor of Sociology, University of Denver, and Patricia Adler, Ph.D. Professor of Sociology, University of Colorado

  “In Why We Love Serial Killers, Drew University criminology professor Scott Bonn, PhD, simultaneously examines the public’s and media’s fascination with the monsters among us and the ways in which that attention impacts them. He writes about serial killers’ behaviors and the research—from the FBI’s original work to more recent models—that informs the law enforcement professionals charged with profiling, catching, and studying them. A real bonus: Dr. Bonn’s correspondence with Dennis Rader (BTK or “Bind, Torture, Kill”) for its insight into the mind of an especially chilling murderous psychopath. As such, it is a stark reminder that, irrespective of any deceptively benign appearances to the contrary, ‘they’ are never like ‘us.’”

  —Sue Russell, award-winning journalist and author of Lethal Intent, a biography of Aileen Wuornos

  “Scott Bonn’s book, Why We Love Serial Killers: The Curious Appeal of the World’s Most Savage Murderers, makes a significant contribution to our knowledge of a subject that seems to fascinate many Americans. Interest in serial killers, Bonn reminds us, far outstrips their murderous activities that make up only a small portion of murders committed in the US. In addition to dispelling myths about serial murder and murderers, he gives an in-depth profile of some of the most notorious killers, including fascinating insight on Dennis Rader, the BTK Killer who has become Bonn’s pen pal and confidant. Bonn uses a constructionist perspective to help us understand this fascination with these psychopathic murderers, showing how their creation satisfies the needs of a broad segment of society. All in all, Bonn provides a noteworthy contribution to the literature of the field, one that opens new doors for understanding the inner drives that propel these killers into committing their ‘savage acts.’”

  —Larry Siegel, professor of Criminology and Justice Studies, UMass-Lowell

  “Many of us are fascinated by serial killers but have little understanding of why that is so. In Why We Love Serial Killers, Dr. Scott Bonn delves into intriguing social-psychological issues that surround our curiosity and even obsession with the world’s most ruthless killers. He carefully and vividly explains our fascination with evil and shows powerful evidence that the news and entertainment media glorify serial killers and turn them into what he calls “celebrity monsters.” Along the way, he defines serial killers, explains how their often psychopathic minds operate, identifies their varied and complex motivations, and offers new and unique insights into two infamous serial killers—the “Son of Sam” and “Bind, Torture, Kill”—based on his personal contact with them. Dr. Bonn delivers a brilliant examination of the most dangerous and unremorseful humans on the planet. This book is thought-provoking and it debunks popular stereotypes about serial killers such as they are all young white males. Dr. Bonn has authored a must-read for both the amateur and professional or academic enthusiast of crime.

  —RJ Parker, bestselling true crime author of Top Cases of the FBI

  “For those of you that are interested in serial killers—why they do what they do—and want to go the extra mile and delve into their disturbed minds, this book is a must-read! Author Scott Bonn explains how their evil minds work and also takes on the challenge of debunking myths that go along with them. He explains their twisted fantasies and motives by getting it straight from the horse’s mouth—the killers themselves. He also discusses the members of our society who collect the belongings of serial killers, including hair, clothing and even dirt from their crime scenes. There isn’t a stone left unturned in this book, that is, if you want to learn about the worst killers on the planet.”

  —Victoria Redstall, author and investigative journalist
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  FOREWORD

  There is a bible story about the circumstances surrounding the death of Jesus that resonates today.

  When Pontius Pilate gave the gathered Passover crowd its annual choice of which prisoner to crucify and which to spare—Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews, or Barabbas, the notorious murderer—the crowd instantly chose to exercise benevolence for Barabbas. As depicted in mounds of scholarly biblical studies and in the film, The Passion of the Christ, Barabbas is portrayed as a psychotic or sociopathic serial killer. Yet the crowd that day in Judea chose to spare him.

  Indeed, our fascination with serial killers can be traced back to biblical times. But why are we so captivated by these monsters who commit the most unforgivable crimes? Are we spellbound by their sheer wanton disregard for human life or do we fear there is something in each of us that could also explode into fits of multiple murder?

  We readily remember these killers’ names: Albert DeSalvo, Ted Bundy, Jeffrey Dahmer, Aileen Wuornos, John Wayne Gacy, David Berkowitz. Their hapless and innocent victims go unremembered, except by their loved ones.

  Serial killers are mostly male but a shocking number of women have also earned the designation over the last few decades. Besides the Lone Wolf actor there have been couples, brothers, cousins, and entire families that have joined together in bloody and sometimes lust-filled acts of multiple murders.

  Through the news media these serial killers are often romanticized with nicknames such as “Angel of Death,” “The Killer Clown,” or “Jolly Black Widow.” Uncaptured perpetrators get monikers as well: “Zodiac Killer” (based in northern California, Zodiac killed five but taunted police with claims of murdering as many as thirty-seven victims); “The Babysitter” (who abducted and murdered at least four children in southeastern Michigan); or “The Doodler” (a San Francisco serial killer of gay men who sketched his prey before stabbing to death fourteen of them). Cute nicknames, but they have little to do with the real-life ghastly actions of someone who kills over and over and over again.

  Hollywood has also glamorized these fiends and their stories for years. Charlize Theron’s chilling portrayal of Aileen Wuornos in Monster resulted in no fewer than seventeen awards, including an Academy Award and a Golden Globe for Best Actress. Angelina Jolie starred in The Changeling as a victimized mother who loses her son to a serial killer modeled after Gordon Northcott, who, when he was caught in 1928, was dubbed the “Wineville Chicken Coop Killer” by the media. The bizarre actions of one serial killer, Ed Gein, who both murdered and dug up corpses to fashion their bones and skin into trophies, was the catalyst for several movies including Psycho, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and The Silence of the Lambs.

  All the publicity and public interest in these repeat murderers has created a mom-and-pop group of Internet-based memorabilia dealers. Selling everything from serial killers’ clothing, letters, locks of hair, and artwork to autographs, action figures, or even soil from the scenes of their crimes, these macabre vendors make considerable money exploiting the bloody deeds of these notorious criminals. That they make a living selling these items speaks volumes about our collective fascination with serial killers. But take a moment to imagine what the families of the victims feel when they realize the callous “murderabilia” being offered for sale came at the price of their loved one’s life.

  Indeed, the public can’t seem to get enough details about these fiends. And on some level I can relate. As a veteran crime and justice reporter, I have referred to myself as a “serial killer freak” for my intense interest in the subject. Sadly, I’ve often noticed that the information disseminated to the public is more sensational than sensible.

  News reporters and actors are good at both scaring and entertaining the public with their descriptions of these “celebrity monsters” but, in the end, the public is left with no real knowledge about how serial killers come to be.

  Are they born with a murderous gene, or are they molded by their life circumstances? Do they pick their victims at random, or do they stalk them first? Can serial killers be reformed? Are they ever remorseful? Is there a clue for a civilian to spot a serial killer in a crowd? These and many more vital questions are rarely addressed. The general public is given little useful baseline information to understand these most elusive criminals.

  First and foremost, serial killers don’t look like the monsters the media portrays them to be. They don’t manifest with wild hair and bulging eyes. They look like your postman or your grocer, a relative or a business associate—because that is exactly who they are. A serial killer, as rare as they are in the world of murderers, could be living right next door to you.

  When I interviewed Joyce Dahmer, Jeffrey Dahmer’s mother, for a segment on the television show Hard Copy, she seemed to be genuinely stunned about her son’s gruesome actions. Mrs. Dahmer, a mental health professional, was overwhelmed with grief that she had not been able to recognize the warning signs in her own son. After his conviction, stemming from the rape, murder, and dismemberment of seventeen men and boys (evidence of cannibalism was also discovered), Joyce told me Jeffrey earnestly beseeched her to find “someone to study me, to figure out why I did what I did.”

  During an interview with serial killer and sexual sadist Kenneth Bianchi at Walla Walla State Penitentiary in Washington, I ultimately zeroed in on his past life. Bianchi seemed to be in a dissociative state during much of the TV interview, but when I asked if he would like to explain to his young son, Ryan, why he wasn’t with him, Bianchi began to cry. This man, who, along with his cousin Angelo Buono, had raped and killed at least fifteen young females in California and Washington state, sat before me and cried like a baby. It was as if the Hillside Strangler had been struck dumb. He had no words to offer to his own child, who by then was a teenager and might easily have understood.

  Over the years I’ve come to realize that these serial killers likely don’t fully understand what motivates them to do what they do. So, try as we might to understand what provokes them into multiple murders, it may be a fool’s errand.

  There are so many different permutations within the serial killer community—as you will learn in this book—that it is hard to generalize descriptions of them or to identify their trigger points. It is easy for a journalist to say, “The defense attorney says the killer had a rough childhood,” or “It’s believed drugs and alcohol are at the root of these murders.” I say, that is a cop-out. There are much richer psychological dynamics at play here, no matter which serial killer you study.

  Only by diligent reading of books such as Why We Love Serial Killers will the public come to understand the true and explosive danger that walks among us.

  —Diane Dimond, journalist, author, and syndicated columnist

  December 2013, New York


  PREFACE

  You may be wondering why in the world someone would write a book titled Why We Love Serial Killers. If so, I completely understand your curiosity or skepticism. The obvious contradiction in the title of this book seems to be outrageous at first blush.

  As far back as I can recall I have always loved monsters. While growing up in Ohio in the 1970s, I loved horror movies, including the definitive and iconic Frankenstein (1931) and the now classic Halloween (1978). In more recent times I have come to love the Hollywood tales of fictional serial predators such as Dr. Hannibal “The Cannibal” Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs and the more recent Dexter. Hannibal (the early years of Dr. Lecter) is currently a hit television series on NBC.

  I have always rooted for my favorite movie monsters because they are generally tormented and misunderstood souls who I know will ultimately be destroyed. Now, as a criminologist living in New York, I am fascinated by real-life serial killers. I study the crimes of infamous predators such as Jeffrey Dahmer and have had the opportunity to actually meet or correspond with two of the most notorious serial killers of the twenty-first century—that is, David Berkowitz, the so-called “Son of Sam,” and Dennis Rader, known by the moniker “BTK” which stands for “Bind, Torture, Kill.” Their revelations in this book may astound you and give you new insights into the way these criminals think.

  The great prevalence of serial killers in the mass media indicates that I am not alone in my fascination with them. I have a theory that serial killers are transformed into larger-than-life celebrity monsters through the combined efforts of law enforcement authorities, the news and entertainment media, and the public. I believe that exaggerated depictions of serial killers in the mass media have blurred fact and fiction. As a result, Jeffrey Dahmer and Hannibal Lecter have become interchangeable in the minds of the public.

  In addition to being a criminologist and college professor, I am a former media executive. While serving as vice president for a couple of different television networks in the 1990s, it became apparent to me that a crime news story is an entertainment product just like an episode of CSI or Criminal Minds. Sensationalized and graphic entertainment news generates large network television audiences, and major advertisers are willing to pay handsomely to present their commercials to those audiences. Therefore, it is in the best financial interests of network television producers to make their crime news stories as shocking and enticing as possible to viewers.

  Sex and violence sell in the news and entertainment media, and serial killers offer both in the extreme. Therefore, it is not surprising that serial killers have become central players on the public stage. However, the prevailing image of the serial killer in the popular culture is distorted and reflects a stereotype that they are all dysfunctional, young white males. The popular culture image also maintains that serial killers are inhuman monsters and represent pure evil. The facts about serial killers are actually quite different than the popular myths about them. I wrote this book in part to set the record straight and present the truth about serial killers—a truth which is far more compelling than fiction.

  Why We Love Serial Killers explains why so many people, including me, are fascinated with serial killers. My research for this book revealed that our fascination has something to do with the glamorized and sensationalized manner in which serial killers are presented in the news and entertainment media. I learned that our interest in serial killers has something to do with the nature of society itself and the powerful allure of things that are both frightening and incomprehensible. The serial killer represents a lurid, complex, and compelling presence on the social landscape. There appears to be an innate human tendency to identify or empathize with all things—whether good or bad—including serial killers. I discovered that serial killers are terrifying and captivating to the public because some of them, such as Ted Bundy, are highly educated, charming, successful, and could easily be a next-door neighbor. I learned many other incredible things about the public’s fascination with evil and the macabre as a result of my research. I share those revelations throughout this book.

  I hope that you will embark on this journey to the dark side of the human condition with me. I also hope that you will find it interesting and thought-provoking. This book has been a labor of love, and it was made possible by my literary agent, Jill Marr, and my editor, Holly Rubino, who believed in my vision. I wish to thank Roy Hazelwood, Jeff Kamen, and Dave Carbone for their significant contributions to this book. I thank my friend, John Wirenius, for his considerable expertise and support. I thank Dennis Rader and David Berkowitz for their compelling insights and candor. I thank Roxanne Tauriello for her guidance. I also wish to thank the following former students who provided valuable research assistance on this book: Marissa Deanna, Ellen Reinhard, Christa Lenz, and Leah Zarra. I thank my friend and colleague, Dr. Gamin Bartle, for providing important editorial comments on early drafts of this book. I thank my dear, late friend, Angela Wu, for her love and support. Finally, I thank my colleagues and students at Drew University who inspire me every day.


  PART 1

  EVERYTHING YOU ALWAYS WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT SERIAL KILLERS (BUT WERE AFRAID TO ASK)


  CHAPTER 1

  THE STRANGE ALLURE OF THOSE WHO KILL AND KILL AGAIN

  A serial killer is frequently an unassuming everyman or everywoman who could easily be a next-door neighbor or co-worker. Such was the case of the late John Wayne Gacy, a prolific and psychopathic serial killer born in Chicago in 1942. He was named after his mother’s favorite Hollywood movie star, the legendary John “The Duke” Wayne. As a young adult, the outgoing and sociable Gacy became a successful building contractor, husband, and father. He was well known and respected in his suburban Chicago community. He became heavily involved in local politics and was named a Jaycee (Junior Chamber of Commerce) “Man of the Year.” He even escorted President Jimmy Carter’s wife, Rosalynn, on one of her visits to Chicago.

  John Wayne Gacy was also a ruthless predator who tortured, raped, and strangled thirty-three young men between 1972 and his arrest in 1978. He buried twenty-nine of his victims in a crawl space under his house. Gacy was caught after a surveillance detective assigned to the case noticed a suspicious smell emanating from a heating duct in Gacy’s home. The floor boards of Gacy’s house shook as forensic anthropologists attempted to excavate the twenty-nine bodies buried in the crawl space due to millions of worms that were feeding on the corpses. Gacy pled not guilty by reason of insanity but was determined to be legally sane by the court. He was convicted of the serial rape and murder of his victims and sentenced to death on March 13, 1980.

  Gacy became known as “The Killer Clown” because his favorite pastime when he was not killing involved entertaining children at parties and hospitals dressed in a clown costume and full-face makeup. His clown alter ego was named Pogo. The late FBI profiler Robert Ressler, who interviewed Gacy after his conviction, said Gacy told him that his victims were “worthless little queers and punks.” Ressler challenged him on that statement, asking “Aren’t you a homosexual, too?” Gacy responded that his victims were young runaways while he was a respected and successful businessman. Gacy also explained that he was too busy at work to date and romance women following his divorce, so he settled for quick sex with transient young men. Unremorseful until the end, Gacy’s final words before being executed by lethal injection on May 10, 1994, were, “Kiss my ass.”

  Serial killers tantalize, terrify, and entertain the public. Since at least the 1970s they have been frequent and chilling actors on center stage in the news and entertainment media. Massive and highly stylized news coverage of real-life serial killers such as David Berkowitz (the “Son of Sam”), Ted Bundy, and Jeffrey Dahmer transforms them into ghoulish popular culture celebrities. Similarly, fictional serial killers such as Hannibal “The Cannibal” Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs and the “Tooth Fairy” in Red Dragon created by author Thomas Harris have also become popular culture icons. More recently, the tremendous success and acclaim of the Showtime television series Dexter and The Millennium Trilogy global media phenomenon based on author Stieg Larsson’s book The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo demonstrate how eager the public is to be frightened by serial killers.
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  John Wayne Gacy as he appeared prior to his arrest. (photo credit: Associated Press)

  Interest in serial killers is hardly new. Public fascination with serial killers probably dates back to the late 1880s when a series of extremely brutal, unsolved prostitute murders occurred in the Whitechapel area of London, England, and those killings gained worldwide notoriety. In the fall of 1888, a series of five grotesque murders were committed in London by an unknown individual who legend has it called himself “Jack the Ripper” in letters he allegedly sent to the London police claiming credit for the crimes. Prior to the Jack the Ripper letters, the London newspapers called the unknown killer “Leather Apron” based on a suspicion that the killer was a local butcher. The following provides the unedited content from the most infamous of the letters allegedly written by Jack the Ripper:

  
    Dear Boss,

    I keep on hearing the police have caught me but they wont fix me just yet. I have laughed when they look so clever and talk about being on the right track. That joke about Leather Apron gave me real fits. I am down on whores and I shant quit ripping them till I do get buckled. Grand work the last job was. I gave the lady no time to squeal. How can they catch me now. I love my work and want to start again. You will soon hear of me with my funny little games. I saved some of the proper red stuff in a ginger beer bottle over the last job to write with but it went thick like glue and I cant use it. Red ink is fit enough I hope ha. ha. The next job I do I shall clip the ladys ears off and send to the police officers just for jolly wouldn’t you. Keep this letter back till I do a bit more work, then give it out straight. My knife’s so nice and sharp I want to get to work right away if I get a chance. Good luck. Yours truly,

    Jack the Ripper

  

  As noted by the Federal Bureau of Investigation in its 2005 report titled Serial Murder: Multi-Disciplinary Perspectives for Investigators, the name Jack the Ripper has become synonymous with serial murder over the years. This case has spawned many legends and myths concerning serial homicide and the killers who commit them. More than 125 years after his killing spree abruptly ended without his capture, the murders of Jack the Ripper continue to haunt and tantalize the world. In many ways, the Ripper killings are the greatest unsolved “whodunit” mystery of all time. In the 1970s and 1980s the exploits of high-profile serial killers in the US such as the Green River Killer, Ted Bundy, and Jeffrey Dahmer rekindled public interest in serial murder, which then exploded after the 1991 release of the now classic Hollywood film The Silence of the Lambs and its sequels and prequels.

  Today, when we hear a television news account of an unidentified serial killer on the loose somewhere, many of us have a mental image of a thirty-something-year-old white, male loner, who preys on unsuspecting, young female strangers. This popular image has been reinforced in the fictional portrayals of serial killers such as “Buffalo Bill” and the “Tooth Fairy” to such an extent that it has become a persistent stereotype in our society. If not entirely untrue, this overly simplistic popular culture image of serial killers is so omnipresent and trite that many of us think we know a lot more about real-life serial killers than we actually do.

  The Truth About Serial Killers Is Not So Simple

  The reality of serial homicide in the US bears little resemblance to the popular mythology of it that is fueled by law enforcement authorities and the mass media. Throughout this book I attempt to explain and dissect the complex reality of serial homicide and debunk many of the popular myths that surround serial killers. For example, there has been considerable debate among experts over the exact criteria and definition of serial murder. During the past forty years, multiple definitions of serial murder have been used by law enforcement officials, clinicians, academicians, and researchers. While these definitions normally share common elements, they differ on specific requirements such as the number of murders, the killer’s motives, and the temporal aspects of the murders.

  Typically, definitions of serial murder specify a certain number of murders, varying from two to ten victims, as noted by the FBI in its 2005 report on serial murder. This quantitative requirement distinguishes a serial murder scenario from other categories of murder, especially single homicide, which is by far the most common act of murder. Most of the definitions also require a period of time between the murders. This pause or break between killings is necessary to distinguish between a mass murder, which is a one-time event, and a serial murder, which has multiple incidents. Moreover, serial murder requires a temporal separation between the different murders which is variably described as separate occasions, a cooling off period, or an emotional cooling off period. I use the term cooling off period throughout this book to refer to the temporal requirement.

  As explained by Peter Vronsky in his 2004 book Serial Killers: The Method and Madness of Monsters, the term “serial killer” was probably coined by the late FBI agent and profiler Robert Ressler, who said that he believed the term “stranger killings,” which was frequently used during the mid-twentieth century, was inaccurate because not all victims of serial killers are strangers. Ressler was lecturing at the British police academy at Bramshill, England, in 1974, where he heard the description of some crimes as occurring in series, including rapes, arsons, burglaries, robberies, and murders. Ressler said that the description reminded him of the movie industry term “serial adventures” which referred to short episodic films featuring the likes of Batman and the Lone Ranger that were shown in theaters on Saturday afternoons during the 1930s and 1940s. Each week, youthful matinee audiences were lured back for the next installment in the series by an inconclusive ending known as a “cliffhanger” that left them wanting more. As reported by Vronsky, the FBI agent recalled from his youth that no episode had a satisfactory conclusion and the ending of each one increased rather than decreased the tension in the viewer. Similarly, Ressler believed that the conclusion of every murder increases the tension and desire of a serial killer to commit a more perfect murder in the future—one closer to his/her ideal fantasy. Rather than being satisfied when they murder, serial killers are instead agitated toward repeating their killings in an unending “serial” cycle.

  Defining Serial Killing

  Perhaps due to the debate among professionals over the exact definition of serial murder, the government actually attempted to formalize it through legislation on one occasion. In 1998, a federal law was passed by the United States Congress, titled Protection of Children from Sexual Predator Act of 1998 (Title 18, United States Code, Chapter 51, Section 1111). This law includes the following definition of serial killings:

  The term ‘serial killings’ means a series of three or more killings, not less than one of which was committed within the United States, having common characteristics such as to suggest the reasonable possibility that the crimes were committed by the same actor or actors.

  This federal law provides a definition of serial murder but it is limited in its usefulness because it was only designed to establish criteria for when the FBI could assist local law enforcement agencies with their investigation of serial homicide cases.

  At a symposium on serial homicide in 2005, the FBI reduced the minimum number of victims from three to two in its own definition of serial murder.1 The FBI did this for its own purposes and to satisfy its own needs—that is, to afford itself greater flexibility and breadth in determining when and how to pursue potential serial murder cases. This certainly makes sense from a law enforcement perspective where the goals are the identification and apprehension of a killer. However, criminal investigation is not the purpose of this book. The focus here is on how and why serial killers become grizzly high-profile celebrities in society. Therefore, I have retained the classic criterion of three or more victims to define serial murder because it more precisely delineates the notorious serial predators that are the subject matter of this book. This position is supported by the acclaimed former FBI profiler, Roy Hazelwood, with whom I corresponded during my research for this book.

  In addition to lowering the minimum number of murder victims in 2005, the FBI also eliminated the cooling off period from its list of required serial homicide criteria. Similar to the rationale it used in lowering the number of victims, the FBI argued that the cooling off period is not a useful requirement for the purposes of criminal investigation. However, from a social-psychological perspective, the emotional cooling off period between murders is a key behavioral characteristic that distinguishes the most infamous serial killers from all other murderers. It is central to the research I present in this book, so the cooling off period is included in my definition of serial homicide.

  During the cooling off period between murders, a serial killer disappears from the public eye and resumes his or her seemingly normal routine and life. Incredibly, the life of a serial killer during the cooling off period, particularly if he or she is a psychopathic killer, like Ted Bundy, may appear completely normal to the unsuspecting observer. To summarize, given the goals of this book, I employ the following three criteria to define serial homicide:

  1.   At least three victims.

  2.   The murders take place in separate events, at different times.

  3.   The killer experiences an emotional cooling off period between murders.

  When you bring up the name of an infamous real-life predator such as Jack the Ripper or Jeffrey Dahmer in conversation with a group of people, it is clear that serial killers are a very hot topic. Some folks actually become gleeful in their demeanor while discussing them. Why is that, I wonder? Could it be that some of us have a macabre fascination with serial killers for the same reason that many of us are morbidly drawn to stare at a catastrophic automobile accident? Therein lies the central question of this book. Why are so many people, including myself, fascinated by serial killers? Answering this intriguing sociological question and shedding light on serial killer myths, while providing compelling new insights into serial homicide, are the primary objectives of this book.

  In order to understand why so many people in society are captivated by serial killers, it is necessary to examine the social agents and processes that promote them. Unlike other books about serial killers which only focus on the behavior of the criminals, this book offers an exploration into the dark nature of society itself and its powerful appetite for the macabre, while also providing new and unique insights into serial murder. The groundbreaking approach in this book provides a penetrating sociological look at the public’s fascination with serial homicide.

  Overview of the Book

  Why We Love Serial Killers includes the following key elements:

  •   An in-depth examination of serial murder realities versus myths in the US and a comparison of serial killing to other types of multiple homicide, such as mass murder and spree killing.

  •   A discussion of antisocial personality disorders, including sociopathy and psychopathy, and an examination of how such conditions are manifested in serial killers.

  •   A comprehensive analysis of criminal profiling which is used by law enforcement professionals such as the FBI to identify and apprehend unknown serial predators.

  •   An examination of the role of key social agents, including the news and entertainment media, state officials (law enforcement authorities and politicians) and the general public in the construction of the public identity of serial killers.

  •   An investigation of important social processes, including crime news reporting, that may help to explain how and why serial killers often become grizzly popular culture celebrities.

  •   A compelling examination of the lives of two notorious, incarcerated serial killers, including an analysis of their involvement in the construction of their own public identities, gained through extensive correspondence and personal interview.

  •   A fascinating look into the curious and obsessive world of serial killer fans, groupies and collectors of so-called murderabilia—the original artwork and artifacts (including clothing, personal items and weapons) of serial killers.

  •   An argument that the sudden appearance of a serial killer on the public stage, driven by massive news media coverage and journalistic hyperbole, can create public anxiety or “anomie” (conflicting or contradictory social norms) when the public is confronted by an alleged super predator that defies all conventional wisdom concerning criminal motivations and behavior.

  •   A second argument that the stereotypical representation of serial killers as monsters by law enforcement authorities and the news media reduces anomie or public anxiety by clarifying moral boundaries and defining evil, while also establishing the serial killer as the “other” in society—that is, an aberration of nature that is separate and distinct from decent people.

  How Serial Killers Differ From Other Multiple Murderers

  As subjects in the mass entertainment media, serial killers seem to pique the curiosity of many people, regardless of whether the image presented is a real criminal such as John Wayne Gacy (“The Killer Clown”) or a fictional character such as Hannibal “The Cannibal” Lecter. In either case, the image presented is typically biased and far too simplistic in its representation of the personality and behavioral characteristics of the serial killer. Over-simplification and stereotyping by the mass media obscure the true diversity of serial killers and their pathological motivations. Media stereotypes of serial killers prevent the public from fully comprehending the complex needs, desires, and compulsions that drive serial killers to murder innocent strangers. At the same time, however, colorful and entertaining media images of serial killers fuel a desire among the public to understand why serial predators commit their horrible crimes. For some people, the desire to comprehend serial killers and their motivations can even become a form of obsession, as evidenced by the fanatical fans and groupies of serial killers who collect their prison art and mementos from their crimes.

  Serial killers are shrouded in mystery and they are frequently the targets of misinformation disseminated by law enforcement officials and the news media. Inaccuracies and exaggeration have led to considerable popular mythology surrounding serial killers. Most notably, serial killers are not the only murderers who claim multiple victims over the course of a criminal career. There are three other significant categories of multiple murderers that warrant some discussion in order to provide clarification. These other categories are mass murderers, spree killers, and mob hit men. I will demonstrate that serial killers differ significantly from other types of multiple murderers. As a reminder and point of reference, a serial killer must have at least three victims and the murders themselves must take place in separate events and at different times. In addition, a serial killer experiences an emotional cooling off period between murders.

  Mass Murderers

  Unlike serial homicide, mass murder is a one-time event that involves the killing of multiple people at one location. In a mass murder, the victims may be either randomly selected or targeted for a specific reason such as retaliation or revenge by the killer. A mass murder normally occurs when the perpetrator, who is often deeply troubled, suffers a psychotic break from reality and strikes out at his/her perceived tormentors in a blitz-like attack. Unlike serial killers, mass murderers are frequently, but not always, killed at the scene of the crime. Sometimes, they are shot by law enforcement officers called to the crime scene, while other times mass murderers will take their own lives in a final act of suicide. From a social-psychological perspective, mass murder is a premeditated act of vengeance against society by a desperate and fatalistic individual who has no intention of going away quietly or returning to kill another day.

  In the vernacular of contemporary popular culture, an act of mass murder is frequently referred to as “going postal.” This expression derives from a series of incidents dating back to 1983 in which United States Postal Service (USPS) workers shot and killed their managers, fellow workers, and members of the police and the general public in acts of mass murder. Between 1986 and 1997, more than forty people were gunned down by postal workers in at least twenty separate incidents of workplace violence. For example, in one of the earliest and most deadly of such incidents, fourteen USPS employees were shot and killed and six others wounded at a post office in Edmond, Oklahoma, by Patrick Sherrill, a postman who then committed suicide by shooting himself in the forehead. This incident occurred on August 20, 1986.

  Another classic example of mass murder is the Virginia Tech massacre, a tragic school shooting, which took place on April 16, 2007, on the campus of Virginia Polytechnic Institute in Blacksburg, Virginia. In this mass murder, a very troubled student named Seung-Hui Cho shot and killed thirty-two people and wounded seventeen others in two separate blitz attacks which occurred approximately two hours apart on the Virginia Tech campus. Cho ended his murderous rampage by turning his gun on himself and committing suicide. In addition to the seventeen Cho wounded, another six people were injured while escaping from classroom windows during the attacks. The Virginia Tech massacre is the deadliest shooting incident by a single gunman in US history.

  The death toll in the Virginia Tech massacre exceeds that of the deranged James Holmes, who killed twelve people and wounded seventy others in a movie theater in Aurora, Colorado, in July 2012. James Holmes was motivated to commit mass murder by grandiosity and a pathological belief that society did not appreciate his self-perceived genius. His identification with the Joker character (a homicidal psychopath) in the Batman film The Dark Knight demonstrates his profound paranoia and narcissism. Holmes was hospitalized after attempting suicide several times while in jail in November 2012. After much deliberation, psychiatric evaluation, and the prosecutors’ announcement that they would seek the death penalty, Holmes pleaded not guilty by reason of insanity on June 4, 2013. His trial date is still pending at this time.

  Spree Killers

  While mass murder is manifested in one catastrophic event and serial homicide involves at least three murders separated by an emotional cooling off period, spree killing is comprised of multiple homicides committed at two or more locations with almost no time break in between the events. Stated differently, spree killing involves the murder of multiple people at different locations over a short period of time in which there is no cooling off period between murders. The maximum duration between murders in spree killing is generally considered to be seven days. The perpetrator in a spree killing often, but not always, knows his/her victims and frequently targets either family members or romantic partners. This is very different than serial killers who are much more likely to stalk and target complete strangers. I discuss the serial killer’s pattern of selecting prey in chapter 5.

  One of the most infamous killing sprees in recent history involved the Beltway sniper attacks that took place in October 2002 in Washington, D.C., Maryland, and Virginia. During a span of twenty-three days that gripped the public in fear, ten people were killed and three other victims were critically injured in separate locations throughout the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area and along Interstate 95 in Virginia. What initially appeared to be random killings perpetrated by a lone shooter in a white van actually turned out to be the work of two highly organized, homicidal partners involved in a massive, multi-state killing spree. After their capture, it was revealed that the shootings were carried out by a forty-two-year-old man named John Allen Muhammad and his seventeen-year-old male accomplice, Lee Boyd Malvo. The duo used a blue 1990 Chevrolet Caprice sedan as a sniper’s nest—that is, they shot their victims from the customized trunk of their car using a high-powered rifle.

  The massive three-week manhunt for the Beltway snipers came to an end on October 24, 2002, when a team of Maryland State Police, Montgomery County SWAT officers, and FBI agents from the Hostage Rescue Team arrested the pair without a struggle as they slept in their car at a rest stop on Interstate 70 near Myersville, Maryland. Defense attorneys in the Malvo trial and the prosecution in Muhammad’s trial argued that Muhammad’s ultimate goal of the killing spree was to murder his ex-wife, Mildred, so that he could regain custody of his three estranged children. Such highly personal and retaliatory motivations are common in both spree killings and mass murders but not at all common in serial murders. After their convictions for first degree murder in separate trials, Muhammad was executed by lethal injection in 2009 and Malvo was given a life sentence, which he is now serving.

  Mob Hit Men

  There is some debate among criminologists and law enforcement authorities as to whether organized crime hit men should be considered serial killers. Generally speaking, hit men are professional contract killers who are employed by organized crime groups such as the Italian Mafia in the US. One of the most infamous of all professional hit men was Vincent “Mad Dog” Coll who, despite the fact that he was Irish, committed dozens of contract murders for the Italian Mafia in New York City in the 1920s. He gained infamy for the accidental killing of a young child during a mob kidnapping attempt. Coll’s exploits have been chronicled in numerous books and Hollywood films such as Mobsters in 1991.

  Unlike serial killers who select their own victims, the targets of hit men are carefully chosen for them by their employers who pay them handsomely to kill on demand. Although professional hit men do meet some of the criteria of serial killers specified in this book, including the minimum number of victims, I argue that they are not serial killers because their motivation to kill is strictly financial. The murders fulfill no emotional or psychological needs on their part. Moreover, professional hit men do not require a cooling off period in between their murders because of the pragmatic nature of their killings.

  A unique exception to the clear distinction between serial killers and contract killers is the late Richard Kuklinski who was both a serial killer and a professional hit man. When he wasn’t committing contract killings for the Gambino crime family, Kuklinski was killing strangers who irritated or annoyed him. He claimed to derive great pleasure and exhilaration from the challenge of killing his victims. Kuklinski was given the nickname “Iceman” for his method of freezing a victim to confuse the time of death.

  It should be apparent that spree killing and mass murder generally constitute very short spans of criminal activity, while serial murder and contract killing can involve very long criminal careers. However, as previously discussed, an important distinction exists between serial killers and all other multiple murderers. That distinction is the emotional cooling off period between murders during which time serial killers blend back into their seemingly normal lives. Serial predators reemerge from a cooling off period to strike again when the urge to kill becomes overwhelming to them. A serial killer may not even understand his/her compulsion to kill but knows that it is both undeniable and uncontrollable when the urge arises.

  The cooling off period between murders is highly subjective, unpredictable, and it varies from one serial killer to another in terms of its duration. The length of the cooling off period can also vary between murders committed by the same serial killer. The duration can be days, weeks, months, and, in rare instances, years. For example, Dennis Rader (or “BTK”) confessed to ten murders that he committed from 1974 to 1991, a span of nearly twenty years, after he was captured in 2005. In between his murders, Rader lived what appeared to be a remarkably normal life with a wife and two children. He was perceived as a pillar of his community in Wichita, Kansas. Inwardly, however, Rader was secretly satisfying his sexual needs and delaying his compulsion to kill for months and even years at a time through autoerotic fantasies in which he relived his murders with the aid of trophies taken from his victims such as articles of clothing, identification cards, and jewelry. As a result of this practice, the length of the cooling off period between Rader’s murders was highly variable and often lasted much longer than that of other serial killers. His ability to control his compulsive need to kill is highly unusual for serial killers. I examine the fascinating case of Dennis Rader in much more detail in chapter 7, where I offer important new insights into the significance of the cooling off period gleaned directly from BTK himself. In that chapter I also share exclusive new insights into the pathological personality of BTK gained from my personal correspondence with him.

  Conclusion

  The general public seems to be fascinated by serial killers, including real-life predators such as John Wayne Gacy and fictional killers such as the “Tooth Fairy.” Many serial killers have been elevated to the status of popular culture icon over the years. However, the reality of serial homicide in the US has been obscured or hidden from public view because all serial killers are presented in sensationalized and stylized terms by law enforcement authorities and the entertainment news media. It is time to set the record straight about serial killers and consider exactly why they have become morbid “rock stars” in the popular culture. Therefore, in this book, I seek to answer the sociological question of why so many people are riveted by serial killers and spend their hard-earned money on books, movies, and other forms of entertainment in order to be terrified by gruesome tales of atrocity. I attempt to explain why society transforms serial killers into celebrity monsters. I also attempt to paint an accurate picture of real-life serial killers and their motivations, patterns, methods, and techniques of murder. It should become clear in the following chapters that when it comes to serial killers, reality is far more complex and interesting than fiction.


  CHAPTER 2

  DEBUNKING POPULAR MYTHS ABOUT SERIAL KILLERS

  In the first chapter of this book, I introduced a working definition of serial homicide based on the behavioral characteristics of actual killers. I also clarified the narrow serial murder niche within the broader category of multiple murder, which includes such things as mass murder and professional contract killing. In this chapter, I now present a more detailed and accurate picture of serial murder in the US and attempt to dismiss a number of popular myths and stereotypes about serial killers that have been promoted by law enforcement authorities and the mass media over the past fifty years.

  The Power of Myths

  Much of the general public’s knowledge concerning serial homicide is a product of sensationalized and stereotypical depictions of it in the news and entertainment media. Colorful story lines are written to pique the interest of audiences, not to paint an accurate picture of serial murder. By focusing on the larger-than-life media images of socially constructed monsters, the public becomes captivated by the stylized presentation of the criminals rather than the reality of their crimes. Media stereotypes and hyperbole create myths and great distortions in the public consciousness regarding the true dynamics and patterns of serial murder in the US.

  The media are not alone in their misrepresentation of serial murder. Law enforcement professionals also circulate misinformation and stereotypes about serial homicide due to their reliance on anecdotal information rather than scientifically documented patterns of serial killer behavior. Perhaps this should not be surprising because professionals involved in serial murder investigations, including detectives, prosecutors, and pathologists, often have very limited prior exposure to such cases. As noted by the FBI in its 2005 report on serial murder, the extreme rarity of serial homicide means that even a veteran professional’s total experience may be limited to a single investigation, so that he or she is likely to extrapolate the factors from that one experience when presented with a new serial murder case to solve.

  As a result of this investigative practice, certain stereotypes and misconceptions take root among law enforcement authorities regarding the nature of serial homicide and the characteristics of serial killers. These stereotypes and misinformation are disseminated to the general public by state authorities via the news media in their official statements about the status of serial murder investigations. Because the news media must rely on state authorities to provide both the formal definitions of serial homicide and the details of particular cases, they generally report what they are told by authorities without question. At the same time, law enforcement authorities must rely on the news media to distribute their formal statements to the public. A quid pro quo relationship exists between law enforcement authorities and the news media that leads them to perpetuate stereotypes about serial killers without even being aware of it. In chapters 9 and 10, I critique the symbiotic relationship of law enforcement officials and the news media that causes them to disseminate myths about serial killers.
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