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PROLOGUE


City of Indian Harbour Beach Police Department

40 Cheyenne Court

Indian Harbour Beach, Florida 32937

Dear Detective Shelley

You and I have never met, nor in all probability will we, yet I have a very important request to make of you? I am personally having difficulty with my own and federal government in getting information on Christopher Bernard Wilder’s past. Was he an American with a passport to Australia, an Australian with a passport to the United States, or was he both. I cannot find out.

Could you, without jeopardizing or violating your country’s security or regulations, pass on this information or any other information you might have, to me? I will, of course, reimburse you for any fee for reports or copies entailed.

If you are curious as to why I write, it is not as a fellow law enforcement officer, it is because I had a bright, funny, beautiful twenty-one-year-old daughter whom I loved with my whole heart. She was Wilder’s first confirmed victim. Nothing will bring her back and my insides will live with this hurt until I die, but now there is a desperate need to know more about the man himself. Could you help?

Yours truly

Capt. Donald H Ferguson



Captain Ferguson’s beautiful daughter was Theresa Wait Ferguson, known to everyone as Terry. The pretty girl, described by the FBI as a ‘white female, 5’7” tall, 117 pounds, brown hair, brown eyes’, was last seen alive at a shopping mall in Merritt Island, Florida, on the afternoon of 18 March 1984. Her body was found three days later in a shallow stream near Lake Alfred, Florida, around 130 kilometres from where she had been abducted. Terry was fully clothed but minus her shoes. A cotton rope bound her feet together. There was also a similar rope tied around her right wrist and around her neck. She had been severely beaten but there was no sign of sexual assault.

Christopher Wilder had been caught on a bank’s security camera in Tampa, Florida, on the morning of 19 March. Lake Alfred is about halfway between Merritt Island and Tampa. Terry Ferguson had been lured into Wilder’s car, probably using his favourite scam of posing as a modelling photographer and offering the promise of a glamorous career. An unspeakable twelve hours followed before she was discarded with no thought for her dignity or for covering his tracks. Christopher Wilder simply didn’t care. Theresa Wait Ferguson was his first victim to be confirmed by the FBI. Many more would follow, and both new and old evidence that has been gathering dust for decades strongly points to Terry not being the first – his evil career dated back to his youth. Wilder was one of the few serial killers who plied his vile trade on two continents, and did so for more than twenty years. He was a chameleon and a predator with a modus operandi refined over the decades. His final flourish was a spree of abduction, sexual assault and murder across the United States from the east coast to the west coast then back again. He topped the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list but they were always days behind in their transcontinental pursuit.

Christopher Bernard Wilder could have been stopped a few times in his career – but wasn’t.


1.

THE WAR BABY

By his mid thirties, Christopher Wilder had all the outward signs of a successful man, an image he had honed over many years. He was a successful building contractor living in a sizeable waterfront home in Boynton Beach, Florida – a comfortable middle-class and predominantly white community twenty-five kilometres south of affluent Palm Beach, the holiday playground for generations of the Kennedy family, and the location of Donald Trump’s Mar-a-Lago. Wilder had a passion for cars and motorsport and owned a white Porsche 911 he raced at meetings in Florida. He enjoyed dining out and the bar scene, though he seldom drank alcohol. In 1984, People magazine said, ‘Wilder had a most credible exterior. An affluent builder, sportsman and man-about-town, he seemed to be a character out of a John D MacDonald novel.’ But Wilder was also one of history’s craftiest, cruellest and most adaptive predators – a man who targeted attractive, vulnerable young women, then dominated, sexually assaulted and tortured them; and then, in a rare quirk in the strange world of serial killers, would murder some yet release others.

Serial murderers are not as common as popular culture would suggest, and our fascination with them began with the global phenomena in a time of newspapers reporting the evil deeds of Jack the Ripper. Instead, serial killers are rare, and make up around one per cent of all murders each year in the United States.

While childhood neglect and/or abuse may increase the possibility of a person leading a life of violent crime, experienced detectives will tell you that some people are just born bad. Nurture, or the lack of it, is eclipsed by nature. The US Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 2005 Behavioural Science Unit report ‘Serial Murder’ observed that ‘predisposition to serial killing, much like other violent offenses, is biological, social, and psychological in nature, and it is not limited to any specific characteristic or trait’. In the case of Christopher Wilder, social can probably be eliminated. He was born evil.

Wilder was the product of a wartime marriage in Sydney, Australia, a world away from the glamorous veneer of his adult life in Florida. Wilder’s father Coley was from Birmingham, Alabama, and in 1939, at the age of nineteen, joined the US Navy. He was stationed in Pearl Harbor when the Japanese attacked on 7 December 1941, but the destroyer on which he was posted was unscathed. In 1942 his ship was at the Battle of Midway and Coral Sea, but this time they weren’t so lucky, and the bow was badly damaged, necessitating emergency repairs in Darwin, followed by a slow trip to Sydney for major repairs. During his time in Sydney, Coley met local girl June Ducker, then nineteen years old and the daughter of a tram conductor. Her family were from the Ryde area, then a working-class suburb, fifteen kilometres northwest of Sydney’s CBD.

The couple married in April 1944 in Sydney, and Christopher, their first child, was born on 13 March 1945. Germany surrendered on 7 May that year with Japan following on 2 September, after the bombing of Hiroshima on 6 August and Nagasaki on the 9th. In April 1946, the young couple and their child left Australia. Coley decided to remain in the navy, so in the following years the family lived on naval bases in the United States including Norfolk, Virginia, San Francisco and Las Vegas, and in the Philippines. In the late 1950s the family, now including two more boys, Stephen and Rick, returned to Sydney following Coley’s retirement from the navy, and settled in Ryde, close to June’s family. Brother John followed a few years later, unplanned according to a family friend who declined to be named, but very welcome. She told me: ‘June was just a great mother, and she loved her boys.’

Coley had a significant change of career, moving from being a senior non-commissioned naval officer to a laboratory assistant at the University of New South Wales. He was a capable craftsman, and built a home for his young family in Meta Street, North Ryde, then a recent subdivision a few hundred metres from the newly opened psychiatric hospital. It was a standard Australian home of the time: a weatherboard and tile-roof rectangle with carport on a quarter-acre. Inside were three bedrooms, with Christopher and baby brother John sharing one. Family outings were to the Baptist Church once a week – a little different from the mainstream of Catholic or Protestant of the time. Church going was a ritual Coley had inherited from his mother, a devout Southern Baptist – the largest Protestant religion in the United States. Like many returned servicemen who’d spent years at war, Coley was a drinker, but he could handle it.

Neighbours thought the Wilders were competent parents but ‘a bit soft’. It was a peaceful life for the Wilders and their neighbours in the little cul-de-sac. Coley, when disciplining his sons, took a familiar military route, demanding they answer either ‘Yes, sir’ or ‘No, sir.’ (The demands of his father would be replicated by Wilder years later when disciplining his victims.) The neighbours’ views echoed those of a clinical psychologist, Dr DG Boozer, who, when assessing Wilder in a report dated 2 January 1977 in preparation for a criminal case against him, observed, ‘Father was boss and disciplinarian’ and Wilder was ‘closer to the mother who was warm, too easy and gave them whatever they wanted’. The doctor also noted that Wilder had denied ‘illnesses, accidents and periods of unconsciousness’. The latter comment contrasts some media reports that he nearly died at birth and was given last rites – unusual for a non-Catholic family – and that at age three after nearly drowning in a backyard swimming pool he had to be revived, then slipped into a coma but recovered.

Christopher was sent off to nearby Epping Boys High School – motto ‘Strive to Achieve’ – where he was an unspectacular student who had trouble adjusting to the local education system, more interested in sport than books.

A common practice in those days was to test a student’s IQ, and in Wilder’s case it was 104 using an Otis test – making him a student of average ability. To add to Wilder’s adjustment issues, he was an avid sportsman, but like many American kids his preference was for baseball rather than the Australian staples of cricket, rugby union and rugby league. At Epping, and at home in Ryde, Wilder’s choices made him conspicuous and exotic – two traits he quickly recognised and later used to his advantage in his criminal career.

At fifteen, and to the great disappointment of his parents, he failed his Intermediate Certificate and left school. His father put this failure down to his son’s ‘confusion’ with the Australian education system, but was relieved when Christopher began an apprenticeship as a carpenter. Wilder was careful with his earnings, saving hard from his £12 (worth about $340 today) per week salary in order to buy his first car.

In a 1984 interview, Christopher’s younger brother Stephen said of him: ‘He had it made. He was blond, good-looking, a good athlete. He used to play baseball. Being an American in Australia in 1960 was classy. You know, he was from the land of Elvis Presley. You had the accent, you had it all. If you were reasonably good looking all you had to do was open your mouth and talk. But he was a very nervous person, very edgy, a very big nail biter. He was never calm and cool. Except when he was picking up girls. He could do that without any problem.’

But in 1963 at age seventeen, Christopher shattered the Wilders’ perfectly average suburban life, and it was over a girl.


2.

LET’S GO SURFING

It was the summer of 1962–1963. Peter, Paul and Mary were proclaiming the need for a hammer, Roy Orbison was yearning for a dream lover and the Beach Boys were singing about a surfing safari. For Australia’s urban teens and young adults, surf culture was the obsession along with, if you were male, owning a car – a rite of passage for that generation.

Just after his seventeenth birthday, Christopher Wilder began what was a lifetime passion for cars and driving when he bought his first car, an off-white four-door Morris Minor made in the mid 1950s. It wasn’t the most inspiring start for a man who would end up racing a Porsche 911. The ‘Morrie’ had a puny 800cc engine and could, if well tuned and not impeded by passengers or luggage, manage 0 to 100km/hour in a shade under a minute – quicker than walking, but showing off by laying rubber at traffic lights was unlikely. But the car gave Wilder mobility and power – he had the keys and he could call the shots.

Wilder and his mates from Ryde were habitués of the beach, loading boards and beach bags filled with towels and zinc cream to slather on nose and cheeks (the only sun protection available in those days). Given the distances some kids travelled, many went to the beach for the day and only headed home if a southerly came blasting in bringing rain and whipping up the sand, or as sunset loomed. North Ryde was close to main arterial roads that led to both the northern and southern beaches, so Wilder and company could cruise to Sydney’s beaches with relative ease. One of their regular spots was Freshwater, the beach at Harbord, one headland north of the famous Manly. It was small by Sydney standards, with a good wave and safe swimming, and because of its size it fostered a community atmosphere – one that hit a hurdle in January 1963 thanks to Christopher Wilder.

Wilder and his friends were known to the Freshwater locals by the imaginative nickname ‘the Ryde Boys’. Wilder with his Morris filled with friends had started hanging around the milk bars of the nearby Harbord shops in the winter of 1962. They’d play pinball, drink milkshakes, have a sly cigarette if no one was watching, and let adolescent hormones stir, spurring furtive early sexual encounters in the back seat of a car or in secluded bushes or a discreet spot on the rocky headland. They were all looking forward to the October long weekend, which marked the start of the swim season, and no matter how chilly the water, they’d be in it. For the local kids, the beach was a dominant force in their life.

Wilder was known to the boys from Freshwater as ‘the Yank’ and played up his accent, his earlier life overseas and the fact he was the only one of the group who had a car. The boys considered him exotic, but one, who asked not be named, described him as ‘creepy’ and preferred to relegate him to being an acquaintance rather than a friend. What he also recalled was while all the boys were ‘mad keen surfers’, Wilder wasn’t, and couldn’t recall him owning a surfboard or going into the water. He also remembered being uneasy about Wilder, thinking he was someone who could ‘turn’, and he was correct.

Friday, 4 January 1963, just a few months before Wilder turned eighteen, was one of those typical Sydney summer days in the dozy week that followed the New Year hangovers. Children were on school holidays for the rest of the month, factories were closed down, and families flocked to the coast. Freshwater was packed as usual when Wilder arrived, minus his mates, and met up with two local boys a year or so younger at the Freshwater Milk Bar and then headed down to the surf. Decades later Wilder would spin a story to his psychologist that he’d been part of a ‘gang rape’ on a Sydney beach, and imply that he’d been an unwilling participant lured into this appalling crime by other boys.

It’s a good story if you’re trying to elicit a degree of sympathy and weave a tale of childhood events that damaged you for life. Wilder also told the psychologist of a near-death experience by drowning which has never been substantiated, and was particularly curious given the proximity of beaches in his later life with respect to both where he lived and where he preferred to commit crimes. Part of Wilder’s cunning was to find the right story to whisper into the right ear – a charming and cunning predator.

The day ended dreadfully for a thirteen-year-old local girl. According to police, Wilder and the two boys engaged in a bit of ‘horseplay’ on the water’s edge with a couple of girls including the aforementioned thirteen-year-old. One girl told police that Wilder and the two boys had later ‘dragged’ her friend to Wilder’s car and put her in the back seat where she was joined by one of the boys, and the other got into the front passenger seat. With Wilder at the wheel, the Morris drove off, the girl hoping they were just kidding and were taking her home. But she was wrong, and became anxious when they drove past her house. At an intersection she tried to escape but was held in the car at Wilder’s orders. He drove them through rough bushland to a deserted quarry in Willandra Road, Beacon Hill, about five kilometres from the beach. During the journey Wilder had bragged of a forthcoming family holiday to Queensland and told the young girl, ‘I’m going to give you a going-away present.’ One of his accomplices later told police, ‘If I’d known the Yank was going to rape her, I’d never have got into the car.’ At the quarry, Wilder told the two boys to go away, and they walked about 100 metres from the car. They saw Wilder get into the back seat beside the girl and start to remove her clothes. She started screaming, but neither went to her assistance and instead looked the other way.

About ten minutes later, they noted the girl putting on her bra, and that Wilder was back in the driver’s seat. They returned to the car and Wilder said, ‘Do you want to fuck her?’ Both declined and were appalled at what they’d been part of. Wilder started the car and drove them back to Freshwater, where he stopped and they left the car. The young girl was brave and said to Wilder, ‘I’m going to tell my parents what youse done to me.’ The two younger boys offered an apology, but Wilder merely drove home. He wasn’t spotted at Freshwater again that summer.

On 11 February 1963, just before his eighteenth birthday, detectives from Manly came to the family home in Meta Street, North Ryde, and arrested Christopher Wilder for rape and carnal knowledge. The two boys who’d been with him on the day were also arrested for the same crimes. They were denied bail and taken to the Albion Street Children’s Shelter in Surry Hills, where Wilder spent eight days before being released on bail. Wilder would later tell his psychologist of attacks on him by other inmates at the shelter, though the only evidence for this is Wilder’s story. ‘Shelter’ was probably the opposite of what the place was, and during its lifetime it had been the temporary home of young men who went on to long criminal careers. It was a rough and occasionally violent place, but Wilder’s greatest asset behind the bars would have been his size – above average height, fit and close to being a fully grown man.

In his handwritten statement, Wilder softened his role, writing that while he had been a participant in the attack, the others were equally culpable, but hadn’t physically assaulted the girl. The two other boys had a consistent story that Wilder was the ringleader and they had been conned, and were ashamed at their failure to help the girl.

On 18 April 1963, the rape charge was dismissed as part of deal in which Wilder pleaded guilty to the lesser charge of carnal knowledge. At the preliminary hearings Wilder’s solicitor had, as was common in those days, vigorously cross-examined the victim and a young female friend of hers. It was both brutal and unfair, and fortunately is now a rare occurrence, but in this instance it prompted the offer of a plea deal for Wilder and the two boys.

Coley Wilder gave evidence at the sentencing hearing, and with his war record ensured a sympathetic ear. He told the court that aside from his service and day job at the university, he’d done a building course by correspondence and planned to become a full-time builder and property developer. Of their home life, he talked of a strong commitment to both family and church, and said that his son Christopher was closer to his mother than to him. His son ‘seemed happy’ with his apprenticeship in the building trade, and he had ‘no trouble with him in any form; obedient; assists his mother with his pay’. Most importantly, Christopher had expressed ‘strong guilt feelings about his offence’. Coley also stated: ‘I think he has learnt a lesson and it will stop him from doing anything like this again.’ The Magistrate asked Coley if his son had had any sex-education lessons and when told he had, the Magistrate said ‘some seed fell on stony ground’.

A probation officer who had assessed the Wilder family reported that, in his view, ‘the lad has been associating with surf boys at Manly’ and was ‘drawn into the offence by his associates’. It was a view not supported by the evidence, but the Wilders had the patina of respectability the other two boys lacked. For those in law enforcement at that time, kids hanging around beaches and milk bars were trouble in the making.

The prosecution also ordered Wilder to undergo a psychiatric assessment, with the psychiatrist reporting that he had found nothing untoward and that Wilder should ‘mix in young person’s groups and increase his interests’. No mention, again, of Wilder’s near-death stories, all of which, if factual, would have been useful in an attempt to mitigate the penalty.

Wilder, by now aged eighteen and legally an adult, faced the court on 13 June 1963. The Magistrate agreed with the probation officer that Christopher Wilder was ‘drawn into the affair by his associates’, adding: ‘I do not think the lad will offend again.’ He was given a twelve-month sentence, suspended on entering into a bond to be of good behaviour for twelve months, and with the condition that he receive further sex education from the Father and Son Movement. He was fortunate the sentence was suspended because it would have otherwise been served in an adult prison. The event was a secret held by Wilder and his parents – even his siblings were unaware of the reality, with brother Stephen saying in 1984 that he recalled it only as ‘a beach thing’.

Wilder’s two associates, who didn’t have the comfort of an impressive parent to give evidence on their part, nor an eloquent lawyer, had to wear the inference that they were young hoodlums who had led Wilder astray. Their only saving grace was the evidence of the victim, who put Wilder clearly in the frame as the only one to physically assault her. One pleaded guilty to being an ‘associate to carnal knowledge’ and was sentenced to nine months in a juvenile institution, which was suspended on his entering a bond to be of good behaviour for eighteen months. The other pleaded guilty to ‘assault female’ and received a similar sentence. Neither of the young men saw Wilder again.

When I spoke to one of them fifty-two years later, he remembered the events clearly. He’d been dating the victim’s sister, and said that they’d been ‘skylarking’ on the beach with the victim, a few of her friends and a few of his friends, but Wilder had kept his distance. He recalled that many of his peers were sexually active from about the age of thirteen and that ‘things were different back then’. The victim, contrary to eyewitness evidence, wasn’t dragged to Wilder’s car but went willingly with them. She knew the two boys and was keen for a ride in a car with the Yank. He was very different to the teen boys who hung around Harbord. The man was still disappointed in himself for being so gullible as to be persuaded by Wilder to get the girl into the car. During the drive, he reckoned, she changed her mind about Wilder and decided she didn’t like him. This may have been prompted by Wilder’s leering comment about a ‘going-away present’ and not stopping to let her out of the car as they motored into the hills behind the beach – a destination they weren’t familiar with.

He believed that at the quarry the girl had refused Wilder’s sexual advances, prompting him to ‘turn nasty’. He said that he still carried the guilt of his failure to intercede, and that the conviction ‘ruined my life’. He had planned to study at university but with a criminal record, his opportunities dramatically lessened. He said, ‘I’ve lived with the guilt of that day ever since. It’s something I can never ever forget. What started out as innocent play ended terribly for that poor girl.’

As well as later peddling this incident as a ‘gang rape’ of which he had been a participant, not the principal, Wilder also told the story that as a result of his conviction he’d had electro-shock therapy. The therapy wasn’t ordered by the court on conviction, nor did the man I interviewed recall it, and the report by the psychiatrist has no recommendation for such a significant step, nor any reason that would even suggest that it was a good idea. Like many of Wilder’s assertions, it’s more likely to be part of the mystique he tried to create, and to establish the basis of a psychiatric defence or to aid in mitigation of the penalty should he ever in the future be arrested and charged.

It was a crime that showed planning. He knew the location of a quarry that wasn’t operating during the holiday season, and he selected two boys to lure the victim to his car. What this crime displayed was a starting point for the method Wilder would use to great success and lethal effect in a criminal career that spanned the next two decades.
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