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Chapter 1

Opening Shots

On 16 October 1991 thirty-five-year-old George Hennard drove his truck through the plate glass window of Luby’s restaurant in Killeen, Texas.

It was lunchtime in Killeen and the diner was crowded. ‘Texas, this is what you have done for me,’ Hennard shouted as he opened fire with two semi-automatic pistols.

The first victim was a man who had been hit by Hennard’s truck as it ploughed through the window. He was trying to get up when Hennard advanced on him.

‘Today is payday,’ said Hennard as he shot him, point-blank. A child cried: ‘He’s just shot Daddy.’

Then Hennard turned on the lunch queue and started picking off the customers one by one. In his blue T-shirt and dark glasses, Hennard had the blank look of the robot from The Terminator, one witness said. It was plain that his intention was to kill everyone. When his guns were empty, he coolly changed the magazines and continued the slaughter. ‘Was it worth it, people?’ he taunted.

He was heard shouting ‘You bitch’ at one woman before pumping bullets into her defenceless body. Yet, he showed mercy to another woman. He told Anica McNeil, who was with her four-year-old daughter Lakeichha, to ‘get your baby and get out of here’.

‘Tell everybody Bell County was bad today,’ he shouted after them as they scuttled to safety. It was the only time he showed compassion. Anica’s own mother, Olga Taylor, who was lunching with her daughter and granddaughter, was then coldly gunned down by the killer.

As the massacre continued, seventy-one-year-old retired builder Al Gratia, cowering behind a table, decided that someone had to do something. He got up and walked towards the crazed gunman. A bullet smashed into his chest. Gratia’s daughter, Susanna, took the opportunity to escape. But his wife, sixty-seven-year-old Ursula, could not leave her dying husband. She too was killed.

Distraught women were hiding under the tables, screaming and crying. Another, hiding in the toilets with her daughter, dodged bullets ricocheting off the walls.

Some managed to escape, thanks to twenty-three-stone car mechanic Tommy Vaughn. He smashed through a back window and let fifteen people scramble to safety as the gunman bore down on them. But those who stayed behind in Luby’s were tracked down and murdered by Hennard, who showed all the coolness of a professional executioner.

Fifty-six-year-old Aden McElveen had found himself trapped under Hennard’s jeep as the gunman advanced on him. He was convinced he was going to be next. Then, ten minutes after the shooting had started, he heard sirens wailing outside. The police ordered Hennard to drop his gun. He refused. The police opened fire. In the ensuing gun battle, Hennard was hit twice. He staggered into the back of the restaurant and turned his gun on himself.

More than a hundred spent cartridges were found among the wreckage of the restaurant. It was a ten-minute orgy of killing that left twenty-three people dead, one of the worst mass shootings in America’s history.

Rescuers found a scene of appalling horror. Bodies lay scattered among a battlefield of upturned tables. The wounded were helicoptered out to an army hospital at nearby Fort Hood.

‘It was worse than anything I saw in Vietnam,’ said one medic.

Twelve hours later one of the restaurant’s employees, Mark Mathews, was found alive, hiding in a dishwasher.

According to some, the killings may have been motivated by a pathological hatred of women. George Hennard’s mother was highly strung and domineering. He had often talked about killing her. According to a friend, he compared her to a snake, picturing her head on a rattlesnake’s body. After the carnage and Hennard’s death, all she was concerned about was her own tragedy – the death of her beautiful son. In a letter to Jill Fritz and Jana Jernignan – two sisters with whom Hennard was obsessed – he had referred to ‘the abundance of evil women’ and ‘female vipers’ in Killeen and his home-town of nearby Belton. Of the twenty-two victims, fourteen were women.

Spree killing at first seems to be a curiously twentieth-century phenomenon, in fact late twentieth century. And yet it can be argued that the great Mongol ruler, Genghis Khan, was a life long spree killer. Between 1206 and 1227 he killed an estimated twenty million people – that is nearly a million people a year and around one-tenth of the world’s population at the time.

Born in 1162, he was the son of Yesugei, the chief of a small, impoverished Mongol clan. Orphaned at thirteen, the young Genghis Khan – his name meant ‘universal ruler’ – began his career in casual butchery by murdering his brother over a fish. In the spring of 1206, at the age of thirty-three, Khan established his rule over all the Mongol tribes and, in 1211, he began his legendary conquest of imperial China, burning and pillaging every city and village that stood in his way. Three years after his invasion, the Mongol hordes controlled the entire country north of the Yellow River and Khan forced the Kin Tartars to deliver to him 500 young men and women, plus 3,000 livestock, as the price of peace.

To the west lay the kingdom of Khwarizm, the vast territory between the Ganges and the Tigris rivers, covering what today is India and Iran. Khan promised the ruler of Khwarizm, Shah Mohammed, peace and favourable trade agreements. But the Shah’s answer was to murder a caravan of one hundred Mongol traders near the border town of Otrar. Khan sent more envoys, but they too were murdered. Khan did not try and make peace again. Between 1218 and 1222 Khan’s armies swept through Khwarizm, killing 400,000 enemy troops who stood in their way. The governor of Otrar was executed by having molten metal poured in his eyes and ears. In Bukhara the defeated inhabitants were ordered outside the city walls and forced to watch their women being raped.

In May 1220 the Mongol armies reached as far west as Samarkind, where they defeated a garrison of 50,000 men. Most of the defenders were murdered for refusing to surrender their city. And at Termez every dead body was torn open by Khan’s men after one old woman had swallowed her pearls to prevent them falling into the hands of the marauders. Genghis Khan took no prisoners. He would stack the severed heads of his victims in bloody pyramids.

Shah Mohammed retreated farther and farther west. Khan followed. He began killing all the men and taking all the women and children into slavery. While the carnage grew, Shah Mohammed died of pleurisy in a village on the Caspian Sea. But this was not the end of it. Khan continued to pursue the Shah’s heir, Jelaleddin, cutting a wide swathe of death through Afghanistan, killing thousands of innocent people along the way. His bloody empire stretched from the China Sea to the Persian Gulf at the time of his death, of natural causes, at the age of sixty, in August 1227. But even death did not stop his killing. He ordered that if anyone gazed on his coffin, the next coffin would be theirs.

Throughout history there have been many other mass murderers. Many, like Khan, have their murderous desires cloaked in political ambitions. Vlad the Impaler – the historical Dracula – was a minor Romanian king who was hardened by the war fighting the Turks. He took tremendous pleasure from the senseless killing of large numbers of people. Woodcuts show the massed ranks of his victims impaled with spears through their stomachs. In fact he had his victims impaled with blunt wooden stakes stuck up their anus or vagina, so that their own weight made them sink slowly down on to it. Impalements were regular entertainment at meals. One Russian boyar who held his nose because the smell of blood put him off his food found himself impaled on a particularly long pole. After a quarrel with a Saxon merchant in 1460, Vlad held another mass impaling and burnt 400 apprentices alive. When Vlad discovered that there were a large number of beggars and sick people in his kingdom, he invited them to a banquet, locked them in and set fire to the building. Imprisoned in Hungary for twelve years and unable to satisfy his lust for killing, Vlad would torture animals to death. He was killed in battle against the Turks, in 1476, probably by his own men.

Gilles de Rais – the legendary Bluebeard – was a contemporary of Vlad the Impaler’s. He was also a distinguished soldier who saw battle against the English at the side of Joan of Arc. After she was captured and killed, he returned to his estate, where he kidnapped, tortured and killed perhaps as many as 140 children. He would lure his victims to his castle and sodomise them – both male and female – while strangling them or cutting off their heads. He also enjoyed disembowelling his victims and masturbating over their entrails. Some fifty dismembered bodies were found in a disused tower in his castle when he was arrested.

Other hardened soldiers in history have committed huge and senseless atrocities. Russia’s warrior-tsar Ivan the Terrible had 4,000 people tortured and killed when he suspected that the citizens of Novgorod were planning to rebel. However, it was not until the twentieth century that private individuals took up arms in their own war on the world.





Chapter 2

The Outsiders

German-American Carl Panzram dedicated himself to a thirty-year campaign of motiveless mayhem and slaughter in the early years of the twentieth century. Born in 1891 to a family of immigrant Prussian farmers in Warren, Minnesota, Panzram became a criminal as a young boy. His father deserted the family soon after his birth and his mother could not control him. When he was just eight years old, in 1899, Panzram was brought before a juvenile court for being drunk and disorderly. Then, after burgling the house of a well-to-do neighbour, he was sent to Minnesota State Training School in Red Wing. The discipline was rigid, if not sadistic. Panzram burned the place down.

Released in 1906, he began his war against the world in earnest. He started in the American West, committing a series of robberies and assaults. Travelling the country, he was raped by four hoboes. This gave him a new mode of revenge. ‘Whenever I met a hobo who wasn’t too rusty looking,’ he wrote later in his autobiography, ‘I would make him raise his hands and drop his pants. I wasn’t very particular either. I rode them old and young, tall and short, white and black.’ Finding himself in Montana State Reformatory, he quickly escaped. Over the next couple of months he robbed and burnt down several churches. Then he joined the army, only to be court-martialled on 20 April 1907 for insubordination and pilfering US government property. Three years at Fort Leavenworth, breaking rocks under the blistering Kansas sun, honed his meanness to a razor edge.

Later he returned to the States, moving up through California and the Pacific Northwest. He left a trail of murder, robbery, assault and rape. Totting up his score, he claimed to have killed twenty-one people, committed thousands of burglaries, robberies, larcenies and arson, and sodomised more than a thousand men.

Arrested in Chinook, Montana, for burglary, he was sentenced to a year in prison. He escaped after eight months. A year later, Panzram was arrested again, this time under the alias ‘Jeff Rhoades’, and given a two-year sentence. Paroled in 1914, he went straight back to crime. In Astoria, Oregon, he was arrested for burglary and offered a minimal sentence if he would reveal the whereabouts of the goods he had stolen. He kept his side of the bargain but, in exchange, he was sentenced to seven years. Outraged at this injustice, Panzram escaped from his cell and wrecked the jail. The guards beat him up and sent him to Salem correctional facility, the toughest prison in the state. Almost as soon as he arrived there he threw the contents of a chamber-pot in a guard’s face. He was beaten unconscious and chained to the floor of a darkened cell for thirty days. He spent his time screaming defiance. When he was let out into the body of the prison again, he helped another prisoner escape. In the hunt, the warden was shot dead. The new warden was even tougher, but Panzram burned down the prison workshop and a flax mill. He went berserk with an axe and incited a prison revolt – for which he was given another seven years.

The next warden was an idealist who believed that Panzram might respond to kindness. When Panzram was caught trying to escape, the warden told him that, according to reports, he was the ‘meanest and most cowardly degenerate’ the prison authorities had ever seen. Panzram agreed. But instead of punishing him, the warden let him out of the prison, provided he returned that evening. Panzram left with no intention of going back, but that evening he did return. The liberal regime continued and Panzram responded – until one night he got drunk with a pretty nurse. He absconded, only to be recaptured after a gun-battle. He was returned to a punishment cell, where he was fed on a diet of bread and water, beaten and sprayed with a fire-hose. But, ever resourceful, Panzram constructed his own tools and hacked his way out of the prison in May 1918.

He headed east, stealing $1,200 from a hotel in Maryland, and signed on a merchant ship bound for South America. He jumped ship in Peru, where he worked in a copper mine. In Chile, he became a foreman for an oil company but, for no apparent reason, set fire to an oil rig. Back in the US, he stole $7,000 from a jewellery shop and $40,000 in jewels and liberty bonds from the home of the former president William Howard Taft in New Haven. With the money he bought a yacht and hired sailors to help him refit it. He raped them, shot them and dropped their bodies in the sea, killing ten in all.

Panzram served a six-month jail sentence in Bridgeport for petty theft before being arrested again for inciting a riot during a labour dispute. Jumping bail, he headed for West Africa, where he continued his murder sprees. He was approached by a twelve-year-old boy begging. ‘He was looking for something. He found it too,’ wrote Panzram. ‘First I committed sodomy on him and then killed him.’ He smashed the boy’s head in with a rock. ‘His brains were coming out of his ears when I left him and he will never be deader.’

Panzram decided to go crocodile hunting. He hired six black porters to guide him through the backwaters. He shot them in the back and fed them to the crocodiles. Back in America, he raped and killed three more boys. In June 1923, while working as night watchman for the New Haven Yacht Club, he stole a boat. He killed a man who clambered aboard and tossed the body into Kingston Bay in New York. Eventually he was caught attempting to rob an express office in Larchmont, New York, and sentenced to five years in Sing Sing But the guards there were unable to handle him and he was sent to Clinton Prison in Dannemora, considered to be the end of the line for hard cases. There he received savage beatings and smashed his leg after falling from a high gallery. He spent his days plotting revenge against the whole human race. He planned to blow up a railway tunnel with a train in it, poison a whole city by putting arsenic in the water supply and start a war between Britain and America by blowing up a British battleship in American waters.

When he tried to escape he was tortured by having his hands tied behind his back then being suspended from a beam with the rope. He could endure this for twelve hours on end, screaming and cursing his mother for bringing him into the world. Despite his horrendous treatment, one of the guards, Henry Lesser, was sympathetic and persuaded Panzram to write his autobiography. In it Panzram makes no excuses for himself. He says that he had broken every law of God and man – and if there had been more laws he would have broken them also.

Released yet again in 1928, Panzram hit the Washington-Baltimore area like a one-man crime wave, committing eleven robberies and one murder, and was soon arrested again. At his trial, he told the jury: ‘While you were trying me here, I was trying all of you. I have found you guilty. Some of you I have already executed.

If I live, I’ll execute some more of you. I hate the whole human race.’ The judge sentenced him to twenty-five years in jail. ‘Visit me,’ Panzram snapped back.

At Leavenworth Panzram told his guards: ‘I’ll kill the first man that bothers me.’ True to his word, he killed mild-mannered civilian prison laundry supervisor Robert G. Warnke with an iron bar. After a hasty trial Panzram was sentenced to hang. Meanwhile Lesser had been showing Panzram’s autobiography around the literary establishment, including legendary newspaperman H. L. Mencken. People were impressed. But when Panzram heard that they might start a movement to get him reprieved, he protested: ‘I would not reform if the front gate was opened right now and I was given a million dollars when I stepped out. I have no desire to do good or become good.’

The Society for the Abolition of Capital Punishment also stepped in. He told them to forget it. Hanging would be a ‘real pleasure and a big relief,’ he said. ‘The only thanks you or your kind will ever get from me for your efforts is that I wish you all had one neck and I had my hands on it. I believe that the only way to reform people is to kill them. My motto is: “Rob ‘em all, rape ‘em all and kill ‘em all.”’ He even turned on Henry Lesser in the end. In his last letter Panzram wrote: ‘What gets me is how in the heck any man of your intelligence and ability, knowing as much about me as you do, can still be friendly towards a thing like me when I even despise and detest my own self.’

The end could not come soon enough for Carl Panzram. He raced towards the gallows on 11 September 1930. When the hangman asked him if he had any last words, Panzram said: ‘Yes, hurry it up, you Hoosier bastard. I could hang a dozen men while you’re fooling around.’

While Panzram was on his lifelong crusade of robbing, raping and murdering, back in Germany a mild-mannered school teacher named Wagner von Degerloch killed fourteen and severely injured twelve more in a single night. Born in 1874, in the village of Eglosheim near Ludwigsburg, Wagner was the son of a peasant – a drunkard and a braggart – who died when Wagner was two. His mother, allegedly a promiscuous woman, married again, but divorced her new husband when Wagner was seven. In the village Wagner, a sensitive boy was taunted as the ‘widow’s boy’ and began to suffer from nightmares and bouts of suicidal depression.

An intelligent boy, he did well at school. He became a schoolmaster himself, but nursed ambitions to become a playwright. While living and working in a village called Mühlhausen, Wagner found lodgings in an inn. After a brief affair with him, the landlord’s daughter fell pregnant. Wagner was horrified. He felt that the girl was socially beneath him, little more than a servant. But when the affair became public, he married her out of honour.

Following the scandal, Wagner was transferred from prosperous middle-class Mühlhausen to a more lowly post in the impoverished district of Radelstetten. There his wife gave birth to four more children, though the last died while still a baby.

Wagner continued to write, but none of his work was ever performed. He had it published at his own expense. No one took any notice. Feeling himself a failure, he toyed with the idea of suicide, but did not have the courage to go through with it. Then in 1906 he began to plot his revenge. In the woods around Radelstetten he practised marksmanship and began drafting a detailed plan of action.

Throughout, he maintained the facade of the model citizen, although in Radelstetten he was considered rather eccentric. He always dressed extremely formally and insisted on speaking High German while those around him, whatever their social background, spoke the local dialect. But his record as a schoolmaster was excellent and in 1912 he was promoted to a position in Stuttgart. There, after a glass or two of beer, he would still boast of his literary prowess. But nothing ever came of it.

On the night of 4 September 1913, the citizens of Mühlhausen were awoken by several large fires. As they ran into the street, they were shot at by a masked man armed with two pistols. He killed eight men and a girl, wounding twelve more, before he was beaten unconscious by a mob. The innkeeper identified him as his brother-in-law, the mild-mannered school teacher Wagner. Earlier he had killed his wife and their four children – out of pity, he said.

When he was overpowered Wagner still had 198 bullets in his possession. His plan was to murder the entire population of Mühlhausen, then go back to Eglosheim, kill his brother and his family, burn down his brother’s house and the house he himself had been born in, then go to the royal castle in Ludwigsburg, overpower the guard, set the castle on fire and die by flinging himself from the battlements into the flames below.

Wagner was declared insane and confined to a lunatic asylum. He continued to insist that he was sane and demanded to be executed. In the asylum he admitted to homosexual activities shortly before he was married. He also exhibited feelings of guilt over what he considered excessive masturbation. People, he felt sure, gossiped about his sexual practices. To protect himself from their slander, he had always carried a loaded pistol.

Wagner eventually settled into asylum life and used his time to forward his literary career. However, his plays were never performed and his only readers were psychiatrists who studied them as symptoms rather than as works of art. Wagner was proud of the fact that he was the first inmate of his asylum to join the Nazi Party and he turned his literary talents to producing propaganda. He died of pneumonia in 1938.

Although in his later years Wagner stopped writing plays he did accuse others of stealing his ideas. He even believed that the plot for the 1907 version of Ben-Hur was stolen from one of his dramas. But his idea for randomly murdering innocent people was certainly pinched, and, in the cafes and salons of Paris, intellectuals began giving such murderous actions a spurious pretext. Disillusioned by the mass slaughter of World War One, the Dadaists, Surrealists and other artistic movements found themselves cut off from the individual ‘bourgeois’ morality. Surrealist poet André Breton speculated on the philosophical significance of taking a machine gun and mowing down innocent people. Breton was, perhaps, the intellectual precursor of the modern spree killer; he raised the concept of spree killing as an artistic act.

While Breton was philosophising, Hungarian businessman Sylvestre Matuschka was putting the theory of mass murder into practice. After World War One his company prospered, but Matuschka was accused of fraud. Although he was acquitted, he sold his businesses in Budapest and started afresh in Vienna. It was there that he began to experiment with causing train crashes. His first attempt was on 1 January 1931, when he tried unsuccessfully to derail the Vienna to Passat express near Asbach. Then on 8 August he managed to overturn several coaches at Juelerboy in Hungary. They rolled down an embankment, injuring seventy-five people. But his greatest success came on 12 September 1932. The crowded Budapest to Vienna express was crossing a viaduct at Bia-Torbagy when Matuschka set off an explosion which blew out part of the track. The train plunged from the elevated track, killing twenty-two people – some literally blown to pieces. As the dust settled, Matuschka smeared blood on his face and lay down among the victims.

A journalist covering the train crash grew suspicious, though, when he noticed that Matuschka’s clothes seemed well-kempt compared to those of the other victims. None of the other passengers could remember seeing him on the train and his ticket had not been punched. Nevertheless, Matuschka tried to sue Hungarian Railways over his feigned injuries. They grew suspicious and when the police were sent to search his house, they found plans for similar train disasters in France, Italy and Holland. Matuschka was arrested and soon confessed. At his trial it was claimed that train crashes sexually excited Matuschka and that witnessing them was the only way he could achieve orgasm. Matuschka himself blamed a hypnotist whom he had met at a country fair and an invisible spirit named Leo. After a second trail Matuschka was found guilty and sentenced to life imprisonment. During World War Two, though, he was released by the Soviets who used him as a demolition expert. He reappeared in 1953 in the Korean War as head of a unit that specialised in blowing up trains.

While World War Two was still raging, another French intellectual lent new insight into the philosophical stance of the spree killer. Albert Camus, a leading figure in the French resistance, wrote in 1942 a novel called L’Étranger. Published in America as The Stranger and in Britain in 1946 as The Outsider, it was hailed as a brilliant depiction of twentieth-century alienation and as one of the first expositions of the post-war philosophy of existentialism. In the novel the protagonist – this was the age of the anti-hero – kills an Arab for no discernible reason, but is condemned to death more because he refuses to say what he genuinely feels and refuses to conform to society’s demands. Existentialism rejected objective reality and the conformity of society, and held that each person must discover values for themselves through action and living each moment to the full.
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