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Introduction

More Bizarre Crimes is a title with a double thrust. On the one hand, it is a collection of weird and unimaginably horrid crimes, while on the other hand it also implies that the circumstances of crime are becoming ever more bizarre.

A perfect example of a crime that is in a realm almost beyond belief is that committed in 2013 by Nathan Robinson, twenty-seven. He owed his father £36,000, a debt which he wiped out by stabbing him to death and dismembering his body in the flat which they shared. He put the body parts into storage boxes stacked in the victim’s bedroom and placed a television set on top of them. The severed head was also boxed up and stored in a filing cabinet. Along with the other remains, it was discovered a month later.

After the killing, Robinson cashed in his victim’s savings to the tune of £8,000 and used some of the money to entertain his friends. He claimed that he had only limited memories of the killing and pleaded guilty to manslaughter on the grounds of diminished responsibility, a plea which the trial court rejected in favour of murder.

One of the phenomena of the twenty-first century is the ease with which individuals resort to crime in all its varied categories. There seems to be an unspoken consensus that crime is a tool to achieve particular objectives in life. It is the domain of weirdly conceived plots and unplanned outcomes – a world in which fiction becomes a kind of reality and, in its wake, fosters drama and entertainment. Somewhere in between lie the elements of detection and justice.

That crime makes news and commands big headlines was never more evident than in the reporting of the murder of Joanna Yeates in December 2010. (See A Detached Crazy Person.) The young woman went missing from her flat in Bristol just before Christmas and her body was found six days later on Christmas Day. During the police investigation, suspicion began to focus on Christopher Jefferies, a retired schoolteacher, who was also Joanna’s landlord.

Once news reached the media that Mr Jefferies had been arrested as a murder suspect, he was subjected to a vile campaign of character assassination, which focused on his appearance and eccentricity. He was completely innocent of any crime and the press was obliged to retreat, which it did with few apologies, when Vincent Tabak, Joanna’s neighbour, was found guilty of murdering her.

Mr Jefferies won damages from the newspapers and, four years later, in the spirit of redressing a wrong, a television drama was broadcast which poignantly depicted the ordeal he had suffered. Events had come full circle, with one branch of the media making up for the unfair treatment meted out by another. In a partially fictionalized programme entitled The Lost Honour of Christopher Jefferies, a man unfairly vilified because of his perceived eccentricity was restored to his rightful place. Justice was, thereby, eventually restored along with his honour.

Crime is usually about opportunity and gain, whether it is straightforward theft or serial killing. But it also involves exercising power and control. There are few better examples than that provided in 1993 by Colin Ash-Smith who brutally murdered sixteen-year-old Claire Tiltman. He stabbed her in a frenzied killing, which he got away with for twenty years, during which time he subjected other women to violent attacks. On returning home after these episodes, he bragged about them and rated his successes in his diary.

The 46-year-old former milkman described himself as an “animal” and admitted being obsessed with knives. He related at his trial in 2014 how he went out on late-night excursions looking for someone to attack. “I wanted to feel empowered,” he said, “That I had control over someone.” The murder of his teenage victim was described as “killing for the sake of killing”, by a ruthless predator. Ash-Smith was given a life prison sentence.

So, what are the fundamental questions facing criminolo-gists in the twenty-first century? In many respects they are no different to those confronted by their predecessors. In simple language, they may be summed up as Who?, What? and Why? The answers that have evolved are bedded in increasingly sophisticated science and an understanding of the human attributes which constitute criminality. Computer applications have added new dimensions to every sphere, from facial recognition to the virtual autopsy.

Attempts to understand the roots of criminality have a long history, going back to Cesare Lombroso who is regarded by some as the father of criminology. His concept of the “criminal man”, aired in 1876, was based on observations of facial asymmetry, which he believed were the outward stigmata of the born criminal. In essence, his idea was that the criminal is a different physical type to the non-criminal. Although his theories were ultimately discredited, he opened up a new field of study which is that of forensic anthropology.

In the present century, the emphasis has switched from outward appearances to the inner sanctum of the human brain. These studies have developed into the new discipline of neuro-criminology. Researchers have located significant reduction in the development of the pre-frontal cortex in scans made of murderers’ brains. This is the part of the brain which controls what is called “executive function” and determines an individual’s ability to deal with angry and violent impulses.

The idea that evidence of brain abnormality might be used as a defence by defendants in criminal trials was put to the test in the USA in 1982 when John Hinckley, who shot and wounded President Reagan, was put on trial. It was not denied that he had planned and carried out the crime but it was suggested he was acting under an irresistible impulse. A scan showed that Hinckley had areas in his brain which exhibited degeneration consistent with schizophrenia. After deliberating for four days, the jury found him not guilty on the grounds of insanity, a verdict which created an angry public debate.

Thus began a move away from the emphasis on social and environmental causes for criminal behaviour with a new emphasis placed on brain activity. This was set out by Adrian Raine in his book, The Anatomy of Violence, published in 2013. His researches were at the forefront of neuroscience and based on studies made over thirty years. In the USA, defence lawyers began to use brain scans indicating cerebral abnormalities as evidence of mental impairment and, hence, grounds for mitigation of sentences in criminal trials. This came to be called the “my brain made me do it” defence. Worries were voiced that a culture was developing to excuse criminals of violent actions by treating them as medical problems.

The new thinking embraced studies of epigenetics or the ways in which environmental factors exert an influence on an individual’s genetic code. Researchers at Duke University in the USA developed genetic studies aimed at increasing the understanding of criminal behaviour. While agreeing that an individual’s genetic make-up is subject to variation by nature and nurture, scientists have ruled out the idea of a “crime gene”.

Meanwhile, “neurolaw” cases are on the increase, particularly in the USA. Thirty such cases were reported in 2005, increasing to a hundred in 2012. Brain scan evidence was used in court to demonstrate functional abnormalities resulting from causes such as head trauma and tumours. In 2010, a male defendant in Florida convicted of murdering his wife escaped the death penalty after neuroscience evidence was offered in his defence. This showed abnormality in the frontal lobe, and it was argued that this was responsible for his violent behaviour. Concerns were expressed about the ability of juries to understand the new wave of scientific evidence.

That physical manifestation of criminality may lie hidden in the recesses of the brain or be lurking in genetic changes prompted by external factors is, perhaps, an echo of Lombroso? A development of which the Italian criminologist would probably have approved is that of facial recognition technology (FRT). This is now the most widely used form of biometrics, second only to fingerprints, used to check identities.

FRT depends on the geometric shape of the face and its chief features, the eyes, ears, nose and mouth. The development of a photometric variation of the system converts images into numerical values. Hence, where CCTV footage is available, images can be compared with databases to find matching identities. Systems are being constantly refined with the emergence of three-dimensional recognition, based on the bone structure of the head. Ears, in particular, have long been recognized for their identifying characteristics. In 2010, researchers at Southampton University developed a method of scanning and measuring ears which they believe could be used to check the identity of travellers at airports. Every ear is different, even the ears on the same head, as Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes, reminded us.

All of this, perhaps, brings closer the essential idea behind Lombroso’s thinking. Might it be possible to distinguish a criminal type from a normal individual by studying their physiognomy? An independent researcher in the USA has made a study over two decades of the faces of convicted murderers and devised a system of classification. This is based on bone structure and the observation that one characteristic shared by all human beings is the asymmetry of their facial features. It has been noted, for example, that eye orbital structure and cheek bones appear to follow consistent asymmetrical patterns in individuals disposed to homicidal violence. There appears to be scope here for further study, perhaps using FRT, with a view to identifying and classifying criminal types.

From the living to the dead, new technology continues to explore ever wider frontiers. The claim that in future there will be no such thing as “the perfect murder” has been made about a new computer-assisted system for carrying out autopsies on dead bodies. Scientists at Zurich University have developed a three-dimensional method of examining corpses, which reveals every conceivable trace of pathological evidence.

The virtual autopsy, or virtopsy, as it has become known, combines inputs from magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), computed tomography and surface scans of bodies. Pathologists are, thereby, enabled to gain in-depth views of the darkest recesses of the body’s interior without the need to carry out dissection. In this way, lesions, haemorrhages and subtle trauma, which might previously have been overlooked by conventional methods, are revealed.

The system is seen as complementing traditional autopsy methods but with the advantage that interpretation does not rely on the judgement of a pathologist working in isolation. The virtopsy allows a permanent record to be created of the examination of a dead body which can be stored and downloaded for discussion with other experts.

While scientists continue to break new ground, criminals in many cases stick to the methods they know best. One such is the contract killing, once the prerogative of Chicago gangsters in the 1920s, and now a favoured disposal option for those with a lethal grudge and money to spend. The principle of hiring a hitman to carry out the task of elimination has not changed in nearly a century. Using a contract killer means that the instigator puts distance between himself and his victim. This was a modus operandi at which Albert Anastasia, chief executioner for Murder Inc in New York, excelled. Most of the hits he arranged, and there were hundreds, remain unsolved, including his own death at the hands of hired assassins in 1957.

The phenomenon of contract killing has been the subject of studies carried out at Birmingham City University. Researchers found that most contract hits in the UK were carried out in the open, close to the victim’s home territory and at a time when the target was off guard. This requires surveillance and planning on the part of assassins, the most accomplished of whom are known in the criminal trade as “masters”. Typically paid £15,000 to carry out a hit, the targets are usually victims of business or domestic disputes. The skilled operator has three objectives – take out his target, protect his paymaster and escape with his anonymity intact.

Kenneth Minor failed on the anonymity test and ended up in court on a murder charge in 2011. He claimed he had been hired to kill a man who asked for an assisted suicide. The arguments in court were that the victim wanted a mercy killing while the accomplice committed murder for money. The defendant claimed that he held the knife while the victim impaled himself upon it. A NewYork jury was asked to consider whether hiring an assassin in such circumstances amounted to murder or suicide. They opted for murder.

One of the phenomena of the twenty-first century crime scene is the flow of stories posted on social media by people either confessing to crimes or simply bragging about them. All types of criminals, from bank robbers to murderers, have a wish to share their exploits with others. Consider Joanna Dennehy, convicted of three killings in 2014, who took a “selfie”, posing with a grin and tongue extruded as she went on the prowl for fresh victims. As Shakespeare observed in The Merchant of Venice, “Truth will come to light; murder cannot be hid long.” Certainly, social media have proved a boon to law enforcement agencies worldwide.

To quote an American jurist’s comment, “Millstones of justice turn exceedingly slow, but grind exceeding fine.” The truth of this is borne out by many instances of justice being served in the long term by dogged investigators using time-honoured methods and aided by advances in forensic science. DNA has provided them with a long arm to reach out after many years to bring felons to justice.

DNA has the power both to convict the guilty and protect the innocent. The murder of a teenage girl in 1966 remained unsolved for forty-six years before the killer was finally brought to justice. Advances in DNA testing applied to bloodstains left by the murderer on the victim’s clothing and kept in an evidence store, enabled a match to be made to David Burgess in 2012 (see Triumph for DNA). During the early stages of the murder investigation, a DNA screening programme was carried out to eliminate potential suspects from the enquiry.

Time also works advantageously for those who may have been wrongfully convicted or seemed to have suffered enough punishment. In 2014, Glenn Ford, who spent thirty years on death row in a Louisiana prison, was released, following a review showing that his original conviction was unsafe. In the same year, a Japanese man who had been on death row for forty-five years was also released after it was discovered the evidence against him had been fabricated. Less welcome news on the time front was that the idyllic Mediterranean island of Lipari experienced its first murder for fifty-six years.

That time is a great leveller was borne out by a remarkable piece of retrospective crime-solving in 2014. A hundred and five years previously, Joe Petrosino, a New York detective, had been sent to Italy on a mission to gather intelligence on Mafia operations. On 12 March 1909, he was shot dead in the street by a hitman. The crime remained unsolved for over a century until Italian authorities carried out a series of Mafia-related arrests in Palermo. In the course of this operation and subsequent questioning, a man volunteered the information that his great uncle had been the hitman who killed Petrosino all that time ago.

Sir Harold Scott, a former Metropolitan Police Commissioner, observed that crime “is a subject in which almost everyone feels some degree of interest . . .” That interest may amount to little more than natural human curiosity but it can also embrace the serious issues which confront society. Hence, understanding what makes criminals tick, their motivation, methods and exploitation of opportunities, remains as important as ever. The maxim, “opportunity makes the thief”, remains a valid proposition.

Describing the scope of criminal activities in forensic detail and with a bias towards the often incredible background features is the focus of More Bizarre Crimes. These mostly fall into that category of “You couldn’t make it up” and, for the curious reader, demonstrate the amazingly misplaced ingenuity, planning and resourcefulness which criminals employ.

Crime, of course, also provides a stimulus for those professionally involved in detection, which, in the modern world, means police forces backed by increasingly sophisticated forensic resources. These are provided by scientific research involving a wide spectrum of disciplines allied to crime prevention and crime scene investigation.

Part of the evolution of crime has been the emergence of the digital age. While this has added a degree of sophistication to criminal activities, it has also aided the forces of law and order. The compulsion that some criminals have to glorify in their exploits by recording their presence at a crime scene and storing the images can backfire. Such actions can place the perpetrator in a matrix of identification, time and place that is beyond denial. And the power of computer technology to search large databases has speeded up fingerprint and DNA recognition, as well as paving the way for technical advances in every branch of forensic science.

In his comprehensive survey, Mysteries of Police and Crime, published in 1898, Arthur Griffiths referred to crime as “the birthmark of humanity”, a kind of fatal inheritance; he also spoke of “the hydra-headed varieties of crime”. Gain, grievance, elimination and empowerment over others remain the touchstones of criminal activities. Meanwhile, motive, method and opportunity continue to exert their magnetism and are drawn together in circumstances that are frequently beyond comprehension and certainly belong to the realm of the truly bizarre.

Robin Odell and Paul Donnelley
www.pauldonnelley.com
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