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INTRODUCTION

THE FATHER OF modern crime scene investigation was Alphonse Bertillon, who went to work for the Prefecture of Police in Paris as a clerk at the age of twenty-six in 1879. Three years later, he introduced a system known as anthropometry (also called Bertillonage) to identify criminals through the measurements of the head and body, which was adopted by the police in Britain and the United States. Although it was later superseded by fingerprinting, it remains in use as a means of furnishing a minutely detailed portrait, valuable to investigators. Bertillon’s system brought with it the methodical collection of detailed criminal records and he took standard photographs of criminal suspects, full face and in profile, giving us the modern mug shot.

Bertillon also took his camera to the crime scene to photograph the evidence before it was disturbed. He employed a system he called “metric photography”, mounting the camera on a high tripod and laying down maps with a grid printed on them so that the relative position of objects could be measured accurately. He also developed the science of ballistics, the casting of footprints to preserve them, the use of the dynamometer to measure the amount of force used in breaking and entering, and the forensic examination of documents. Bertillon was called as an expert witness in the Dreyfus affair in 1890s France, testifying that certain incriminating documents were written by Alfred Dreyfus. However, he was not a handwriting expert and, in this case, he was wrong and contributed to the conviction of Dreyfus, who was then sent to Devil’s Island.

Nevertheless, Bertillon’s scientific approach to crime scene investigation endured and was popularized by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, who mentions Monsieur Bertillon in The Hound of the Baskervilles and the short story “The Naval Treaty”, in which Dr Watson says that Sherlock Holmes talked of the “Bertillon system of measurements” and “his enthusiastic admiration of the French savant”.

Crime scene investigation has developed by leaps and bounds since Bertillon’s day. In 1892, the world’s first fingerprint bureau was set up in Argentina. That year, Francisca Rojas of Necochea, some 300 miles (482 km) south of Buenos Aires, was convicted of murdering her two sons on the strength of fingerprint evidence. A fingerprint bureau was established in Calcutta in 1897 where a system of classification was developed by Azizul Haque and Hem Chandra Bose. It was called the Henry Classification System after their supervisor Sir Edward Richard Henry and was adopted by Scotland Yard in 1901. The following year, Bertillon used it to identify a thief and murderer named Henri-Léon Scheffer.

Modern scientific equipment is used to study tiny fibres, hairs, poisons, pollen and dust. Murder weapons are subjected to minute scrutiny and pathologists make the most detailed study of dead bodies. But the greatest breakthrough came with DNA profiling, developed by British geneticist Alec Jeffreys of Leicester University in 1984. Using modern duplicating techniques, forensic scientists are now able to magnify samples, making it possible to identify an intruder from the tiny traces they leave behind.

Not only are the latest forensic techniques employed to solve current criminal cases, they are also used in historical investigations into, for instance, the fate of the Russian royal family killed by the Bolsheviks in 1918 or the murder of a man whose 5,000-year-old body was found in the Alps in 1991. However, crime scene investigation still has its limitations. So far, it has not been able to tell us what became of Madeleine McCann . . .

Nigel Cawthorne


 

MADELEINE MCCANN

IN MAY 2007, Madeleine McCann was on holiday with her family in the Algarve region of southern Portugal. At around 6 p.m. on the evening of 3 May, just a few days before her fourth birthday, Madeleine’s parents, Kate and Gerry McCann, put Madeleine and her two-year-old twin siblings, Sean and Amelie, to bed in the ground-floor bedroom of their holiday apartment in Praia da Luz. Madeleine was wearing a pair of pink pyjamas with the words “Sleepy Eeyore” on them. Before she went to sleep, Madeleine said to her mother: “Mummy, I’ve had the best day ever. I’m having lots and lots of fun.”

At around 8.30 p.m., Kate and Gerry McCann left the children asleep in the apartment and went out to the tapas bar of the Mark Warner Ocean Summer Club. It was just 130 yards (120 m) away and part of the resort complex where they were staying. The McCanns and their fellow holidaymakers – Dr Matthew Oldfield and his wife Rachael, Russell O’Brien and Fiona Payne – agreed to take it in turns to check up on the children.

At 8.55 p.m., Dr Oldfield went to the apartment and listened outside the bedroom window to see whether he could hear any noise from the children. Ten minutes later, Gerry McCann went to check up on the children. Soon after Jane Tanner, another resident of the resort, noticed a man carrying a child but did not think anything of it. Gerry McCann had stopped to talk to Jeremy Wilkins, but did not notice Tanner as she walked past them to join the rest of the group.

Dr Oldfield checked on the children again at 9.30 p.m. This time he glanced through the open bedroom door. He only saw the twins, but had no reason to suspect anything was amiss with Madeleine. However, when Kate McCann took her turn to return to the apartment, she went inside. To her horror, Madeleine’s bed was empty. The bedroom window was open and she was heard to scream: “They’ve taken her, they’ve taken her! Madeleine’s gone!”

The police were called and, within ten minutes, were at the crime scene. Meanwhile, the staff and guests had begun searching the holiday complex. There was no sign of Madeleine and it soon became clear that the little girl had been abducted, so the police on the border with Spain were alerted, along with the authorities at all Portuguese and Spanish airports. Sniffer dogs were brought in. The local council searched the sewers and other waterways. But, after a week, they had found nothing.

The search was then widened. The Maritime Police combed the caves along the coast. Holidaymakers’ photographs were examined for suspicious characters that may have been caught in the background. Even the Portuguese Secret Service was called in, in case there was some terrorist aspect to the abduction. Portuguese newspapers reported that a man with short brown hair, approximately 5 ft 7 in. (1.7 m) tall, was being sought. But otherwise the police drew a blank.

There were two initial theories about what had happened to Madeleine. One was that she had been kidnapped by a gang who would sell her for adoption. The other was that she had been snatched by a paedophile ring. A top forensic expert said that the layout of the Mark Warner holiday complex made it a “perverts’ paradise” – with plenty of hidden corners where paedophiles could watch children unobserved. The police could not even say whether Madeleine was alive or not. Chief Inspector Olegário de Sousa said that so many people had been in the apartment that night, any forensic evidence the police might have gleaned from the crime scene had been lost. However, there would soon be plenty of work for crime scene investigators to do.

Lori Campbell, a journalist from Britain’s Sunday Mirror, drew the attention of the police to Robert Murat, a dual British-Portuguese national who had been staying nearby at Casa Liliana, his mother’s villa. He had been acting as a translator for the police and was said to be particularly concerned about the case because he had recently lost a custody battle over his own three-year-old daughter. Rachael Oldfield, Russell O’Brien and Fiona Payne said that they had seen him in the Praia da Luz complex on the night Madeleine had disappeared, though his mother said that he had been at home with her.

On 14 May, Casa Liliana was sealed off. The swimming pool was drained and videotapes, mobile phones, computers and the two cars used by the Murats were taken away for forensic examination. There was speculation that the villa had a secret basement. A laptop and hard drives were also taken from twenty-two-year-old Sergey Malinka, an associate of Murat’s who had set up a website for him. The two had been in frequent phone contact since Madeleine’s disappearance. With no other clue to go on, this was found to be suspicious.

On 15 May, Robert Murat was named as an arguido, or official suspect, which, while falling short of actually charging him, granted him the right to remain silent. While Portuguese detectives flew to Britain to interview Murat’s estranged wife, British detectives flew to Portugal with their own sniffer dog and hi-tech scanning equipment to search Casa Liliana once again. Desperate to find a clue, the vegetation was razed to the ground. Even so, no evidence linking Madeleine to Murat could be found. Nevertheless, it was ten months before his possessions were returned to him and, finally, four months after that, his arguido status was lifted.

By that time, the case had taken a shocking turn. On 7 September 2007, Kate and Gerry McCann were named as formal suspects and given arguido status. This was prompted by new crime scene evidence. Madeleine’s blood, hair and other DNA evidence had been found in the car the McCanns had hired twenty-five days after Madeleine had disappeared. However, the Leicester Police who had been helping the Portuguese detectives with their enquiries said that the forensic evident was “very flaky”.

“The preservation of the crime scenes carried out by the Portuguese police was very poor,” a police source who had dealt with the British Forensic Science Service in Birmingham told the Daily Mail. “Every man and his dog has been to the crime scene at the apartment, and used the McCann’s hire car. It means it’s very hard to pin down where any fluids or other sources of DNA came from in the first place. And as for Madeleine’s hair being found in the hire car – well, of course it could be. Hair stays around for ages, and sticks to clothes. So Madeleine’s hair has been found in the boot? So what.”

Another leading forensic scientist told the Daily Telegraph: “If they are spots of blood, it could not be from a car used by the McCanns twenty-five days later. That doesn’t make sense. The blood would have dried and it would not transfer as spots unless the child is alive. It would be fragments, but that is not what the police are saying they have. This is the prevailing view among other forensic scientists I have spoken to.”

There were other claims that analysis of the hair could show whether Madeleine had been drugged on the night she disappeared, supporting the theory then circulating that she had died after being heavily sedated. But toxicology could only show signs of drugs or medicines she had taken over the preceding months or years. It could not show what she had taken on the specific night. In the event, samples of Madeleine’s hair were tested. They showed she had not received any medication for at least eight months. Her brother and sister were also tested and no traces of sedatives were found in their systems.

Naturally, the McCanns protested their innocence. Although they had not been charged, they paid for independent forensic tests to be performed on the hire car, which they had garaged in the home of tycoon John Geraghty nearby. However, British forensic experts considered a fresh examination of the car a waste of time.

“All of the evidence should have been taken out of it by the police,” said Leicester Police. “But saying that, of course, in England the police would have kept the car as well, because we’re so careful about preserving forensic evidence for potential court cases.”

Sir Alec Jeffreys, the originator of DNA fingerprinting, offered his services as an expert witness to the McCanns. He pointed out that Madeleine’s parents, brother and sister, who carried similar DNA, had all been in the hire car, so it would be nearly impossible to establish anything positive.

“There are no genetic characters in Madeleine that are not found in a least one other member of the family,” he said. “So then you have an incomplete DNA profile that could raise a potential problem in assigning a profile to Madeleine, given that all other members of that family would have been in that car.”

One of the useful clues from the crime scene was Madeleine’s favourite cuddly toy, a pink cat. Kate McCann tucked Madeleine up with it, but later it was found on a shelf too high for Madeleine to have reached. This meant it had been handled by whoever took Madeleine and it might have yielded vital forensic evidence. Yet the police let the McCanns keep the pink cat. They used it as part of their “Find Madeleine” campaign and took it around Europe and North Africa as they followed up reported sightings. Many people had touched it when they visited the Vatican and the shrine of Our Lady of Fátima in Portugal. After one newspaper said that it looked a little grubby, Kate McCann put it in the washing machine. So any useful forensic evidence had long since been lost.

Then came news that a trace of blood had been found in another apartment at the Praia da Luz complex. The blood was sent to the Forensic Science Service in the UK, along with bloodstains found in the McCanns’ original apartment. But it was impossible to assess its significance. Even if it had been Madeleine’s blood, there could have been an innocent explanation, such as someone squashing a mosquito after Madeleine had been bitten by it.

The Leicester Police said the evidence collected by the Portuguese police against the McCanns was so insubstantial that it could not lead to their prosecution. Nevertheless, the case was passed to a local prosecutor who, in turn, passed it on to a judge who authorized the seizure of Kate McCann’s diary and Gerry McCann’s laptop. The Portuguese authorities were eager to read his emails and see what websites he had been visiting. But, again, this line of investigation met a dead end. Eventually, on 21 July 2008, the McCann’s arguido status was lifted and it was decided to “close the file on the investigation concerning the disappearance of the minor Madeleine McCann due to lack of evidence that any crime was committed by the persons placed under formal investigation”.

The files have been archived but they will be reviewed periodically and could be reopened if new evidence emerges, said Portugal’s Attorney-General Fernando José Pinto Monteiro.

Again the case had moved on. In June 2007, it was revealed that another DNA sample had been retrieved from the McCanns’ apartment that did not match anyone in the family. But by the time a British CSI team had been brought in with special ultraviolet equipment that could detect a spray of fine particles of blood, they found that the apartment had been cleaned up and reoccupied. The Portuguese authorities said they brought in a specially trained sniffer dog that could detect the scent of a dead body and had been in situ for two hours or more. It was said to have identified the presence of a corpse, but British police dog-handlers said that this was unlikely as the odour of death dissipated within a month.

In 2011, Kate McCann put the case back in the news with the publication of her book Madeleine to raise money for the search. As a result, Scotland Yard reopened the case and assigned thirty detectives to the investigation.


 

SNOWTOWN

ON 20 MAY 1999, the sleepy bush town of Snowtown in South Australia came to international attention. Some 75 miles (120 km) north of Adelaide, it had a population of just 600. On the corner of the High Street and Railway Terrace was a disused red-brick building that had once been the Snowtown branch of the State Bank of South Australia. Like many rural branches, it had been closed long ago. Even so, it attracted an unusual amount of visitors. In this quiet town, people had begun to notice vehicles belonging to strangers parked nearby. This eventually incited the interest of the police, who were involved in a year-long investigation of a growing number of missing-persons cases in the state. On 20 May 1999, they decided to take a look inside the bank. Behind the 4 in. (10 cm) steel door of the bank’s vault they found six black plastic barrels that gave off a stomach-churning smell.

Detective Steve McCoy recalled: “The stench was unbearable. It was the stench of what I would say was rotting flesh, rotting bodies, human bodies. It was putrid. It permeated your hair, your clothing, everything you had on the stench got into. It was horrific.”

The acid-filled drums contained partly dissolved human body parts. Among them were fifteen feet, leading the police to conclude that the drums contained the remains of at least eight murder victims. Worse, along with the corpses they found rubber gloves, a bloodstained saw, ropes, tape, handcuffs, knives and electrical equipment designed to give excruciating shocks. It seemed that the victims had been tortured before they were killed.

The following day, three homes in a blue-collar area of northern Adelaide were raided. Three men were arrested and charged with the murder of an unknown number of people between 1 August 1993 and 20 May 1999. The suspects were forty-yearold Mark Haydon of Smithfield Plains, thirty-two-year-old former abattoir worker John Justin Bunting of Craigmore and twenty-seven-year-old Robert Wagner of Elizabeth Grove. Given the horrific nature of the crimes of which they were accused, they were denied bail.

The missing-persons investigation had begun in November 1998 when Haydon’s wife, thirty-seven-year-old Elizabeth, had gone missing. Her brother did not believe Haydon’s inconsistent, even contradictory, stories of her disappearance. Nor did he believe that she would have voluntarily upped and left her two young sons. When her brother went to the police, they found it suspicious that her husband had not reported her missing. Then they noticed that she was connected to two other people who had disappeared – twenty-two-year-old Clinton Trezise, who had vanished in 1993, and his friend, the forty-year-old flamboyant transvestite and convicted paedophile Barry Lane, aka Vanessa, who had last been seen in October 1997. A missing-persons taskforce, codenamed Chart, was set up and Haydon’s house was bugged. This provided evidence that was later used in court.

When it became clear that a good many more than three people had gone missing from Haydon’s immediate circle, the taskforce swelled to thirty-three. They followed Haydon’s car. It led them to Snowtown. As cars from out of town tend to attract attention in small outback towns like Snowtown, the sightings of the other unfamiliar vehicles led detectives to the other suspects.

The barrels found in Snowtown had done the rounds before ending up in the bank vault. They had first been stored in a shed behind Bunting’s house in Murray Bridge in April 1998. Three were then moved to Haydon’s house at Smithfield Plains. Later, one was stored in the back of a Mitsubishi Sigma at Murray Bridge, while five were kept in the back of a Toyota Land Cruiser at Hoyleton on the Adelaide Plains. The barrels had been moved to the bank, which Haydon had rented under the name “Mark Lawrence” about three months before they were discovered, after complaints about the smell. The accused had claimed that the barrels contained kangaroo meat.

Forensic scientists had the distasteful task of trying to identify the victims from their dental records and fingerprints. The killers had made the mistake of using hydrochloric, rather than sulphuric, acid. This tends to mummify bodies rather than dissolve them. Nevertheless, before they had been dunked in the acid, the bodies had been mutilated and dismembered, and were badly decomposed. So the then new and expensive technique of DNA profiling was used. Even body parts that had been marinated in acid for some time produce useful DNA. This could be extracted and compared with hair from combs or samples left on soiled clothing by suspected victims. Soon seven of the eight victims found in the bank vault had been identified.

It turned out that some of the victims had been on Disability Support Benefit. The authorities had not been informed of their deaths and the money was still being collected. Others, who had formally been declared dead, were still, apparently, drawing their benefits. It seemed that the prime reason for the murders was financial as the killers were drawing AUS$100,000 a year due to their dead victims. But there were other more personal motives for the killings. Robert Wagner, for example, was a neo-Nazi who, purportedly, hated Asians and gays. John Bunting, himself an abused child, had a pathological hatred of homosexuals and paedophiles. And the terrifying treatment that had been meted out to the victims in the run-up to their deaths indicated that the killers took a sadistic glee in their crimes.

As if eight victims were not enough, the police, convinced there were more bodies, continued their search. On 23 June, a taskforce of overalled crime scene officers arrived at Waterloo Corner Road in North Salisbury, the site of a semi-detached house where Bunting had once lived. It had since been demolished, but the police were convinced that the site might still yield vital evidence.

First they broke up a concrete slab in what had been the back garden and removed it. Then they used sophisticated ground-penetrating radar equipment, first developed to detect plastic landmines laid during the Falklands War. As the radar scanner moved over the exposed earth, ominous black shadows appeared on the TV monitor, showing that something lay beneath the soil. After digging down some six feet, the detectives found a corpse, wrapped in black plastic bags, which had been in the ground for more than three years. This was identified as forty-seven-yearold Suzanne Allen, a former lover of Bunting. He and Wagner claimed that she had died of a heart attack, but they had cut her up and buried her so they could continue to claim her benefits.

Below that they found a skeleton that was even older. This was twenty-six-year-old Ray Davies. In 1995, Suzanne Allen had rented a caravan to him. After Davies was accused of being a paedophile, Bunting and another of his lovers, Elizabeth Harvey, tortured and killed him, burying him in the garden. His disappearance was never reported. The death toll was now in double figures.

At the beginning of June 1999, a fourth suspect was arrested. This was nineteen-year-old James Vlassakis. He was the son of Elizabeth Harvey, who died of cancer soon after his arrest. Initially, Vlassakis was charged with just one murder that had taken place on 4 May 1999, though the name of the victim was suppressed. After his arrest Vlassakis repeatedly attempted suicide and was moved from prison to the secure wing of a psychiatric hospital. In a taped phone call played at the trial, he told his teenage girlfriend Amanda Warwick about the bodies in the barrels and said that he would soon be charged. She asked if he had anything to do with the murders. He replied: “It’s too big, I can’t tell you.”

Another house in Murray Bridge was raided and an eleventh body was unearthed. The police then went through their unsolved crimes file and discovered that bones found in the field at Lower Light in 1994 belonged to Clinton Trezise. His head had been beaten in with a shovel by Bunting, after he had been invited into his home in Salisbury North.

The body of eighteen-year-old Thomas Trevilyan had been found hanging from a tree near Kersbrook in the Adelaide Hills in 1997. Initially, his death was thought to have been a suicide, but he was later implicated in the murder of Barry Lane. Gavin Porter, a missing man from the neighbouring state of Victoria, also appeared to be a victim. A heroin addict and friend of Vlassakis, he had been killed after Bunting had pricked himself on a discarded syringe and decided he must die.

More properties were raided in the wheat belt around Snowtown and along the Murray River. This led to press speculation that the gang extended much further than the four already in custody. Indeed, the gang had once been bigger. It became clear that some of the victims had earlier been perpetrators. The gang had turned in on itself and began killing its own. It was thought that the transvestite Barry Lane had a hand in the murder of his boyfriend Clinton Trezise, before he himself was killed. Lane had lived with Robert Wagner – despite his vociferous hatred of homosexuals – just a block away from Bunting’s demolished house where two corpses were unearthed.

The four accused went on trial in November 2000. Bunting, Wagner and Haydon were charged with ten counts of murder, but remained silent and refused to plead. Vlassakis, who was then charged with five counts of murder, reserved his plea. The evidence given in court was deemed so gruesome that suppression orders were used to keep the horrific details from the public. The Snowtown murder case was subjected to over 150 suppression orders in all. However, in Britain, the Daily Telegraph ignored the ruling and revealed that the victims had been sadistically tortured. According to the medical testimony, some victims had burn marks on their bodies. Others were found with ropes around their necks. They were gagged. One victim died with his arms handcuffed behind his back and his legs tied together. Another had received electric shocks to the genitals. A burning sparkler had been pushed into his urethra. His nose and ears were burnt with cigarettes and his toes were crushed before he was left to choke to death on his gag. Another had been put in a bath and assaulted with clubs. He had been beaten around the genitals and had his toes crushed with pincers, before being garrotted with a length of rope and a tyre lever.

Victims’ bodies had been mutilated and dismembered. The head and arms of Elizabeth Haydon had been cut off. Her torso had been stripped of its flesh and her breasts and genitals removed. The final victim, David Johnson, had been cooked and partially eaten.

Before they died, victims had been forced to call their tormentors “Lord Sir”, “Chief Inspector”, “Master” and “God”. They had also been forced to record carefully scripted phrases, which were then left on the answerphones of friends and relatives to allay suspicion. Gang members then impersonated their victims at benefit offices to collect the money due.

In July 2002, Vlassakis pleaded guilty to four counts of murder and was given a life sentence with the stipulation that he must serve twenty-six years before he was eligible for parole. He had struck a deal with the prosecution, otherwise he would have had to serve forty-two years before he was eligible. By then the charges against Bunting, Wagner and Haydon had increased to twelve counts of murder.

On 8 September 2003, after an eleven-month trial in front of the South Australian Supreme Court, Wagner was found guilty of the murder of seven people, on top of the three murders he had admitted earlier. Bunting was convicted of eleven murders. The jury was hung on a twelfth charge – the murder of fortyseven-year-old Suzanne Allen, whose body had been found wreathed in plastic under Bunting’s demolished house. The defence claimed that she had died of natural causes.

Many of the charges against Haydon had been dropped due to lack of evidence. He was not convicted of any of the murders, but pleaded guilty to having helped dispose of the bodies. Both Wagner and Bunting refused to stand when the judgment was read, while Bunting protested loudly that details of the deal that Vlassakis had made to get a shorter sentence in return for giving evidence against them had not been revealed to the jury, some of whom had undergone counselling after hearing his testimony. Both were sentenced to life imprisonment without the possibility of parole.

Vlassakis’s testimony alone had lasted thirty-two days. He claimed that he had been involved in the killing of his half-brother Troy Youde, stepbrother of the last Snowtown victim, David Johnson. He vomited when he recalled how he had found Wagner cooking Johnson’s flesh in a frying pan and been offered some.

The victims, Vlassakis said, were relentlessly tortured. The eighth victim, Fred Brooks, had been beaten in a bath and had lit cigarettes stuck in his ear and nose. Wagner and Bunting, the prosecution said, boasted that “the good ones” never screamed. Their targets, they maintained, were primarily homosexuals, who they claimed to loathe.

The murders have given Snowtown a terrible notoriety. With street hawkers selling Snowtown Snow Shakers featuring body parts and barrel-shaped fridge magnets bearing the logo “Snowtown – you’ll have a barrel of fun”, the inhabitants are worried that the town may never shake its sick image. There has even been a proposal to change the name to Rosetown. Few think it will help.


 

RACHEL NICKELL

ON THE MORNING of 15 July 1992, twenty-three-year-old part-time model Rachel Nickell was walking on Wimbledon Common, close to her home in south-west London, with her two-year-old son Alex and their pet labrador Molly. She was brutally attacked. A passer-by found Alex clinging to Rachel’s blood-drenched body under a silver birch tree, crying: “Get up, Mummy.” She had been stabbed repeatedly and raped. Her throat had been slit – all while her son looked on. A bungled investigation led to the wrong man being charged, while the killer went on to kill again. But crime scene evidence eventually led to the conviction of the murderer sixteen years later.

Apart from Alex, there were no witnesses to the attack, but one person saw a man carrying a dark holdall towards the spot where Rachel’s body was found and another saw the killer washing his hands in a stream. The killing was thought to be a murderous escalation of the “Green Chain rapes”, a series of 106 sexual assaults that had taken place near green spaces across south London in the early 1990s. The police had already been tipped off to a possible suspect when the mother of Ministry of Defence warehouseman Robert Napper called them, telling them that her son had admitted to a rape. However, she got the details wrong, saying that the assault had taken place on Plumstead Common when, in fact, it had happened in a house nearby. As the report did not match the record of any crime, the police did not act on the tip-off, though Napper had a previous conviction for carrying a loaded air gun in a public place.

By the time Rachel Nickell was killed, Robert Napper was suspected of four sexual assaults, three of which he has since been convicted for. They demonstrated an increasing use of violence. Napper admitted attempting to rape a seventeen-year-old girl who was walking to a friend’s home on the Caldwell Estate in Hither Green, south-east London, not far from his home in Plumstead in 1992. Eight days later he sexually assaulted another teenage girl at knifepoint in a field in Mottingham. In May, he grabbed a twenty-two-year-old mother pushing her two-year-old daughter in a buggy along the Green Chain Walk, Eltham, in broad daylight. He put a ligature around her throat, battered her and raped her on the footway. Neither the daylight nor the presence of the child seemed to discourage him.

Rachel Nickell was attacked at between 10.20 and 10.35 a.m. on a bright, sunny day. Her son Alex was found with blood completely covering his face, chest and arms. He had put a piece of paper on his mother’s head as a makeshift bandage. When examined, he was found to have linear abrasions and bruising on the forehead, cheeks and mouth. The consultant paediatrician who examined him said these injuries were consistent with the child being dragged across the ground face down. There were flakes of paint in his hair.

The sexual nature of the attack on his mother was palpable. Her jeans and underwear had been pulled down to just above her ankles to expose her buttocks. The pathologist later said that it appeared something, such as a finger or round object, had been inserted into her anus. There were knife cuts to the T-shirt and bra, and the left cup had been pulled down to expose the nipple.

A total of forty-nine stab wounds were found, mostly to the front and rear of the upper body. The most severe stab wounds were to the front and side of her neck. Her heart and left lung had been stabbed while she was alive, while the right lung and liver were penetrated after death. A defence wound was found on her left hand, showing that she had tried to fend off her attacker. The killer also left a sample of his DNA, which was collected by swab from her intimate areas.

In August 1992, an e-fit of the Green Chain rapist was issued. A neighbour called the police saying that Napper matched the description. The police arranged for him to give a sample of saliva and blood on 2 September, but he did not turn up. A second caller identified the e-fit as Bob Napper. Napper failed to turn up to provide DNA samples again on 8 September, but the police ruled him out of the investigation because he was 6 ft 2 in. (1.90 m). They were convinced they were looking for someone who was no taller than 5 ft 9 in. (1.75 m), even though one of the victims said the suspect was 6 ft 3 in (1.94 m).

On 27 October, Napper was arrested for the possession of an unlicensed firearm and ammunition. Searching his home, the police discovered an A-Z map with marks showing the locations of the attacks. Napper said they were “just doodles” or points on his jogging route. One even appeared to show the site of the Rachel Nickell murder, though it turned out to be a printer’s error. Napper was prosecuted for the firearm offences and spent two months in jail.

Early the following year, Napper was stopped by the police after being seen climbing the wall of a young mother’s home, but he persuaded them that his actions were entirely innocent and they let him go. Later, a tin containing a gun with Napper’s fingerprints on them were found on Winn’s Common in Plumstead, but the police did nothing. In a search of the area, other boxes were found. One contained a “Big Swede” folding lock knife that Napper had bought a year earlier.

The police were not interested in Napper. They were after Colin Stagg, an unemployed man from nearby Roehampton known to walk his dog on Wimbledon Common. Although no forensic evidence linked him to the murder, they were convinced that he was their man thanks to the profiling of the killer by criminal psychologist Dr Paul Britton, who was called in just thirteen days after the killing. Dr Britton had made his name in the investigation of the murder of pet beautician Caroline Osbourne in 1984. She had been tied up and stabbed repeatedly. After 15,000 people had been interviewed and 80 men arrested and released, detectives turned to Dr Britton to give them an insight into what motivated the killer and how to identify the suspect.

From a study of the case files, Dr Britton deduced that the motive was sexual and carried out as an expression of “corrupt lust”. He said that the killer would be a man in his early to mid-twenties, lonely, sexually immature, with poor social skills and probably living at home. He was probably a manual worker and lived near the murder scene. The following year Paul Bostock was arrested. He matched Dr Britton’s profile exactly and was convicted of the murder of Caroline Osbourne in 1986.

From then on, Dr Britton’s profiles were used on more than a hundred cases. Following the murder of Rachel Nickell, he came up with a seventeen-point profile that was remarkably similar to the one used in the Osbourne case. It fitted Colin Stagg perfectly. Britton then joined the undercover Operation Ezdell where a policewomen from the Metropolitan Police’s Special Operations Group contacted Stagg under the pseudonym “Lizzie James”, posing as the friend of a woman he had once contacted through a lonely hearts column. Over five months, through meetings, phone calls and letters, she dangled the prospect of a sexual relationship in front of him and tried to get him to divulge violent sexual fantasies. At one point, she even told him: “If only you had done the Wimbledon Common murder, if only you had killed her, it would be all right.”

But Stagg replied: “I’m terribly sorry, but I haven’t.”

Although Stagg never came close to confessing, he was charged with Rachel’s murder. But when the case reached the Old Bailey, the judge, Mr Justice Ognall, threw out all the prosecution evidence obtained from Stagg by what he called a “honeytrap”. The case collapsed within a day and Stagg was acquitted. Nevertheless, Colin Stagg complained that most people still thought he had done it. He found it impossible to get a job and was spat at and abused. He eventually won £700,000 in compensation, eight times the amount Rachel’s son Alex was awarded.

Just three months after Colin Stagg had been charged with Rachel Nickell’s murder, an intruder broke into the basement flat of Samantha Bisset in Heathfield Terrace, Plumstead, through a patio door that had been left open. Samantha put up a desperate struggle for life as he raped and murdered her in the hallway. There were twenty stab wounds in the body, one so savage that it severed her spinal cord.

The killer then suffocated and sexually assaulted her fouryear-old daughter, Jazmine-Jemima, nicknamed J. J., in her cabin bed surrounded by toys. He then set about mutilating Samantha’s body in a shockingly similar way to Jack the Ripper in Whitechapel in 1888.

According to the prosecution, the killer “cut open her body from the top of her chest to the genitals. He peeled her skin back and in some areas, in particular the umbilicus, pubic and lower abdomen area, removed the flesh altogether. He pulled away her ribs, causing extensive splitting of the tissue, and once the internal organs were exposed he stabbed them many times . . . Secondly, he cut open the top of her right thigh and attempted to cut off her lower leg at the knee. He cut open her left leg from the hip to the lower thigh with an extensive cut. He eventually left the flat, taking with him a piece of Samantha Bisset’s abdomen, presumably as a trophy.”

Samantha’s body was discovered by her boyfriend who let himself into the flat the following morning. It seems that the killer had been spying on them as they made love the previous evening, as Samantha had been laid out on some cushions in the same position. An experienced female police photographer, who was called to record the scene, was so traumatized by what she saw that she never worked again.

Fingerprints had been left at the scene. They belonged to Robert Napper. He admitted manslaughter due to diminished responsibility. He also pleaded guilty to attempting to rape the two seventeen-year-old girls and the rape of the twenty-twoyear-old mother, mentioned earlier. In October 1995, he was detained under the Mental Health Act, on the grounds that he suffered from paranoid schizophrenia and Asperger’s syndrome.

Sentencing Napper, Mr Justice Hooper said: “You are suffering from paranoid schizophrenia, characterized by marked thought disorder, paranoia and grandiose delusions. You may have also experienced tactile hallucinations and you feel you can read people’s minds. Your mental illness is severe and directly linked to the offences of homicide and rape. You are highly dangerous as a result of that illness. You present a grave and immediate risk to the public. You will require detention in hospital for many years to come.”

The officer in charge of the Bisset enquiry, Detective Superintendent Michael Banks, said at the time that he and colleagues on the Nickell team “liaised closely”. But despite the similarity between the two murders, the police continued the prosecution of Colin Stagg as Napper claimed to have been at work on the day that Rachel was killed.

After the Stagg case was thrown out, the police went to see Napper who was, by then, in Broadmoor high-security psychiatric hospital. But Napper refused to confess to the Nickell murder unless there was some crime scene evidence tying him to the killing.

In 2002, the Rachel Nickell case was reopened as part of a review of cold cases in light of new advances in DNA profiling. A new technique known as Low Copy Numbers allowed a DNA profile to be obtained from much smaller samples. However, when the sample from the Rachel Nickell case was sent to the Forensic Science Service, it was returned with no match – though Napper’s profile was then on the national database. It was only when the sample was retested three years later that the link with Napper was finally established.

On 18 December 2008, at the Old Bailey, Napper pleaded guilty to the manslaughter of Rachel Nickell on the grounds of diminished responsibility.

Napper’s barrister David Fisher QC said: “He was convinced he had an MA in mathematics, that he had received a Nobel Peace Prize, that he had medals from the time he was fighting in Angola, that he and his family were listed in Who’s Who, that he had millions of pounds in a bank in Sidcup, that he and others could transmit their thoughts by telepathy. He also believed that he was kneecapped by the IRA and that he had his fingers blown off by an IRA parcel bomb but, because he inhaled sparkle fumes, this resulted in his fingers being miraculously repaired.”

Sentencing him to an indefinite stay in Broadmoor, Mr Justice Griffith Williams told Napper: “I am satisfied there are sufficient safeguards in place under the Mental Health Act to ensure you will never be released unless you are no longer a danger to the public. That is highly unlikely to ever happen. You are on any view a very dangerous man. You still present a very high risk of sexual homicide.”

Scotland Yard apologized to Colin Stagg and the family of Rachel Nickell for the mistakes it had made during the course of the investigation. The police were criticized particularly for their overreliance on offender profiling. Dr Britton was placed under a charge by the British Psychological Society, but the case was eventually dismissed.
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