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Introduction

History is full of tales of mass murder, both political and domestic. However, what is now called ‘serial’ killing is something different. Furthermore, it is a disturbing – and increasing – phenomenon of the twentieth century that looks set to continue into the present century. In the past, mass murder was committed either from sheer brutality, for profit, or from some kind of pathological interest in the process of death. Among the brutes, the Harpe brothers, who were only a single instance of the wildness of the ‘Wild West’ during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, are a prime example.

There were many in the past who murdered regularly for profit, most of whom were vagrant thieves of one kind or another. With the establishment of life assurance during the nineteenth century, another motive developed. Taking a policy on the life of someone, and then killing them, was a sure means of profiting. In Britain, for example, the poisoner William Palmer and George Joseph Smith (the ‘Brides in the Bath’ murderer) are famous instances.

As for those who seem to have killed solely from an obsession with death, Helene Jegado (who poisoned at least 24 people in nineteenth-century France) and nurse Jane Toppan, ‘the Angel of Death’ (who killed as many as 70 of her patients in late nineteenth-century New England), are notorious examples.

Serial killers, however, can be distinguished from any of the foregoing. Their murders are not political, not domestic and not for profit. Rather, they appear to be motivated by a rage against some specific element or aspect of society. The phenomenon, although it can occur anywhere in the world, is particularly prevalent in the Americas. In fact, serial murder in the United States alone makes up more than three-quarters of the estimated world total.

During the 1950s and 1960s, an average 10,000 homicides per year were committed in the United States. However, nearly all of the cases were solved within twelve months, because most concerned someone close to the victim – a spouse, relative, neighbour or a colleague. However, in 1980 alone 23,000 people were murdered, many for no apparently explicable reason. At this time, the Administration recognized finally that a new category of violent crime existed; and with the election of Ronald Reagan as President, the Task Force on Violent Crime was set up under the new Attorney General, William French Smith. The murder rate has fallen in the United States, to 12,253 murders in 2013.

Foremost among those whom the organization enlisted to this Task Force was, of course, another long-standing law enforcement body – the FBI. In 1982, limited funds were allocated for the establishment of a Violent Criminal Apprehension Program (VICAP), and among those drawn in was Robert Ressler, who had for some ten years been a member of the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit, devoted to the identification of the characteristics of violent criminals.

Ressler and his colleagues have defined a serial killer as follows: ‘. . . a person who kills more than three victims, during more than three events, at three or more locations, with a cooling-off period in between.’

Micki Pistorius, a psychologist who worked for the South African police on more than thirty cases of serial killing, wrote: ‘Serial killers are not monsters: they are human beings with tortured souls . . . The motive is intrinsic, an irresistible compulsion, fuelled by fantasy, which may lead to torture, and/or sexual abuse, mutilation and necrophilia.’

In a single sentence, this describes both what drives the serial killer and the distinctive nature of his – or, in rare cases, her – behaviour.

*

The principal characteristics of serial murder are as follows:

1  As the FBI definition indicates, the killings are repetitive; and they will usually continue until the perpetrator is identified and apprehended, dies or is killed.

2  In many cases, the period between attacks decreases over time. The accepted explanation for this is that the killer derives great excitement (almost certainly sexual) from the first incident – and the thrill can lie as much in the hunt for a victim, as in the final acts. He (almost always a male) may take a ‘trophy’ – a purse, jewellery, clothing, or even a body part – from his victim, with which he subsequently relives that excitement in privacy. In due course, this activity palls, and another victim must be found. Each time, the post-killing excitement recedes ever more rapidly.

3  Serial killing, like other forms of homicide, is usually one-on-one. Occasionally, two killers may collaborate. When these are man and woman, the French coined the expression folie à deux. The cases of the ‘Hillside Stranglers’, Kenneth Bianchi and Angelo Buono (pages 171–6), and that of Leonard Lake and Charles Ng (pages 207–11), are unusual in that they involved two killers of the same sex. Group killings, such as those carried out by Charles Manson’s ‘family’, usually claim some kind of ‘political’ motive, however bizarre.

4  During the course of the murder, or in its aftermath, there is a high degree of disproportionate violence – brutal rape of the most obscene kind, extensive mutilation and even necrophilia.

5  The first evidence that seemingly unrelated murders are serial is the distinguishable pattern of behaviour exhibited by the perpetrator and the absence of any apparent motive, other than the desire to kill.

6  During the course of the twentieth century, the increased mobility afforded by the ownership or use of a car has made serial killing much easier – and more difficult to identify and investigate. As the crime writer Ann Rule pointed out before a Senate sub-committee in 1983: ‘The thing that I have found about the serial murderers that I have researched is that they travel constantly: they are ‘trollers’. While most of us might put 15,000 to 20,000 miles a year on our cars, several . . . have put 200,000 miles . . . They might drive all night long. They are always looking for the random victim who may cross their path . . . The serial killer seldom knows his victims before he seizes them. They are strangers, targets for his tremendous inner rage. He is ruthless, conscienceless, and invariably cunning.’

In 1984, following this hearing, sufficient funding was allocated for VICAP to be implemented at the new National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime (NCAVC), exploiting the expertise of members of the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit at Quantico. Since 1972, they had been developing what is now known as ‘psychological profiling’. This technique, which employs computerized analysis of the characteristics of any severely violent crime, has now been adopted by police forces throughout the world.

In Canada, for example, the RCMP have instituted their Violent Crime Linkage Analysis System (ViCLAS). Dr David Cavanaugh of Harvard University, who was a consultant on the FBI system, has praised the Canadians as follows: ‘. . . [they] have done to automated case linkage what the Japanese did with assembly line auto production. They have taken a good American idea and transformed it into the best in the world.’

*

Psychologists are generally agreed that the prime cause for making a serial killer lies in severe childhood neglect and abuse – whether physical or emotional. It is even claimed that the newly formed foetus in the womb can be affected by the mother’s alcoholism or drug abuse, or by the psychological trauma of an unwanted or painful pregnancy.

An unhappy early childhood can result in ‘dissociative identity disorder’ (DID). This is described as a ‘creative survival technique’, which a child will employ to escape physical, sexual or emotional abuse. One psychologist wrote: ‘During dissociation, one is not able to associate certain information as one normally could, thus allowing a temporary mental escape from the fear and pain of experience. This process can, at times, result in a memory gap concerning the trauma, which may affect the person’s sense of personal history and identity, and may even result in fragmenting oneself.’

This is evident in the case of many serial killers, who, while not clinically diagnosed as schizophrenic, claim that it is not they who have committed the crimes, but another personality with a different name. Alternatively, they may totally dissociate their crimes from their ‘normal’ everyday persona, to such an extent that they may become convinced that the killing never took place.

Social scientists have wondered whether it would be possible to identify behavioural traits in a young child, and take steps to treat them before they develop into a pathological condition. Although many psychologists dismiss its significance, what is called the ‘Macdonald triad’ has certainly been revealed in the history of some of the serial killers considered in this book. This ‘triad’ is made up of the following factors:


	bedwetting

	fire setting

	cruelty to small animals



The problem is that many children who subsequently develop into perfectly normal adults can also display one or more of these traits at some time. Moreover, treatment would require a wide-ranging and costly agenda, for which neither funding – nor the acceptance of such extensive social intrusion – is likely to be obtained.

So, it is an unhappy truth that the development of a serial killer is impossible to detect until it is revealed in a succession of crimes, as the histories that follow horrifically confirm.


Jack the Ripper

The Classic Enigma

The most notorious of all serial killers, without doubt, is the person who became known as ‘Jack the Ripper’. More books have been written and more movies made about him than about any other murderer. There are many reasons for this. The case was the first to show all the characteristics of what is now recognized as a classic pattern: the killing of a succession of women of a similar type, with no obvious motive except a sexual element; mutilation of the victims’ bodies; the taking of organs as trophies; followed by teasing communications to the investigators; etc. Above all, the case has fascinated professional and amateur investigators alike for more than a century – because no person was ever charged with the crimes.

*

From August to November, 1888, the Whitechapel district of London’s East End experienced a growing wave of panic as, one after another, at least five women were butchered in the night. Although all were prostitutes, this was of little reassurance to other women, as the savagery of the attacks threatened them all.

The first certain victim was Mary Ann Nichols, whose corpse was discovered lying in the gateway to stables in the early hours of August 31. It was only when the body was carried to the local mortuary that the extent of her injuries was revealed. Her throat had been cut twice, the killer’s knife having slashed all the way through to the backbone. Yet even more horrifying was the fact that her abdomen had been ripped open, and her intestines partly dragged out. The doctor who carried out the detailed autopsy declared that this murder, in all, had taken no more than four or five minutes, and that the butchery had been carried out ‘deftly and skilfully’, by someone with ‘rough anatomical knowledge’.

The savagery of the killing of Mary Ann Nichols made headlines, and not only in Britain. Even as far away as New York, The Times carried the story on September 4. As one newspaper stated: ‘No murder was ever more ferociously and more brutally done.’ But worse was to follow.

*

On September 8, around dawn, Annie Chapman’s body was found in a small yard at the back of a house that was about a half-mile from where Mary Ann was killed. She had been mutilated with even greater ferocity. Her throat had been slashed so deeply that it seemed possible her killer had tried to decapitate her; and her intestines had been cut free and dumped on her right shoulder. The police surgeon who examined the corpse reported: ‘. . . the knife used was . . . a small amputating knife, or well-ground slaughterman’s knife, narrow and sharp with a blade of six to nine inches in length.’

The police were confident that both murders were by the same hand, and in the following weeks they investigated a number of possible suspects: local slaughtermen, medical students with a record of mental instability, even qualified physicians. But they had no success.

Around September 18–19, the London police received a letter, jeering at their efforts, but which they did not make public. Dated September 17, and apparently smeared with blood, it concluded: ‘I love my work an I shan’t stop until I get buckled and even then watch out for your old pal Jacky. Catch me if you Can “Jack the Ripper” Sorry about the blood still messy from the last one . . .’

In the early hours of Sunday September 30, the Ripper struck twice, killing Elizabeth Stride and Catherine Eddowes. It seems probable that he was interrupted at his work on Elizabeth, for only her throat was cut and her body left unmutilated; and in a frustrated frenzy he attacked Catherine within half-an-hour, and less than half-a-mile away. She had suffered gross mutilation: she was completely disemboweled, and her uterus and left kidney were missing.

*

These two new killings fuelled a public panic. Distressed by the failure of the police to find the culprit and prevent further killings, local residents had hastily formed a Whitechapel Vigilance Committee and hired two private detectives to investigate.

It was the chairman of this committee, George Lusk, who received a small parcel at his home on October 16. It contained a gruesome trophy: half a human kidney, which was declared to be, almost certainly, that of Catherine Eddowes. With it was a note in handwriting similar to that of the September 17 letter. Addressed ‘From hell’, and signed ‘Catch me when you can’, it read:


I send you half the Kidne I took from one women prasarved it for you tother piece I fried and ate it was very nise I may send you the bloody knif that took it out if you only wate a whil longer.



The pathologist who had examined the kidney, Dr Thomas Openshaw of the London Hospital, received a letter dated October 19. This, too, was in similar handwriting, and read in its entirety:


Old boss you was rite it was the left kidny i was goin to hopperate agin close to your ospitle just as i was goin to dror me nife along of er bloomin throte them cusses of coppers spoilt the game but i guess i wil be on the job soon and will send you another bit of innerds

Jack the Ripper

O have you seen the devle

with his mikerscope and scalpul

a looking at me kidney

with a slide cocked up



Whether this, so similar to the letters of September 17 and October 16, was nevertheless a hoax is open to debate. There is little doubt that a number of other letters, written during the following weeks by persons with a malicious intention to ‘keep the pot a-boiling’, were false.

*

The fifth killing in the series – and the last positively attributed to the Ripper – occurred in the early hours of November 9, and was the most horrific of all. Mary Jane Kelly was only 25 years old and was murdered, not in the street like the other victims, but in her rented room. There, the Ripper had plenty of time to complete his obscene mutilations. The girl’s head was almost severed from her body and her facial features hacked beyond recognition. Both breasts, and all the internal organs, were cut away and arranged around the corpse, and much of the flesh was stripped off and piled on a nearby table in a vast puddle of blood. Finally, the autopsy revealed that the killer had cut out Mary Jane’s heart – and taken it with him. After this, no more was heard of the Ripper.

Other later deaths were popularly attributed to him, but none of the victims suffered the characteristic mutilations. There are many possibilities, and innumerable theories have been advanced. Could he have been a lunatic who had temporarily absconded from the asylum, and then returned of his own free will? Was he one of those who were committed to a mental institution, for apparently unconnected reasons, by the end of 1888? Perhaps he had died – possibly of syphilis, which would explain his mental state and perverted sexual obsession – or committed suicide. There were even suggestions that he had left Britain, possibly for the United States. All that is certain is that he vanished from the streets of Whitechapel, to survive as no more than a hideous legend.

*

So, who was the Ripper? There were a number of witnesses who reported having seen a man in company with the later victims on the nights of the murders. Their descriptions had a certain consistency: he was ‘shabby-genteel’, dark, short in build, and might have been a foreigner. Other details did not match; and the description, such as it was, could have fitted many men to be found in the night-time streets of Whitechapel. The police had very little to go on, and many potential suspects. Over the years, well over one hundred names have been proposed by amateur researchers, but very few suspects stand up to detailed consideration.

One of the first suspects to attract police attention was the self-styled Dr ‘Roslyn d’Onston’ Stephenson. A practitioner of black magic, he wrote a number of articles about the Ripper case and was twice questioned by the police. His lover was the novelist Mabel Collins, and something that he showed her so horrified her that she became convinced he was the killer. But the authorities, apparently, were unable to establish any connection with the case.

Among those who may be considered a possible Ripper suspect are the following:

*

William Bury He was in London during the crucial months, and relocated with his wife to Dundee in January 1889. On February 5 he murdered his wife, mutilating her body in a characteristic way. On the walls of the basement in which they lived, police found the chalked messages: ‘Jack Ripper is at the back of this door’, and ‘Jack Ripper is in this seller [sic]’. Bury was hanged for his wife’s murder on April 24, 1889.

*

Aaron Cohen He was brought before the Whitechapel magistrates on December 7, 1888, as ‘a lunatic who had been found wandering at large’. He was committed to an asylum where he violently attacked other inmates, refused food, and died on October 20, 1889.

*

Montague John Druitt A schoolmaster and barrister, he was dismissed from his school, after ‘serious trouble’, on November 30, 1888, and his drowned body was found in the River Thames on December 31. Sir Melville Macnaghten, who became assistant chief constable of the Metropolitan Police in June 1889, named him as the most likely suspect in a memorandum that came to public attention only in 1959.

*

Aaron Kosminski A century after the Ripper killings, in October 1988, two FBI psychological profilers – John Douglas and Roy Hazelwood – were invited onto a British TV show to give their opinions on the possible identification of the suspect. They both agreed on Kosminski. He was a Polish Jew, a boot maker who arrived in London in 1882, and was diagnosed as suffering from syphilis six months before the first of the murders. Macnaghten had named him as another suspect, and in 1987 some marginal notes were found in a book that had been written by Sir Robert Anderson, who was for a time in charge of the Ripper investigation.

Anderson wrote: ‘. . . the only person who ever had a good view of the murderer unhesitatingly identified the suspect the instant he was confronted by him, but he refused to give evidence against him.’

The pencil notes in the margin, written by Chief Inspector Donald Swanson, Anderson’s predecessor, confirmed that this was Kosminski, who was committed to a lunatic asylum and died there in 1919.

More recently, the . . . British criminologist Professor David Canter argued that ‘to maintain the optimum distance that balances familiarity and risk, you would have to commit your crimes in a circular region around your home’. He drew up a map pinpointing the sites of the Ripper murders: at its centre lay the home of Kosminski’s brother, Wolf.

*

Michael Ostrog Macnaghten described him as: ‘. . . a mad Russian doctor and convict and unquestionably a homicidal maniac. The man was said to have been habitually cruel to women, and for a long time was known to have carried about with him surgical knives and other instruments; his antecedents were of the very worst, and his whereabouts at the time of the Whitechapel murders could never be satisfactorily accounted for.’

It is recorded that Ostrog was sentenced to two years imprisonment in Paris, France, on November 18, 1888.

*

Dr John Williams An unlikely suspect, but backed by some persuasive circumstantial evidence. In his book Uncle Jack, published in 2006, Tony Williams puts forward the name of his great-uncle as that of the Ripper. Dr Williams was a distinguished Victorian gynaecologist, a consultant to the royal family, and one of the founders of the National Library of Wales. However, his great-nephew received a mysterious box that had been passed down, which yielded a knife, some microscope slides – and a letter from 1888, in which Dr Williams stated that he had to be in Whitechapel that evening. Further research in the National Library archives uncovered a diary entry that appeared to confirm that Dr Williams had performed an abortion on Mary Ann Nichols – one of the Ripper’s victims – three years earlier.

Writers of all kinds have claimed to discover evidence that the Ripper was any one of a bizarre gallery of personalities. These include Queen Victoria’s grandson, Albert Victor, Duke of Clarence; Dr Thomas Barnardo, famous founder of a home for orphans; Lewis Carroll, author of the ‘Alice’ books and many more; ‘Walter’, author of the Victorian pornographic classic My Secret Life, who has been identified as William Hayward, engineer to the City of London Commissioner of Sewers; Leopold II, king of Belgium; the poet Algernon Swinburne; Sir William Gull, the Queen’s surgeon; and several other medical men.

Recently, two other possibilities have attracted a great deal of interest. In 1991, Michael Barrett, a small-time scrap dealer in Liverpool, England, produced a 63-page diary, written in an old Victorian scrapbook, that he claimed identified James Maybrick, a cotton importer, as the Ripper. On May 11, 1889, Maybrick died of arsenic poisoning and his American-born wife, Florence, was found guilty of his murder. It was known that, discovering her husband had a mistress, Florence herself had taken a lover. She consistently protested her innocence, was released from a term of life imprisonment after fifteen years, and died in the United States in 1941. The sensational claim made by the diary was that Maybrick had expressed his distress, on discovering his wife’s infidelity, by murdering prostitutes on his occasional visits to London. His death a few months later would explain why no further Ripper murders occurred.

The Diary of Jack the Ripper was published in Britain in 1993. Before its publication in the United States, it was examined by Maureen Casey Owens, who had been the Chicago Police Department’s forensic expert for 25 years. She declared it a fake. In 1994, Michael Barrett confessed to forging the diary, buying the scrapbook at a garage sale and the ink at an art supplies store. Later, he retracted this confession, and the jury is still out.

In 2002, renowned US crime fiction writer Patricia Cornwell published Portrait of a Killer, in which she asserted that the distinguished British painter Walter Sickert (1860-1942) was the Ripper. She compared his handwriting with that of certain letters, and also succeeded in having DNA on envelopes possibly matched to Sickert’s. The drawback to this theory is that the letters examined by Ms Cornwell were those that nearly every ‘Ripperologist’ agrees were hoax communications.

Only one thing is certain: the true identity of Jack the Ripper will never be satisfactorily established.
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