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There are no serial killers here. Serial killers are an American invention, a Western decadence that could never exist in our motherland.

Politburo member just before the fall of the Soviet Union in 1988

“Remember this, every son, know this, any child, any son will grow into a pig if he starts out as a piglet.”

The boy went away happy and Munchkin decided: “I will do good, and not bad!”

Vladimir Mayakovsky, Soviet poet, 1893–1930
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DEDICATION

Many of the scenes in this book are extremely graphic because it is essential not to sanitize the violence in order to convey the brutal reality of being a serial killer’s victim. We should never forget or ignore what these innocent people went through during the last awful moments of their lives.

For that reason, I dedicate this book to all the victims of the serial killers of Russia, a nation whose beauty has been scarred by so many decades of violence.

You are not forgotten.



AUTHOR’S NOTE

The real truth about many of these gruesome murders is exposed here for the first time in defiance of the veil of secrecy thrown over these crimes by the Soviet Union and its successor, Putin’s Russia.

However, I’ve occasionally had to deduce certain aspects of these events in order to ensure each story flows from a dramatic perspective because my main aim is to enhance rather than detract from the impact of these horrifying murder stories. This means that, while all scenes have been inspired by real circumstances, occasionally dialogue has been expanded, and certain names and locations have been changed out of respect for the victims and their families.

I make no apologies in advance to those of you who are squeamish about such graphic scenes because there is no way to water down what these killers have done.

These stories provide a unique perspective into a deadly nation through page-turning prose intended to grip readers from the start to finish of each case. The accuracy of the murders themselves, their causes and their consequences is irrefutable.



INTRODUCTION: IN THE EYE OF THE STORM

To understand a serial killer’s motivation, it’s crucial to get beneath their skin and find out what makes them tick. In this book, I’ve reported their crimes but also unpeeled the lives of these murderers by revealing events that so clearly contributed towards turning them into psychopaths.

Over the past 30 years, I’ve encountered male and female serial killers in prisons across the world while researching my books and TV documentaries. Most struck me as empty, soulless characters who obviously lacked empathy and, more often than not, charisma. By the time I talked to them, they’d mostly been broken by the reality of facing a one-way trip to the execution chamber or the rest of their lives in prison. I concluded that Hollywood’s enigmatic Hannibal Lecter-type version of serial killers was a long way off the personalities of the real murderers. That is, until I found myself working and living in California in 1995.

One morning, my agent called me about meeting someone who had a “unique book project” at a small, rundown dive bar just off Hollywood Boulevard, in the centre of Los Angeles. When I asked my agent who the subject was, he laughed and told me all would be revealed when I met him. Three hours later, I was sitting in a shabby, threadbare maroon velvet corner booth in the far end of the bar when my agent walked in alongside a man with flowing blond hair and a beard. Dressed like a fashionable lumberjack, complete with denim jacket, checked shirt and jeans, he resembled a laid-back young Californian university professor. The pair headed straight to where I was sitting. We shook hands, and he refused an offer of a drink, sat down and then introduced himself. Up until that point, no one – including myself – in the tavern that day had the vaguest notion he was the nation’s most wanted man.

Glen Rogers, aged 33, was on the run and wanted in connection with at least half a dozen random killings of women. Millions of Americans were transfixed by the televised nationwide hunt for him because he didn’t fit the usual profile of a serial killer. He’d just been nicknamed by the media as “The Cross Country Killer” (because he was on the run heading west across America) when he plucked my literary agent’s name out of the Hollywood yellow pages and phoned him. Rogers wanted someone to write his life story before he was either arrested or mowed down in a hail of police bullets.

Three elderly drunks downed bourbon shots at the main bar as a scratchy old jukebox next to us blared out “Riders in the Storm” by The Doors. Rogers then carefully placed his hands down on the table between us as if to assure me he was not armed, and then he began to speak.

“Please don’t judge me,” said Rogers quietly, while constantly panning his eyes around the dimly lit bar to see if anyone had recognized him. “I want folks out there to understand how I became this person. Things happen in your life – especially when you’re a kid – and those events send you in one of two directions. I went down the road marked The Devil and from then on I didn’t care who I hurt. People meant nothing to me. They were just objects that got in my way. I didn’t consider them as flesh and bone. They were just stopping me from having what I wanted.” What followed were allegations by Rogers of a harrowing, abuse-filled childhood filled with unimaginable horrors. He talked about being sexually abused and abandoned. As he spoke, tears welled up in his eyes, and it was clear he meant every measured word that he was saying.

The reason for mentioning Rogers here is that I never forgot his words. I have no way of knowing if his specific claims were true because his book never materialized. A few days after that meeting, he was arrested following a dramatic 13-mile police car chase on the outskirts of Waco, Kentucky. But meeting Glen Rogers in person that day made me fully appreciate for the first time that what so often happens to serial killers before they cross that line is as important as the crimes they ultimately commit. And that is one of the main reasons why this book reveals so much about the backgrounds and damage that turned many of these individuals into psychopathic killers, as well as outlining their appalling crimes. The soul was starved and beaten out of many of these characters before they were old enough to read and write. As a result, they grew up unable to relate to the emotions most of us take for granted.

Many of the Soviet Union’s state-appointed psychiatrists during the nation’s communist rule insisted that all mass murderers had been born to kill and that there was little that could be done to prevent them from committing their heinous crimes. These experts shrugged their shoulders and gave the impression that “people hunters”, as they called serial killers back then, were in their country to stay. But what is it about the nation’s psyche during those often-harsh Soviet times that made these homicidal criminals believe they could get away with mass murder?

One answer may be suggested by my experiences during a visit I made to Vladimir Putin’s home city of Leningrad (now St Petersburg) back in 1965. I was with my mother on a 10-day holiday. It seemed an unwelcoming, grey, lifeless sort of place back then, where few tourists ever dared to venture. As a nine-year-old English schoolboy, I was looked on as something of a novelty by hotel staff. Out on the often-deserted city streets, no one seemed prepared to look me in the eye, let alone smile. But that strange vacation has remained embedded in my memory for one much more significant reason. It cuts right to the heart of this troubled nation.

On the fifth day of that holiday in Leningrad I was trapped in a broken-down hotel elevator with six Russians for eight hours. No one said a word to try and reassure me that everything would be okay. I clearly remember that it felt as if those adults in the lift with me didn’t dare shout for help or bang on the walls to get us rescued. It was as if all the spirit had been knocked out of them. Even when we were finally rescued, they simply trooped stony-faced out of the hotel as if nothing had happened. It has always stayed with me that citizens back then just kept their heads down and tried to avoid challenging authority. No wonder so many serial killers began emerging from the Soviet Union around this time.

Communism itself had been sold to the Russian people as the answer to all their problems. It was supposed to mean equality for all. A fair and even-minded society where people could go about their business and enjoy a safe, healthy life. It never turned out that way. Some of the serial killers featured here were undoubtedly victims of the failure of that political system, which had been so readily adopted by idealistic twentieth-century revolutionaries, some of whom turned into despotic, power-crazy dictators and bullies. The new Russia that emerged in the 1990s from the ashes of the old communist regime wasn’t much better, either. It was riddled with corruption, and many of the attitudes that dominated the old Soviet regime still exist to this day.

Rest assured; this book is not going to come up with lame excuses for the abysmal crimes committed by these serial killers. However, my investigations into the background of some of the murderers featured in this book have exposed why so many of these killings were not properly investigated at the time they occurred.

Police in Russia refused to contemplate that some of the killers in their midst could be women. The macho, table-thumping, vodka-swilling, arm-wrestling typical Russian male back then, a type prevalent in police forces, believed that women – the supposedly weaker sex – were not capable of such heinous crimes. As a result, a number of female serial killers continued their reigns of terror for much longer than their male counterparts. This, despite the fact that they should have been easier to track down because they tended to kill people they knew, often for financial gain and because they needed to “gather” resources to provide for their offspring.

Yet when Soviet police officers and their Russian successors finally chose to acknowledge that some of these killers were female, they denigrated them by giving them cheesy nicknames like “Jolly Jane” or “Tiger Woman”. The clear inference was that their gender made them more “amusing” and less harmful than their male equivalents.



PROLOGUE: WHEN THE DAMAGE WAS DONE

So what made the collective Russian psyche what it was? Many remain convinced that centuries of struggles between the forces of good and evil left this proud country in a murderous fury, angry at the suffering it had been exposed to for so long. However, there is one specific period in Russia’s recent history that deadened the minds of so many and changed their mentality for ever. 

At least 20 million Russians perished during the Second World War – making it many more times deadly to come from that nation than any other during the conflict. When Hitler’s armies surged into Russia in 1941, its citizens found themselves trapped, hungry and under constant bombardment from the Germans. And as the days turned into weeks, months and years, and with winter temperatures often dropping to minus 40, many perished from starvation and the cold.

Hitler knew the Soviet Union would be difficult to conquer but ordered his armed forces to divert manpower and artillery to the Eastern Front on a huge scale, convinced that if he took over Russia then he would go on to conquer the world. Dozens of Wehrmacht divisions, each with more than 10,000 men plus thousands of tanks and guns, supported by packs of combat planes and bombers, pulverized the Soviet Union. They specifically targeted the nation’s food supplies by blitzkreiging factories and strafing convoys of trucks trying to get food to citizens in the most isolated regions.

By the autumn of 1941, the Soviet Union was left with less than three months of food supplies. Red Army soldiers on the Eastern Front were broken and starving. Food rations throughout the rest of Russia were down to a few hundred grams per day for manual workers and even less for other civilians. Bread handed out to the population was blended with sawdust to make it seem filling. When German bombs destroyed food storage units and sugar was melted into the ground by the explosions, desperate citizens resorted to digging up the sweetened earth, then mixing it with flour and cooking it. Murders were often committed in order to steal other people’s ration cards. Families took dead loved ones to ration stations and pretended they were still alive so they could claim their rations. Those in charge of dishing out those meagre rations often stole food for themselves – or exchanged it for sexual favours.

Eventually, a large number of Russia’s citizens were reduced to walking skeletons. Corpses began to litter the streets of most cities. As one eyewitness, Aleksandra Liubovskaia, wrote: “People are shrivelled up, their breasts sunken in, their stomachs enormous, and instead of arms and legs just bones poke out through wrinkles.” One teenager in Leningrad admitted in a letter to his own father: “I’m becoming like an animal. There is no worse feeling than when all your thoughts are on food.”

No wonder some of those who remained alive began to do the unthinkable and eat the bodies of the dead. Mothers smothered their youngest children to provide human meat for their older offspring. Some husbands killed their wives to feed their children and other relatives.

Eventually, special police units were set up in the centre of most war-ravaged cities to combat cannibalism. But they still struggled to prevent citizens from eating the dead, and sometimes killing the living, in order to survive. Tens of thousands of people were arrested for cannibalism during the first three years of the 1940s. Many continued doing it even after the Germans finally retreated in early 1943. And some of those who were arrested for eating other humans were sentenced to death. The spectre of cannibalism had been ingrained in the lives of so many Soviet citizens by the time the war ended that they believed it was the only way to survive.

Today, Russia has many bustling modern cities, and there are few reminders of the suffering that occurred seven decades ago. But for at least 30 years during the second half of the last century, it turned into the most damaged nation on earth. During that period, the world assumed that America was the home of serial killers. Newspaper headlines and TV news bulletins gave the clear impression that such mass murderers thrived most of all in the supposedly decadent United States. 

Criminologists have since discovered that Russia and its communist predecessor the Soviet Union had become a secret breeding ground for serial killers, decades before its enemies in the West. Data recently compiled by world-renowned criminologists has uncovered an unprecedented outbreak of serial killings in Russia, which began in the late 1960s and has continued well into the twenty-first century.

Antiquated police investigative techniques, combined with an authoritarian regime hell-bent on never revealing negative aspects of their country, contrived to keep Russia’s secret serial killers out of the public eye. Law enforcement in the latter days of the old Soviet Union lacked the large-scale computerized databases that would have linked so many of the multiple killings that have tainted this nation for so long. DNA fingerprints – which helped solve so many serious crimes in the Western world from the late 1980s – were considered an unreliable Western invention by the Russians until the end of the 1990s. Others, more recently, have blamed Russia’s lack of CCTV cameras for having enabled many of these blood-thirsty killers to stalk their prey without ever being spotted. In the West, CCTV monitoring is far more commonplace, and criminologists believe it has been a huge deterrent for potential serial murderers in recent decades.

Russia’s police have also played other disturbing roles in aiding the nation’s serial killers to remain at liberty. Overt corruption and a general disdain for the lives of many supposedly “low-life” victims undoubtedly helped spread serial killing across the country. Russian law enforcement is also notorious for its obsession with making arrests, regardless of guilt or innocence. Over-zealous police officers are known to have regularly forced confessions out of innocent citizens suspected of being serial killers. Some ended up being executed before the real killers were ever brought to justice. The message is loud and clear: you don’t want to be arrested by Russian police because they’re capable of framing you for a crime just to keep their bosses happy.

No wonder the Russian serial murderers who were finally brought to justice said after their arrests that they knew only too well that the police were unlikely to ever catch them. The state-controlled media also played a role in this cover-up. They were often not allowed to publish or televise details of these types of mass murders. Poor lines of communication, broken social services and an inbuilt fear of upsetting the authorities helped Russia maintain its dirtiest secret of all for decades.

Today’s supposedly bold new capitalist Russia stubbornly refuses to release the details of many serial killings committed within their borders because they continue to be embarrassed by the failings of their predecessors and the perception of Russia in the eyes of the rest of the world. “Russia overtook the United States as the world’s serial killing capital long ago,” one renowned criminologist recently told me. “It’s only now we’re gradually learning the truth about so many of these abysmal crimes.”

Serial killing is like Russia’s own mini-pandemic. For years, the authorities covered up many of these random murders in the mistaken belief that a lack of publicity would deter other potential serial killers emerging from the shadows because they wouldn’t have the oxygen of publicity to encourage them to commit their heinous murders. This approach has actually had the opposite effect, as many Russian detectives didn’t even bother to mount proper investigations to bring these killers to justice because there was so little pressure from the public to catch them.

Not much happens in today’s Russia without President-for-life Vladimir Putin’s approval. Inside the Kremlin, it’s been said that in recent years he personally encouraged the nation’s police chiefs to continue ignoring most serial killings because revealing them in public would give his beloved country a bad name. There have been allegations that a number of Russia’s most prolific serial killers have been tracked down by Putin’s secret agents and offered freedom in exchange for carrying out executions on behalf of the state.

And then of course there is the vast size of Russia, which helped turn it into the ultimate playground for so many serial killers. The deserted landscape and huge distances between cities provided many of these killers with a perfect escape route, as well as the ability to confuse inter-regional police forces who struggled to co-operate with each other and who tend to reject ultimate responsibility for each slaying. As one California-based FBI profiler of serial killers explained: “Russia ticks all the right boxes for serial killers. Vast open spaces. Inefficient law enforcement. An often cold, dismissive response when it comes to the death of the innocent. I’m certain the serial killings we now finally know about in Russia represent no more than 20 per cent of all such murders in recent times.” 

From what we do know, this book chronicles some of Russia’s most gruesome, disturbing serial killings. For many years after they were committed, these killings were hidden from the world by paranoid politicians and law enforcement agents embarrassed by their inability to take these psychopaths off the streets – though if they had done so, it might well have helped save many innocent lives.
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