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The 1970s were a carefree time in the history of the United States. Even though the love and peace of the previous decade were over, people still hitchhiked and accepted rides from helpful strangers. But during the summer of 1979, two depraved criminals terrorized the Los Angeles area by targeting and kidnapping young teenage girls. Their victims were mostly regarded as runaways, so the authorities noticed their crimes months after they were committed. With the discovery of their fifth and final victim, Lawrence Bittaker and Roy Norris got the nickname The Toolbox Killers because they used common instruments found in any household in order to inflict horrific pain to the objects of their desire. 

Early life

Lawrence Sigmund Bittaker was born on September 27th, 1940 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, United States. He had a very rough start because his birth parents didn’t want to have children, so they made a decision to put the newborn up for an adoption. He was placed in an orphanage, hoping that a loving couple would adopt him eventually. Lawrence didn’t have to wait for a long time because the Bittaker family came along and liked the young boy. They decided to become his parents and take care of little Lawrence. George Bittaker, Lawrence’s father worked for various aircraft companies, so the family didn’t have a permanent place of residence. Instead, they moved all across the United States. Lawrence was a very happy boy as he was growing up, but as soon as the puberty hit, he started acting up. 

He was only twelve years old when the police picked him up for shoplifting. It was just a minor crime, but this incident soon became the first in the string of events that followed. He would continue to steal small things and commit petty crimes until he was sixteen. The police were already familiar with the boy, and he had a record. Lawrence Bittaker is an extremely smart individual, and one surprising fact is that he has an IQ of 138. Unfortunately, as his police record grew he gradually started losing interest in school and learning. He thought it was useless and just a waste of time. Therefore, he decided to drop out when he was seventeen years old, which prevented him to graduate and earn a high school diploma. Of course, the Bittakers were disappointed in their son even more.

The family was living in California at the time, and since Lawrence was no longer a high school student, he would be out all day, hanging out with a wrong crowd or committing petty crimes. When he was almost eighteen years old, Lawrence stole a car, injured an innocent passer-by, and tried to run from the police. He was caught and arrested after a couple of hours. He was a minor, so the only place he could go was the California Youth Authority. Lawrence spent several months there and was released as soon as he turned eighteen. He was already blaming his parents for his bad behavior, claiming that they didn’t love him or pay attention to his needs. But he was absolutely shocked to find out that his parents disowned him and moved out of California. They didn’t leave an address or a telephone number, meaning that they left Lawrence to fend for himself. 

The arrests

Lawrence Bittaker took the disownment seriously and considered it to be the blessing because now he could do whatever he felt like doing. It took him just a couple of days to commit another crime that would get him arrested once again. He stole a car and tried to get it out of California. However, he was caught by the police and held in custody until the trial. The judge sentenced him to eighteen months of prison in 1959 and was sent to Oklahoma State Reformatory. He didn’t stay there for too long, and he got a transfer to a medical center in Springfield, Missouri. It was more suitable for a nineteen years old prisoner because Bittaker was not yet considered to be a serious criminal. After all, he was mostly stealing vehicles up to that point so the authorities still believed that he could be rehabilitated. He was released in 1960, and everyone hoped he had learned his lesson. He spent just a couple of months outside. 

Bittaker was caught during a robbery in Los Angeles and was once again in jail. This time his offenses were taken seriously, and the judge sentenced him to fifteen years behind the bars. Having in mind Bittaker’s history of crimes, the judge also ordered a psychiatric examination, hoping they could uncover the underlying factors of his antisocial behavior. The psychiatrist who performed the examination noticed that Bittaker was highly intelligent with the ability to manipulate the people around him. He also noted high levels of aggression he kept deep inside of himself. Of course, he didn’t serve the full sentence and was released after only two years behind the bars. Bittaker violated his parole at the end of 1964, so he was returned to prison. The professionals didn’t want to give up on him, and he attended psychotherapy. He was treated by several psychiatrists during the years that followed. 

While Bittaker didn’t seem too chatty in the beginning, he would share some information about his life with the doctors. Their analysis would be confirmed later on because they concluded that Bittaker truly enjoyed the crimes he had committed. They made him feel like he was above everyone and everything. Bittaker was taking medications that would help him become a regular member of the society and control his urges. He was released on parole in June of 1967 due to good behavior. A couple of weeks later, he violated that parole and was back in prison. He was then sentenced to an additional five years but got out in 1970. The freedom didn’t last long, and he would be in and out of the prison for at least two times before 1974 when he committed his first serious crime. 

Bittaker was in a supermarket one day, and he decided to steal a steak by hiding it underneath his clothes. A young clerk who was working at the market named Gary Louie saw him take the steak and he watched what would Bittaker do next. When the clerk saw Bittaker going out of the store, straight to the parking lot, he followed him and asked politely if he had forgotten something, alluding to the fact that he should pay for the steak. Bittaker simply stabbed the young man right there on the parking lot. He missed his heart by inches. Bittaker was then captured by Louie’s fellow clerks who worked at the supermarket and waited for the authorities to show up. Meanwhile, Louie was seriously injured but managed to pull through. Bittaker was charged for the assault with the deadly weapon. This time he was supposed to serve his sentence in California Men's Colony located in San Luis Obispo.

Meeting Roy Norris

Lawrence Bittaker committed crimes on his own, and he never had any help from another person. Once he arrived at California Men’s Colony, he met Roy Norris who was a convicted sexual predator. He was also well connected in the prison because he managed to smuggle in the contraband drugs. Not to forget that he was on friendly terms with several prison gangs. Bittaker and Norris didn’t talk too much after their initial contact. But Norris was interesting to Bittaker, and he even shared the knowledge on how to make jewelry which made the friendship blossom. Regardless of his connections, Norris did have problems with fellow inmates. He was often attacked and beaten. But Bittaker saved him during one attack and that made Norris trust him. The two started discussing their crimes openly.

While Norris had a long history of sexual misconduct, Bittaker was a different type of criminal up to that point. However, he did express the general hatred towards women and wouldn’t mind hurting them. As horrible as it might sound, Norris was thrilled that he had finally met someone who he could trust, so he shared his deepest and darkest fantasies with Bittaker. The two would plan the rapes and murders they want to commit for hours, with Bittaker suggesting that if they did, in fact, rape a woman together, they ought to kill her in order to prevent getting caught. Releasing a witness that could identify them was a huge mistake. Norris was very fond of teenage girls and wanted to rape as many as he could. Bittaker supported that idea completely even though he never raped anyone. But the idea of torturing and killing a young girl sounded intriguing to him. 

Bittaker was set to be released before Norris, and the two knew that they would be separated soon. They promised to keep in touch as Bittaker was released in October of 1978. He went straight to Los Angeles, California which was a part of his parole and found a job. Focusing on staying out of trouble until Norris was released, he did his work perfectly. He moved into a residential area and did his best to appear normal to his neighbors. He helped them fix things around their homes and participated in neighborhood activities. Bittaker socialized with the local teenagers as well, mostly because he always had alcohol and weed around his house. 

Teaming up

Ray Norris was set free only three months after Lawrence Bittaker. Knowing that his friend was in the area, he asked his mother if he could stay with her for a while in her house in Redondo Beach. Hoping that he could keep up the appearance of the rehabilitated criminal, Norris looked for jobs as soon as he moved back in. Bittaker certainly didn’t forget about his buddy, and he contacted him just a couple of weeks after the release. They exchanged the letters, confirming that they are still on the same page about getting together. They selected a hotel as their rendezvous spot and finally saw each other outside the prison walls. Now they were free to do whatever they wanted. 

As soon as they sat down, Bittaker and Norris started going over their plan. Making the teenage girls trust them was step one, and kidnapping was next. But in order to do so, they needed a vehicle. A car simply couldn’t do because it was too small and confined. They needed space to attack their future victims. Even though they agreed that a van might be more noticeable, Bittaker and Norris concluded it could be their best option for the crimes they wanted to commit. Norris pitched in with some money and Bittaker purchased a large silver van in February of 1979. It was ideal because there were no windows in the back and their victims could be pulled in without realizing what was happening because of the sliding doors.

Convinced that they will not be caught if they practice in advance and plan every single move, the duo made a decision to take things slowly. They started picking up hitchhikers as soon as they got the van, training for the actual assaults. It has been confirmed that they gave a lift to more than twenty unsuspecting girls from February to June of 1979. They didn’t harm them in any way but simply tested out the techniques that could work when they finally agree to set the plan into motion. Bittaker and Norris also drove around during that period, scouting different areas around Los Angeles and looking for the perfect place in which they could be alone with their victims. One day while driving on San Gabriel Mountains, they stumbled upon a deserted fire road that was secured with a gate and a lock. Norris returned there the following day with the tools that enabled him to cut the chain and put their own lock. Even though it was evident that the fire road was not in use for some time, the two of them were still paranoid that someone might get there by accident. Changing the lock ensured that they would have the privacy once they catch their first victim. The fire road was a good place for dumping the bodies because the chances they would be discovered were pretty low. 

The toolbox killers

It was the morning of June 24th, 1979 when Bittaker and Norris finished preparing the van for their first victim. They customized the back part by adding a bed with a toolbox underneath. The van was also equipped with a small fridge in which they could keep food and drinks. Satisfied with their work, Bittaker and Norris drove the van to the beach in order to celebrate and drink. But the two of them knew that everything was ready for the beginning of their planned series of rapes and murders.  Lucinda Lynn Schaefer attended a meeting at her local church in the evening, and she passed near the place where the two men were hanging out. She was sixteen years old, blonde, and quite beautiful. Norris saw her first and pointed the girl out to Bittaker. 

The two of them tried to get Lynn Schaefer into the van by suggesting they would smoke marijuana inside not knowing that the girl is highly religious and would never do something like that. In the end, they parked the vehicle next to the street she was walking on and dragged her inside through the sliding door. Bittaker was in the front seat, trying to get them to San Gabriel Mountains while Norris subdued the girl by tying her up with duct tape. Lynn screamed loudly at first, but she did realize that it was futile. Once they reached the fire road, Norris was the first one who raped her, then Bittaker did the same, and Norris repeated the attack for the second time. The two men then started discussing whether they should kill her or not. Bittaker told Norris that leaving the witnesses would get them caught, so Norris tried strangling her with his hands. Shocked by the look in Lynn’s eyes, he let her go. Sensing the weakness in his partner, Bittaker stepped in with a wire coat hanger and killed the girl without hesitation. They wrapped her body in a shower curtain and dropped Lynn over a cliff at San Gabriel Mountains knowing that the animals would eat all the evidence. 

On July 8th, 1979 Bittaker and Norris were driving on the Pacific Coast Highway when they saw Andrea Joy Hall walking by the road. She was only eighteen at the time and trying to get a ride from someone. They wanted to pick her up but another car stopped right in front of the van, giving Andrea a ride to Redondo Beach. Not wanting to give up because they were certain that Andrea was their next victim, Norris and Bittaker followed the car and watched Andrea get out. Knowing that the girl will be unwilling to get into the van if both of them were inside, Norris hid in the back as Bittaker stopped the vehicle, offering Andrea a cold drink. She agreed, climbed in the back of the van, and then Norris appeared. He grabbed her hands while Bittaker sped away to San Gabriel Mountains. They parked at the same fire road and the two men sexually assaulted the girl three times. 

At one point, Norris panicked that someone might have seen them because he could see the lights in the woods but it was a false alarm. However, they agreed to move further into the mountains. Andrea was forced to walk half of the way, and Bittaker took Polaroid photos of the girl as well. Norris needed some alcohol so he drove off, leaving Bittaker alone with the girl. Bittaker told Andrea that he would kill her unless she managed to change his mind. It was not going to work no matter what she said. Bittaker stabbed her with an ice pick in both ears, but she was still alive. He then strangled her with his hands and dropped Andrea’s body off a cliff. When Norris came back with his beer, he found Bittaker all alone with two Polaroid photos he took of Andrea. 

As the summer came to the end, the local residents still had no idea that there are two serial killers among them. The disappearances of the young women were regarded as runaways, and the police were certain that they will turn up soon. On September 3rd, 1979 Jackie Doris Gilliam and Jacqueline Leah Lamp were hitchhiking on Pacific Coast Highway. The two friends were thirteen and fifteen years old. Norris and Bittaker saw them, stopped the van, and offered them some weed. They were excited to try it, so the two of them got into the van. One girl noticed that they were driving away from the highway, towards the mountains and that’s when they realized that something bad might happen to them. The younger girl tried to get out of the moving van but Norris hit her in the head. The second girl tried to help her friend, but she was quickly tied up. Norris and Bittaker reached San Gabriel Mountains and stayed there for two days. They tortured and sexually assaulted the girls during the time the van was parked on the fire road. Bittaker was obsessed with taking Polaroids of their victims, so he took Lamp to the woods, forcing the young girl to pose for him. Norris did the same with Gilliam. Bittaker went one step further and recorded the rape of Gilliam on the audio tape. 

Luckily, the tape in question was never found. Getting tired of the girls, Bittaker took the ice pick once again and stabbed Gilliam in the head. Knowing that the girl will likely survive the blow, he proceeded to strangle her with a wire. Lamp was then brought out of the van and Norris hit her in the head with a hammer. As she was being dragged out, Bittaker told her: “You wanted to stay a virgin; now you can die a virgin!” Norris knocked her out, and Bittaker put his arms around the girl’s throat. But she struggled and managed to survive the initial murder attempt. The two men were shocked when she showed signs of life, so they continued to hit and strangle her. They left the bodies on the mountain. 

Bittaker and Norris didn’t kill anyone for over a month as Halloween season rolled in. Of course, they were driving around, looking for teenage girls. But it seemed like they got too confident because this time they decided to stay local and kidnap their next victim from a very public place. They saw Shirley Lynette Ledford on a gas station, trying to find a ride back home. Ledford was a waitress at a restaurant frequented by Bittaker, so the chances are she recognized the man and found him to be non-threatening. She didn’t mind the company of Norris either and sat beside him in the back of the van. But shortly after, Norris jumped on her, tying up her arms and gagging her mouth. Bittaker didn’t even try to wait until they got to the fire road deep in the mountains. Instead, he allowed Norris to drive through the suburbs of Los Angeles as he climbed in the back of the van. He then tortured the girl with the pliers, telling her to scream as loudly as she could. 

Meanwhile, he turned on the tape recorder in order to capture the girl’s suffering as he inflicted pain on her with various tools including a hammer. Bittaker then raped and sodomized the girl. Once he was done, Norris entered the back of the van, repeating the deeds as well as recording everything. Ledford was tortured for two hours, and Norris put an end to her misery by strangling her with a wire hanger. Thinking that it might be time for the public to find out about them, Bittaker left her body on a lawn, hoping to read about the reactions in the newspapers. Ledford’s mutilated body was discovered the next day by a jogger. The police were in a state of shock, especially after learning about the teenager’s excessive injuries. The autopsy revealed the severity of the torture she endured in a single night, and the law enforcement knew that they had to catch the person who did that as soon as possible. The media was all over the story, giving the duo a nickname – the Toolbox Killers. 

The investigation and arrest

Jimmy Dalton was an inmate in the California Men's Colony at the same time period as Norris. The two reconnected in November of 1979 and Norris simply started confessing to everything he had done in the past several months. He also added that several girls managed to get away from them, as well as that they let go of one rape victim without killing her. Confused and baffled about what he should do with this information, Dalton called his lawyer who advised him to say everything he knew to the police. He contacted the Los Angeles Police Department, saying that he knew about a total of five murder of teenage girls. Dalton was not taken seriously at first but as soon as he started describing the details of the murder of Shirley Ledford, the authorities suspected they might be onto something. 

A girl named Robin Robeck reported a rape to the Redondo Police Department, and detective Paul Bynum had a difficult task of connecting and confirming the information given by Dalton. While Robeck gave a general description of the van and the men who had assaulted her, she couldn’t identify them with certainty. Bynum showed her a series of mugshots, and Robeck picked out Norris and Bittaker as the duo who had assaulted her. In November of 1979, both Norris and Bittaker were placed under surveillance. The police hoped they will be caught in the act. However, the officers observed Norris dealing drugs. That was more than enough to arrest him for parole violation. Bittaker’s hotel room was searched and the police discovered he was in possession of drugs. The man was taken into custody as well. 

The search of Bittaker’s place of the residence revealed that he was in possession of several Polaroids depicting the girls who were reported missing during the summer. The infamous van was also searched, and the authorities discovered a full toolbox that was used for murders and torture, as well as an audio recording of Shirley Lynette Ledford. Norris’ apartment contained even more Polaroids and several souvenirs, namely bracelets worn by the missing girls. At that point, the police were certain that Jimmy Dalton was telling the truth.

Norris’ confession and the trials

Charged with the rape of Robin Robeck, Norris was at first elusive, refusing to speak to the detectives. However, he soon started spilling out the details about the crimes the duo had committed because it was clearly the only way to save himself. He shared plenty of gruesome details that painted Bittaker in a bad light while claiming that Norris was merely in it because he was afraid of the other man. According to Norris, he went along because he only wanted to assault the girls, but Bittaker was fascinated with torture and inflicting pain on others. The police had discovered only one body, and Norris confessed to four more murders. He revealed that the girls were killed on a fire road in San Gabriel Mountains, and Norris agreed to take the police officers to the locations where they disposed of the bodies. Considering the rough terrain and the wild animals, it is a miracle that the
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