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Joel Rifkin was one of the most prolific serial killers in New York, claiming responsibility for the murders of 17 women—most of them drug-addicted prostitutes—by strangulation between 1989 and 1993. He was subsequently convicted of nine murders in 1994 and sentenced to 203 years to life. He would first become eligible for parole in 2197, at the age of 238.
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Joel David Rifkin was born on 20 January 1959 in New York to unwed teenage parents. He was adopted at the age of three weeks by Benjamin and Jeanne Rifkin. Ben was of Russian Jewish descent and Jeanne was Spanish and had converted to Judaism when she married. The Rifkins were so enamored of their new son that they adopted a daughter three years later.

In 1965 the Rifkins settled in East Meadow, Long Island. Rifkin attended first grade at Prospect Avenue Elementary School. Rifkin shared his mother’s love of photography and handicrafts and was a smart child; however, he never quite fit in with his peers.

Despite possessing an IQ of 128, Rifkin did poorly in school largely due to being bullied, and much to his father’s chagrin. His classmates dubbed him “The Turtle” due to his slouching posture and slow gait. Rifkin was often the butt of merciless and cruel jokes and excluded from team sports and neighborhood games. He was harassed constantly; from being assaulted in school and having his pants pulled down to having his lunch and books stolen.

Rifkin also suffered from undiagnosed severe dyslexia. In high school he was the stereotypical nerd replete with high-water pants, white socks, and glasses; however, his grades were subpar. One bully called Rifkin “an abuse unit [who] was subtly obnoxious, like his presence annoyed you.” He joined the track team, desperate to fit in, and was awarded the nickname “lard ass.” His teammates bullied him as well; hiding his clothes and shoving his head in the toilet. Rather than fight back, Rifkin, instead, invited his bullies over to his house to watch television and drink beer. Later, these same bullies stated that they used him and that he was easy to tease.

As for his romantic social life—or lack thereof—the few high school dates he managed to get ended disastrously. In one case, his track teammates trapped him in the gym and pelted him with eggs which forced Rifkin to call his father for help. Another potential date ended when bullies chased them out of the pizza parlor on foot, subsequently forcing his date to seek shelter in a nearby library.

High school happiness, belonging, and success continued to elude him. After failing miserably in sports Rifkin joined the yearbook staff and had his camera stolen. Nevertheless, he slaved to put together the senior yearbook despite these travails but was subsequently excluded from the year-end wrap party. According to Rifkin’s mother, this left him “absolutely devastated.” 

His parents gave him a car later that year which he used to troll for prostitutes. Among Rifkin’s fantasies were “some bondage” and “some rape” as well as “a gladiator type thing with two girls that would fight to the death.” Whereas his daydreams involved him raping and stabbing women, these fantasy victims were passively silent. After a 1972 viewing of Alfred Hitchcock’s Frenzy that was loosely based on Jack the Ripper of 1964-1965 London, Rifkin fixated on strangling prostitutes.

Whereas Rifkin did graduate high school in 1977—albeit at the bottom of his class—he never took to college despite several sporadic attempts to do so over the next 12 years and the belief that adulthood could not be worse. His first attempt at college was at the Nassau Community College on Long Island where he cut classes habitually due to boredom and restlessness. In his first academic year, 1977-1978, Rifkin only completed one course. He then transferred to the State University of New York (SUNY) at Brockport—just outside of Rochester—in fall 1978 where he worked as a photographer on the school’s newspaper The Stylus. After two more years of lackluster academic performance he dropped out again in 1980. During this time He had a girlfriend for a short time who remembered him as sweet yet always depressed. He went back to Nassau Community College again but only earned 12 credits before he finally dropped out for good in 1984.

As for employment, Rifkin also drifted in and out of odd jobs while living at home; none of which lasted very long due to his chronic absenteeism, poor hygiene, and general ineptitude. During his periods of idleness Rifkin dreamt of being a famous writer and often penned rather depressing poetry. Despite his efforts to leave his parents’ house and rent small apartments, his inability to maintain regular employment quashed these efforts and he would return home time after time. 

Most of his paltry and sporadic income he spent on prostitutes but even these women would take advantage of him. He was robbed by hookers and their pimps at least a dozen times. One female even duped him twice using the same scam to take his money before sex.  

At this time, Rifkin’s father was chronically ill with emphysema due to being a heavy smoker. In the fall of 1986 he was diagnosed with prostate cancer. In February 1987, Rifkin’s father committed suicide to end his cancer pain by overdosing on barbiturates and died after a four-day coma. Rifkin delivered his father’s eulogy at the funeral, even moving the mourners to tears which did little but fuel his own depression. After that, things seemed to go downhill quickly.

In August of that same year, Rifkin was arrested in Hempstead, Long Island, for soliciting sex from an undercover police officer. He was charged a fine and was able to keep this incident from his mother. Afterward, Rifkin traveled further to Manhattan to find prostitutes when the urge hit him and this incident served to improve his deviousness.

In 1988 Rifkin enrolled at the State College of Technology in Farmingdale, New York, in a two-year horticulture program and for the first time in his life he earned straight A’s for two consecutive semesters. This feat earned him selection for an internship at the prestigious Planting Fields Arboretum in Oyster Bay, New York. Not only was this appointment an honor, it had the unexpected bonus of a strong attraction to a pretty blonde female intern but Rifkin never gained the nerve to ask her out. Instead, he fabricated an elaborate fantasy affair but when she failed to reciprocate his “secret passion” he became extremely frustrated.

This proved to be the final straw.

As a hobby, Rifkin began collecting press clippings and books on serial killers who targeted prostitutes, including the at-that-time unidentified Green River Killer (later identified as Gary Ridgeway) and New York’s own Arthur Shawcross who was responsible for 14 murders during 1989. At some point Rifkin graduated from reading about these killers to emulating their brutal crimes. Amidst his fantasies, Rifkin claimed that he had to plan his first victim’s murder. By March 1989 Rifkin had admitted that his violent fantasies were “a little more intense than regular” and when his mother traveled out of state Rifkin took advantage of having the house to himself.
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The Crimes
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Rifkin’s first two victims were neither identified nor their bodies found until his confession in 1993. 

One night he was cruising Manhattan’s East Village for hookers and at approximately 10:00 p.m. he chose a young woman he remembers only as “Susie.” Susie was a hardcore addict who demanded that he stop repeatedly so she could score some crack before going back to his mother’s Long Island home. They had listless sex after which she asked Rifkin to take her out to find more drugs. Instead, he picked up a souvenir howitzer artillery shell and “lost control,” thus beating her furiously. He stated that he only stopped when he got tired. Surprisingly, Susie was still alive and bit him as he tried to move her which resulted in his strangling her to death. After stuffing her body into a plastic trash bag Rifkin cleaned up the blood and signs of struggle and took a several-hour nap as if nothing had happened. When he awoke he dragged Susie into the basement, placed her across the washer and dryer, and proceeded to dismember her corpse with an X-acto knife; placing body parts into garbage bags. He also severed her fingertips and pulled her teeth out with pliers to avoid the possibility of her identification. He put her disembodied head into an old paint can. Rifkin then loaded her into his mother car and proceeded to drive to New Jersey, dropping the head and legs in the woods near Hopewell. He returned to Manhattan and tossed her torso and arms into the East River. Thinking that he was careful he went on with his life.

However, on 5 March 1989 a golfer from the Hopewell Valley Golf Club had chased his ball into the woods and stumbled upon the paint can that contained Susie’s head. Rifkin subsequently suffered a severe anxiety attack after learning that Susie was HIV-positive. He followed the case closely as police attempted to identify the victim but the remaining tissue had been too far decomposed. This would remain a cold case until Rifkin confessed to it in 1993. 

Approximately 14 months later Rifkin claimed his second victim. It is believed that her murder occurred in late 1990 as Rifkin could not remember a specific date. The victim was Julie Blackbird who Rifkin selected for her “pseudo-Madonna look.” Rifkin took her back to his mother’s house when his mother was, again, out of town and they spent the night together. The next morning Rifkin remembered “completely bugging out” before beating her with a heavy table leg and, subsequently, strangling her. When she was dead Rifkin admitted to contemplating raping her corpse as serial killer Ted Bundy had done with his victims but stated that the idea repulsed him.

To prevent her body parts from being found, this time Rifkin purchased cement. He dismembered her body but this time placed the parts in buckets weighted with concrete. Her torso filled a milk crate alone. He threw Blackbird’s head and torso into the
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