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GARY HEIDNIK

CHRISTA PIKE

Gary Heidnik was a serial killer whose rampage lasted from 1986-87. He built and designed a torture chamber in the basement of his home in North Philadelphia where he lured both prostitutes and mentally challenged adults, holding them captive for sex. 

Heidnik constructed this house of horrors over the course of several months. He dug up the basement, bought chains to hold down the women and bars for the windows. 

Experts are split on the verdict of whether Gary was pure evil or simply insane. What is certain, was that his goal was to have his own harem.  A place where he could have his own “farm” of women who would give birth to his children. 

He realized that no woman would undergo this voluntarily so he decided to begin abducting them, one by one, in the winter of 1986...

BIRTH OF A MONSTER

Gary grew up in the Eastlake suburb of Cleveland, Ohio, born to Michael and Ellen Heidnik on November 22nd, 1943. His parents would divorce when he was three years old. Gary and his younger brother Terry would then live with their mother for four years but she could not handle both the two young boys in her struggle with alcoholism. At the age of seven, both he and his brother were sent to live with their father who now had a new wife and family of his own.  

“We came from Ohio,” Gary's niece, Shannon recalled. “We’re Pennsylvania Dutch, Irish, and something else. German, I think. The whole family was screwed up and weird. My mom told me how their dad beat Gary real bad with a toy wooden airplane because he peed his pants. His dad was an alcoholic, and his mom took poison. They found her in the basement. She was tired of the abuse. They were really sick parents, and they gave their kids some serious problems. Gary and my dad left Ohio at some point, and I’m not exactly sure how we wound up in Pennsylvania.”

Gary and his father were always at odds. As a young boy, would wet his bed and his father would humiliate him by hanging his urine stained sheets outside his bedroom window. Gary would remain a lifelong bed-wetter. 

Gary was insufferably shy in school and refused to talk to his fellow classmates. On one occasion, a girl felt sorry for him as no one ever spoke to him. She asked if he finished his homework and Gary responded by berating her. 

“You're not worthy enough to talk to me,” he screamed. 

He also had a lump shaped head, which both he and his brother stated came as the result of falling out of a tree. 

Despite his anti-social behavior, Gary had exceptional intelligence. He did well on school tests and was reported to have a genius level IQ of between 130-150. His father wanted him to attend a military academy as Gary would obsess about Army and Marine life. He would eventually drop out of high school and join the U.S. Army after he turned seventeen. 

Highly intelligent, Gary adapted well to Army training. He stayed in the service for a little over a year and was graded “excellent” by his drill sergeant during basic training. Gary wanted to serve in the military police but his application was rejected as the Army would send him to medical training instead. 

He received his medic certifications in San Antonio before being transferred to Landstuhl, West Germany where he would work at the 46th Army Surgical Hospital. 

In August of 1962, Gary would not come into work at the hospital. Instead, he would be a patient, complaining of a severe headache, nausea and vomiting. After a physical examination, the physician on duty noticed that Gary also displayed symptoms of mental illness. 

“In the ’60s,” prosecutor Charlie Gallagher said. “He went in the Army and he wanted to get a certain kind of training (military police), but they ended up training him as a medic. Then they sent him to Germany, and I think he didn’t like the assignment, didn’t like being in Germany. So he started thinking, “How can I beat this?” He just stopped obeying orders. He finally got them to give him a medical discharge. Eventually, he wound up with 100 percent disability, because he was able to convince the doctors that he was crazy. He’s been faking all his life.”

One of Gary's closest friends, John Cassidy, corroborates this story. 

“I met Gary in ’74 or ’75 in Philly,”  Cassidy said. “He claimed the Army gave him LSD while he was in Germany. Sometime over there, he had a nervous breakdown. A legitimate, real nervous breakdown. And then he said he got this brilliant idea. He said, when he came out of it, why the hell should I come out of it if I can get disability?”

Two months after his initial complaint, he was transferred to a military hospital in Philadelphia where he was diagnosed as a schizophrenic. 

The Army then honorably discharged him from service. 

BACK IN SOCIETY

Re-entering civilian life, Gary found work as a licensed practical nurse (LPN) at a Veterans Administration hospital in Coatesville, PA. He exhibited rude and bizarre behavior towards patients, all of whom had mental issues themselves. He was fired from the hospital and then spent the next twenty-five years in and out of psychiatric facilities. Gary would claim to have tried to commit suicide over thirteen times.

As his niece stated, Gary came from a family where mental illness was the norm. His mother committed suicide in 1970 when Gary was twenty-six. A lifelong alcoholic and depressive, she drank mercuric chloride to end her life. 

His brother Terry's mental health wasn't much better than his own as he also spent time in psychiatric facilities and tried to kill himself on numerous occasions. 

A year after his mother's death, Gary turned to religion.

A religion of his own making.

He opened a church called the United Church of the Ministers of God. He started with only five followers, most of whom were mentally retarded adults from a nearby board and care facility. 

“There was a sign on his house,” Gallagher said. “United Church of the Ministers of God. He had an ID card as Bishop Heidnik, in a Roman collar. With the checks he was getting from the Army and Social Security, he started investing the money in his church’s name. The first thing he invested in was Playboy ... and later he lost a lot of money on Crazy Eddie. Eventually, he changed $1,500 in investment money into three-quarters of a million dollars.” 

“He held these church services on Sundays,” Gary's neighbor, Doris Zibulka said. “A lot of people came, and they were usually mentally retarded.”

By 1986, Gary had over one million dollars in his account and he used the church as a tax shelter. He would drove around town in a Rolls Royce and a Cadillac, procuring African-American prostitutes.  

“He formed his own religion after he left the Army,” Cassidy said. “I believe it was originally just a tax scam, but towards the end, he was believing that stuff. I asked him, 'Don’t you think if there’s a God, he’ll be upset with what you’re doing to religion?' He said no, God would be amused. God has a sense of humor.'”

“In the ’70s, he had this girlfriend, she was black and retarded. He has an IQ of 148, but all his girlfriends were black and retarded. He said the blacks treated him better than the whites ever did. He also said he sexually preferred blacks, that they expected less. His girlfriend was Anjeanette — I think they eventually had a daughter. And Anjeanette’s sister was severely retarded, and he took her out of the institution and brought her home, and they said he kidnapped her.”

Anjeanette's sister was named Alberta. Gary had signed her out of her mental institution and brought her to his home where he sexually assaulted her. She would later be found and returned to the mental institution in a traumatized state. A medical exam would reveal that she had been raped, sodomized and that Gary had given her gonorrhea. 

Gary would be arrested and charged with kidnapping, multiple counts of rape, false imprisonment, and involuntary deviant sexual intercourse as Alberta was disabled. 

This verdict would be overturned on appeal as the defense argued that Alberta was not mentally fit to testify. 

Gary would spend two years in prison. During his hearing, he refused to speak when asked by the judge. His defense attorney grew upset and asked Gary why he was refusing to talk. The future killer then wrote in a note that “Satan shoved a cookie down my throat so I can't talk.”

He would spend the next three years in a mental institution until his release in 1983.  

––––––––

FILIPINO MAIL ORDER BRIDES

Wanting to start his own family, Gary would use a mail order bride service to find a wife. He would have a pen pal relationship with Betty Disto for over two years before she arrived in the USA from the Philippines in 1985. Disto soon realized, however, that Gary was not a stable or faithful man as she found him in bed with three other women. 

“After he got out of jail, he got this mail-order bride from the Philippines named Betty,” Cassidy recalled. “He thought he was getting hooked up with a nice subservient Oriental, but she wasn’t. He brought her up to the Franklin Diner a couple of times with me. He started getting much more reclusive around that time, though.”

Disto would stick up for herself but was fearful of Gary as he raped and assaulted her on a daily basis. He forced her to watch as he had sex with prostitutes. 

Neighbors would complain that they would hear Gary and his wife fighting a lot. They noted that after his wife left there would be hookers coming in and out of the home. 

“One night we were sitting on the front porch,” neighbor Zibulka said. “And a girl comes flying out the door — she was thrown out — she was half naked. She’s screaming and banging on the door. The cops came, he gave her back the clothes.”

Finally, with the aid of other Filipinos in the community, Betty was able to divorce Gary after a year of torture and abuse. Disto would give birth to a son after she left Gary, naming the boy Jesse John Disto. 

Betty would later sue Gary for child support payments. 

Gary would go on to have another child with women who were both illiterate and mentally disabled. He would have a son named Gary Jr but the baby was placed in foster care after his birth. He would have a daughter, Maxine, with Anjeanette Davidson but again the child was placed into foster care. 

THE ABDUCTIONS BEGIN  

On November 25th, 1986, Gary would abduct Josefina “Nicole” Rivera who at the time was working as a prostitute. 

“Gary had picked me up the day before Thanksgiving,” Nicole said. “It was cool, it was a little drizzly. It was the end of November so it was cold. It was chilly. He was tall. You could tell he was tall, you could tell he was tall in the car. He had dark brown hair and brown eyes. He didn't seem to be anything out of the ordinary.”

“He wanted to go back to his house. That's something I don't really do. So he was the first  exception I made to go to somebody's house. So we get to the house, we go upstairs. He gives me the money. We have sex. And then we're done and I get up and start to put my clothes on. And he just comes up behind me and starts choking me.”

“It's like a broken film projector,” Nicole said. “It's like your life just revolves, like chit, chit, chit (imitating the sound of a film projector). When I came to, he had a handcuff on my arm, on my wrist. He kept saying 'shut up, keep still, I'm not going to hurt you, I'm not going to hurt you.' He took me downstairs to the basement. He had a little hole dug in the basement. The music was blaring throughout the house. And he took muscle clamps with screws and he put them around my ankles, attached to a chain. He put the screws on with Crazy Glue. I was like, this is unbelievable. Is this really happening?”

DEHUMANIZATION

Gary then threw Nicole into a hole he had dug in the basement floor. She could not fit inside and he kept trying to smash her in. He took a large wooden board and slammed it on top of her, cramming her into the hole as if she were a bug. 

He then placed a pair of heavy sandbags over the board. 

Nicole continued to scream.  

“I can't breathe! I can't breathe!”

Gary would then remove the sandbags and the board before lifting his victim out of the hole by her hair. 

“Shut up!” he screamed, beating her with a stick. “Shut up! I'm not going to tell you again.”

Gary would leave Nicole there for hours on end. 

“When he first finally did take me out and he talked, he said that 'the goal was to have a bunch of women and a bunch of kids.'
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