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The killer who advised his victims

Driving from Tampa down to Miami is a popular past time for holiday makers looking to make the most out of their visit to Florida.  Of course, no trip to the Sunshine State is really complete without an experience of the Everglades, and perhaps the most scenic way to do that by car is to get onto Highway 41 and enjoy the Tamiami Trail.

It’s a long and well established route.  One which can trace its roots back to early days of the twentieth century.  But while the Trail might have represented an astonishing feat of engineering for its day little consideration was given to its impact on the Everglades themselves.  Cutting West to East across the width of the Florida peninsula, the road (and a nearby canal) reduced the water flow to the natural wonder that is the Everglades, placing a severe threat not only on its own existence, but to the diverse animal and plant life that flourishes there.

Fortunately, common sense appears, after more than a century, to be raising its head.  Plans are afoot to lift the road above ground, allowing a natural flow of life-giving water to chunter south towards the mangrove enhanced coastlands.

It has to be admitted that the highway loses its scenic delights as it is about to enter Miami.  It is here that the road swaps views of luscious countryside for the less pleasant vista of cheap motels, strip bars and porn shops.  It is this part of the cross peninsular route that will, unfortunately, feature most in our unfolding story.

There is more disappointing news. Sadly, though it remains an attractive route for the most part, the Tamiami Trail is famous as the site of another kind of carnage to the inadvertent one carried out on the Everglades.  One that cannot be repealed through modern technology and environmental awareness.  Because the scenic splendour of the roadway was to become the dumping ground of another Tamiami.  The Tamiami Strangler.  The name given to Rory Conde, who for just under a year reigned terror upon the people of South Florida in the mid-1990s.

Rory Enrique Conde was born in the swinging sixties.  June 14th, 1965 to be precise.  But he was not to enjoy those days of growing freedom and awareness so tainted by the horrors of Vietnam.  Events which faced the population of the US back in the days when the Beatles ruled supreme, and Elvis was beginning to abandon his rock career for a life in the movies.

Because Conde was not a US citizen.  Instead, he was born in Barranquilla, the largest city on the Caribbean coast of Columbia.  It is an interesting place, steeped in history.  The site of the city is thought to date back to the middle ages, and for a long time was regarded as the cultural capital of its country.  By the late 1940s this modern city was home to a mixed bag of natives and immigrants, many those who had left Europe during the two world wars.  It bore the name ‘Columbia’s Golden Gate’ and the somewhat self-aggrandizing motto ‘Barranquilla – capital of life’.

But by the time of Conde’s birth the city was in decline.  It was about to lose its status as Columbia’s primary port, and huge and uncontrollable corruption meant that state money was directed elsewhere and into less greedy pockets.  In fact, the city plunged into a seemingly terminal decline through the sixties, seventies, eighties and into the early part of the nineties.

It was into the beginning of this decline that Rory Conde joined the other half a million then inhabitants of the city.  It was by now turning into a dangerous place to grow up.  And, for Rory, the precarious path to adulthood was something he would face without the love of a mother.  Or, at least, a love he could recall.  Some dispute seems to exist regarding exactly what happened to Conde’s mother.  That she died of tetanus is not in question, but it appears that this happened when he was just six months old, although some reports claim he was six years of age.  Whichever, he was a very young child when he and his elder sister Nelly moved to live with their paternal grandparents.  Dad was out of the picture, having emigrated to Miami.  But when Rory was twelve - a highly impressionable age – he went to live with his father, Gustavo.  That tough childhood rapidly became much harder still.

Again, absolute clarity does not exist over what happened in Miami.  That Gustavo and Rory did not get on is not in doubt.  We cannot be sure why, maybe the cultural change was too great for the child, maybe Gustavo did not want his life in the states impacted by his children.  It seems as though there was much emotional abuse in the household, but perhaps worse.

It is believed in some quarters that Rory was subjected to sexual abuse at the hands of his father. Indeed, Conde’s spouse, Carla, remains firmly of the opinion that her former husband’s violent outbursts can be traced back to that abuse he received at the hands of the person charged with his care.  But even this story maybe a misinterpretation of the facts.  At one of his trials (he was tried separately for one of the murders he committed) it was claimed by his lawyers that in fact it was not his father who was the abuser, but an uncle, and that this abuse happened whilst he was living with his grandparents in Columbia, taking place when he was between the ages of six and twelve.

But even this evidence is far from conclusive.  Other reports place the abuse at a much earlier age, before he was two years old and cite two uncles as the culprits.

‘In a very real sense, he was put on a track when he was abused as a child that was impossible for him to turn away from anymore,’ claimed that attorney, Jeffrey Fink, at the trial – to which we will return later.

Carla was just fifteen years old when she married Conde. (They had met when she was only thirteen, still very much a child). That marriage took place in 1987, when he was twenty-one.  Quite how such a union with one so young could be entertained is another unanswered question in the depraved matters of the future killer’s life.  The couple went on to have two children of their own, but their relationship was torrid.  Conde was a violent husband, one whose aggressiveness towards his wife was enough to see him handed a prison sentence.  The Columbian displayed little faith towards his wife, and frequently brought home other women.  By 1992, Carla had had enough, and challenged Conde over his philandering behaviour.  It is hard to have anything but total sympathy for her plight.  On this occasion, she had discovered a video tape her husband had made of a prostitute lying on their marital bed, wearing Carla’s lingerie, and masturbating. Her husband responded violently to her challenge, assaulting Carla and earning that prison sentence.

However, she stuck by her man and after his release the two of them moved to a condo situated near to the Tamiami Trail.  Again, though, the relationship struggled. The violence within the man continued to burst out.  Not only did he kick and punch his younger wife, but on more than one occasion dragged her so violently across the room that she acquired carpet burns on her body.  He also displayed OCD type behaviour, turning violent if he found any crumbs dropped on the floor by their baby.

It was after the spell in prison that his behaviour changed.  Rory would now often be out all night, and marital relations between the two apparently ceased. He would claim defensively that he was out fishing, but never returned home with the characteristic smell of fish on his body or clothes.  Further, these must have been particularly vicious and ingenious prey that he hunted, because Carla would frequently see scratch marks on his back following these ‘angling sessions’.  She confronted her husband about them, and that too earned her a beating.

During this time Conde’s behaviour became increasingly worrying and anti-social.  On one occasion Carla discovered him masturbating outside a neighbor’s window.  If she had friends over, he would get onto all fours and follow them if they needed the bathroom, peeking through the keyhole as they undertook their toilet.  In the end, in 1994, Carla took her children away from their violent father and moved in with her own parents.  Conde was determined to have the final word, threatening to kill Carla should she dare to engage in a relationship with another man.

Dual standards seemed to be something under which the violent husband operated; whether he held the moral compass to see anything wrong in this is yet another question to which there is no apparent answer.

Carla moved out of the family (if that is not too strong a word) home in the July of 1994; within two months Conde had committed his first murder.  As with so much else in this unfortunate story, the event was bizarre in the extreme.  Later, after he was caught and was facing questioning, Conde would maintain that it was the split from his wife which pushed him over the edge and into the world of homicide.  Clearly, he was (and probably still is) a very disturbed person whose tormented upbringing must surely have played some role in his future offending.  Splitting from his wife and losing his children – there is no evidence that he was ever violent towards them – must surely have pushed him further into the descent he was about to enter.  But the nature of the lead up to his first killing was so strange, so hard to believe, that it too may have been the final catalyst that made the Columbian a killer.

When his wife walked out on him, Conde turned once more to prostitutes to satisfy his needs.  It was after he had picked up one who went by the impressive name of Lazaro Comesana that, according to his lawyer, his life undertook another, unexpected and perturbing turn.  It was while Conde was moving towards the sex that he thought he had paid for that he made a most unexpected discovery.  He realised that Comesana was in fact not the attractive woman for whose services he thought he had paid, but a cross dressing male prostitute.  At the time, Conde was working as a building supply salesman.  While such a role is not perhaps as demanding as, say, being a doctor or lawyer, it does require more than a modicum of awareness.

Apparently, though. Conde was in such a pit of despair that he was able to mistake a male prostitute – even a cross dressing one – for a woman.  One can only imagine the point at which his mistake became apparent, but Conde’s response knocked any smutty sense of humour in the mistaken encounter firmly out of the ball park.  

‘His life fell apart when he went to a prostitute who turned out to be a man,’ claimed Fink, not especially convincingly.  A document filed at the trial explained in more detail Conde’s hard to believe confusion.

‘Rory explained that he killed Comesana out of his anger about Comesana’s deception, and his believe that his wife and children had left him because of his use of prostitutes,’ read the document.  After his discovery about his victim’s gender, Conde strangled Lazaro to death.

It is unclear whether the next statement issued at court referred to the time prior to or after the prostitute had been strangled.  For Lazaro’s sake, we must hope it was after he was already dead.

‘He (Conde) described kneeling over Comesana’s body for ten minutes while he blamed him for the loss of his wife and children.  He then made the sign of the cross over Comesana’s body.’  Of course, whether these actions should be described as the momentary lapse of control from a man under severe emotional pressure, as the acts of one with mental illness or the work of a cold blooded and merciless killer is yet another of the questions in this case which remain impossible to answer with certainty.

However, what happened next is definitely unusual in crimes of this kind.  Conde dressed his victim, loaded him into his car and drove him to an upmarket area off the Tamiami Trail.  There, he threw the body out, leaving it to be found in the open close to the road.  Something he would repeat five more times as his killing spree gathered pace. He made no attempt to hide the bodies, yet appeared to hold the sense of propriety to ensure his victims’ decency.

His next victim followed very shortly after.  On October 8th, 1994 he picked up prostitute Elisa Martinez.  When her body was also found, dressed and strangled, once more just off the Tamiami Trail, police began to wonder whether they had a copycat killer on their hands, or a serial killer.  Within another six weeks they were further perplexed when the strangled body of the next prostitute was found in a similar place.  This time, however, the killer had gone further.  A message had been left on the back and buttocks of the dead woman, Charity Nava. This message consisted of words written in flamboyant looped and flowing letters alongside almost childish symbols.  The sort of writing which is popular with elementary school girls when writing messages to their best friends forever.  However, the content of the missive engraved with black marker pen on Charity’s back was anything but the normal kind of message sent by such children.

‘Third,’ it read. ‘I will call Dwight Chan 10.  See if you can catch me.’

The ‘Third’ appeared in bold capitals.  Above the ‘I’ was an ungrammatical dot in the style of a smiley face.  The reference to Dwight Chan refers to a WPLG TV anchor popular at the times, Dwight Lauderdale, who appeared on Channel Ten.  The word ‘See’ was presented pictorially, using two circles to represent eyes.  All this scrawled on the back of a murder victim.  Clearly, the culprit was either somebody suffering from severe mental illness, who was completely unable to empathise with the women he was killing, or somebody filled with evil.

Conde remained in touch with Carla during this time in order to visit his children.  However, she noted later how drawn and ill he looked, and how depressed he acted.  He would often cry on his visits.  He was invited to spend Thanksgiving with her family but left suddenly at 10.00pm without a thank you or goodbye.  The following day, on November 25th, 1994, just five days after the murder of Charity, another body was discovered.  Wanda Crawford had, it seemed, met the identical fate to her predecessors.  Next on his list of victims was Necole Schneider, who died on December seventeenth.  Then early in 1995, Conde demonstrated that he had not turned over a new leaf and adopted a New Year’s resolution to end his murderous ways.  Rhonda Dunn was his sixth and, as far as is known, final victim.  She was killed on January 12th of that year.  It should be noted that Conde’s abuse of his victims frequently continued after their death.  Some, at least, of his victims were raped anally after Conde had killed them.  Necrophilia could be added to the list of charges against him.

The state of Conde’s mental health is inevitably a big question when considering the extent of his moral guilt, even though his physical complicity cannot be questioned.  A detective involved in the investigation and capture of Conde discovered that, after he had strangled his victims, Conde would engage in lengthy conversations with them.  During these, he claimed, he would give them advice as to where they went wrong, and to explain that now they were ‘his’, they could get back on the straight and narrow.  

Perhaps this strange approach explains to some extent why he redressed his victims before casting them aside.  

There can be a tendency, and it was much stronger at the time of Conde’s reign of terror, to somehow lessen the outrage one feels because his victims are prostitutes.  Such a position is not admirable.  Lazaro Comensana, Elisa Martinez, Charity Nava, Wanda Crawford, Necole Schneider and Rhonda Dunn were each a real, living person with their own hopes and dreams.  Their own families, loves and stresses.  That they had each found themselves on a path which included prostitution could have been for many reasons.  Typically, we know less about these victims than so many others who died violently at the hands of different killers but were not prostitutes. Yet that does not mean that the occupation in which Conde’s targets ended up is likely to have been the one they intended to choose.  

Take Charity Nava as a sad example.  Charity was just twenty-three years old when she died.  There are no pages high up on internet search engines celebrating her life.  Commiserating her death either.  On one site sits a picture of a young, unhappy looking face, pain in her eyes beneath curly hair.  More digits are given to her memorial ID – 133366686 for those who are interested – than her life.  Her place of burial is listed as ‘Unknown’.  Her existence is summed up in under ten words.  ‘Charity fell prey to serial killer Rory Enrique Conde’ states this minimal information.  Who were her parents?  What were her ambitions?  Where would she be today had she not had the misfortune to be picked up by a slim man whose wife had recently left
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