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The 1980s were a turbulent time in Great Britain. More people flocked to the major cities, and the crime was on the rise. However, with the emergence of the modern media, the law enforcement succeeded in communicating with the public, so the cases were solved quicker than ever before. The disappearance of Suzy Lamplugh that happened in 1986 brought the country together because everyone was on a lookout for her. Even though the case itself was never formally closed, her kidnapping and possible murder changed the law in the United Kingdom and saved many lives in the future.

Early life

Suzy Lamplugh was born on May 3rd, 1961 in London, England. Her parents Paul and Diana had three more children, one boy, and two girls. Paul worked as a lawyer, while Diana ran her own fitness company that created personalized meal and exercise plans. They were successful in their fields and encouraged their children to pursue their own dreams. The Lamplugh family cared deeply about each other and were very close. They talked every single day even when the children moved out. Suzy was inspired by her parents and the fact that they had great careers, so she dreamed of becoming a businesswoman. Luckily, she was able to make things happen for her because Great Britain saw enormous economic growth during the 1980s. Therefore, Suzy decided to find a job in the real estate business, and Sturgess and Sons welcomed her as their new agent in 1985. 

She lived alone in a rented apartment in Putney which is in Borough of Wandsworth. Located in South-West London, Suzy’s real estate agency was very close by, and she could go to work by foot. Suzy had a small group of female friends who were also living in Putney, and the girls would often meet after work to have fun and relax. Suzy called her mother on July 27th, 1986 because they were planning her 50th birthday celebration and Suzy wanted to catch up with everything that was happening in her life lately. Her mother recalled that Suzy talked about her recent windsurfing trip and how much fun she had. Diana absolutely loved her daughter’s adventurous spirit and enjoyed listening to her latest escapades. 

The day of the disappearance

It was July 28th, 1986 and Suzy Lamplugh got ready for work as usual. Her office was in nearby Fulham, and she had previously scheduled several meetings. Back in the days, the real estate agent took both phone calls and occasional drop-ins by the clients. They had several properties all around London, and the agents would go there to meet the potential buyers. They would show them around and talk about the houses they were trying to sell. Each real estate agent had their own handwritten agenda for every working day. Suzy was at Sturgess and Sons for a year, and the work was going really well. The 1980s were a good time to be a real estate agent because the economy was booming and more people were buying houses or properties. 

When Suzy arrived at the office, it was clear that everyone was busy doing their own daily tasks. She greeted a couple of her colleagues and started preparing for her first meeting that was scheduled for 12:45 PM on Shorrolds Road in Fulham. She was supposed to meet someone named Mr. Kipper, and her notes showed that he requested to meet Suzy outside of the property. She left the office in a Ford Fiesta that belonged to the company. Suzy didn’t bring her purse and instead took her wallet that didn’t contain a lot of money. That was the last time her co-workers saw her. However, it is known that she did arrive at Shorrolds Road on time and met her client. One neighbor looked out of the window at that time and remembered seeing Suzy in front of the property with a well-dressed man who looked really professional with his hair slicked back. He was about thirty years old, and his height was average. Another neighbor was certain that he saw the pair walking away from the house several minutes after the scheduled meeting. 

Other witnesses who were in the area reported seeing the couple sitting in a local park with a bottle of champagne, having a laugh. The police would later question all the local shop owners, and one of them confirmed that a businessman came into his store that day and bought the most expensive bottle of champagne he had. The shop owner’s testimony fit the description given by the neighbors on Shorrolds Road. Since it is a busy London area, there were many people on the street and a couple of them saw a black and expensive car, very likely a BMW with a man fitting the description of Mr. Kipper arguing with a woman who was sitting in the passenger seat. Later, a jogger almost had a collision with the same car, and he remembered that there was a woman in the vehicle as well. Suzy dyed her hair blonde just a couple of days prior to her disappearance and the runner confirmed that the woman had the exact same hair color. 

Suzy didn’t return to the office for an entire day and her co-workers were beginning to get worried. At first, they thought that she might have decided to grab a bite to eat, but as the afternoon rolled in and the time to go home was near, they realized something could have happened to her. The manager called Suzy’s mother to see if she knew where Suzy was. She didn’t. They checked her schedule and saw that she had one appointment at 12:45 PM with a man called Kipper. All of them went through their records and realized that Mr. Kipper contacted Suzy only. She didn’t write down his phone number or an address so her co-workers couldn’t call him to ask where Suzy was. It was completely out of the character for Suzy to be out of the office for so long and her manager made a decision to contact the law enforcement at 06:45 PM. 

The police responded immediately and went to the last known location at Shorrolds Road. They asked around and tried to come up with Suzy’s movement that afternoon. The investigators collected the statements from the witnesses and asked the closest neighbors to meet their sketch artist in order to get the visuals on the man who met Suzy at the location. Another team of policemen from Metropolitan Police went straight to Suzy’s apartment and broke in. They didn’t find any signs of struggle indicating that Suzy wasn’t taken from there. Just a couple of hours later, the police officers located the Ford Fiesta which was driven by Suzy that day. It was near another property which was listed by her real estate agency suggesting that she might have shown Mr. Kipper the second house. The seat was moved backward which meant that someone larger than Suzy drove the car last. 

The extensive search

Realizing that they had a case of kidnapping, the police called in for the reinforcements immediately. The divers were sent to the river Thames because it was close to Suzy’s abandoned car. Even though there was no blood in the vehicle, they wanted to make sure her body was not in the water. A group with the search dogs went in another direction, covering the shore. The law enforcement did a thorough job that evening, but nothing came up. Then they made a decision to release the sketch of the suspect who was seen with Suzy on that day hoping that the public would recognize the man. Meanwhile, Suzy’s friends and family were interviewed in the police headquarters. 

Suzy’s family confirmed that she had no enemies or someone who would want to hurt her. However, her mother Diane did say that Suzy was seeing someone at the time, or at least she went on a couple of dates with a man. Suzy didn’t say his name but did mention to her mother that he lived or worked in Bristol. Her female friends confirmed this and also mentioned that Suzy felt a bit uncomfortable with the man from Bristol because he had a tendency to disappear occasionally without giving her any explanation about where he was going. Suzy theorized that he might have a girlfriend or a wife back in Bristol which was unacceptable to her. She broke it off a week or so before her disappearance. 

The co-workers told the police that Suzy was getting a lot of phone calls in the days leading to her disappearance and that she was sent flowers in the office. They confirmed that Suzy felt uneasy and uncomfortable about this. Considering everything they uncovered that evening, the investigators suspected that Suzy knew the individual who introduced himself as Mr. Kipper and that it was probably a planned abduction. The kidnapper was very likely the man from Bristol and he either wanted to get back with her and something went wrong, or he intended to harm her from the very beginning. The media jumped on this story instantly, printing and airing the sketch the following morning. This did result in many leads, and the police checked out every information they got, hoping they would find Suzy and release her from her captors. 

Suzy’s parents appeared on television right away, pleading for the release of their daughter. But as the weeks went by and there were no good leads in the case, they knew that Suzy might never be found alive. Wanting to occupy themselves with something while they waited for the investigators to find their daughter, the Lamplugh family created the Suzy Lamplugh Foundation in December of 1986. They started small, advocating for the safer work environment but the foundation quickly went nationwide. Diana was soon giving talks all over the United Kingdom, and the foundation became a powerful force behind some of the most important safety laws the UK has today. The police still investigated the case but had other priorities which meant that Suzy’s disappearance slowly became a cold case. They still received new leads, but there was nothing substantial that could lead them to Suzy, either dead or alive. The man from Bristol was a prime suspect, but they didn’t have his name or anything that could identify him. 

The murder of Shirley Banks

London police dialed down in the investigation of the disappearance of Suzy Lamplugh in the autumn of 1987. But at that time, another missing person case was happening in Bristol. A young woman disappeared from a parking lot in front of a shopping mall on October 8th, 1987. She was buying a dress in one of the stores and planned to meet her new husband Richard in a bar later that evening. Shirley didn’t show up for the date, so her husband went around the local bars, fearing that they misunderstood each other about the location. However, he couldn't find Shirley anywhere which led him to suspect something might have happened to her on the way. Shirley’s husband waited for the morning and called her workplace to see if his wife showed up in the office. Her manager told Richard that Shirley called in sick.

But Shirley didn’t come back home after work and Richard made a decision to alert the authorities. The police didn’t wait for a second before they sent the officers to search for the missing woman. They spoke to the media right away and released Shirley’s photo, hoping it would help them trace back her footsteps. The law enforcement was on a lookout for her car as well. Since the police have to take a look at the people closest to the victim, her husband Richard was the prime suspect in the beginning. However, the police couldn’t find any evidence linking him to the disappearance of his wife. 

Weeks went by without any new evidence that could reveal Shirley’s whereabouts. On October 29th, 1987 a man called John Cannan assaulted a shopkeeper in Leamington Spa. Two men chased John down the street, and he dropped a knife during his attempt to run away. Then the police officers got involved and spotted a man with an injured hand. His wound was probably inflicted by accident while he was assaulting the shopkeeper. Without anywhere to run, John Cannan was taken to the police station. Meanwhile, the police officers found his vehicle which was a black BMW, and it was parked close to the shop. Further inspection of the car revealed another handgun and a long rope hidden inside. 

It was around three weeks after the disappearance of Shirley Banks and the vehicle belonging to Cannan was searched because he was in the police custody. The investigators uncovered a tax disc belonging to Shirley hidden in the car which was a huge evidence allowing them to pursue this connection further. Cannan failed to provide the investigators with a good alibi for the evening of Shirley’s disappearance. Instead, he told them a string of random meetings he claimed he had on that day. The investigators were well aware that this was a tactic and that Cannan might have had these encounters but on a different day. Then they drove to Cannan’s place of residence and searched his property. They found Shirley’s Mini Clubman in his garage. The car was originally orange, but it was evident that it was freshly painted in blue. When asked about the car, Cannan told the detectives that he bought it from a man at an auction. He didn’t have the name of the said man, so the detectives knew he was lying. 

The word about Cannan’s arrest got around quickly. One taxi driver came forward saying that he received a phone call from Cannan’s address at 02:00 PM, one day after Shirley’s disappearance. The caller was female, and she requested to be picked up. The taxi driver arrived at the address and knocked on the door. Cannan greeted him and told the driver he had a wrong address. The police believed his story because they knew Shirley had access to the phone since she did call in sick that morning. The possibility was that Cannan made her call her workplace and tell them she was taking a day off. This indicated that Shirley probably got to the phone in the afternoon and tried to get away from Cannan’s apartment. Another witness that came forward was Julia Holman. She reported an attempted kidnapping by Cannan and came to the police station where he was being held. Cannan was put in a lineup and Julia immediately picked him out as her assailant. 

The investigators needed more physical evidence because they couldn’t keep Cannan locked up any longer. After a thorough forensic search of his apartment, the team found a dry cleaner’s receipt for a coat that was not picked up. The police officers went to the dry cleaner and talked to a clerk who received the coat. She told them that the coat had red mud all over it and Cannan wanted it cleaned. But she did mention that there were other red spots on the coat that resembled blood a bit. The forensics tested the coat and did discover the traces of blood on it. However, it was the 1980s, and the DNA technology we have today was just in its initial stages. All they could do was determine the blood type. It matched both Shirley’s and Cannan’s so they were not certain who could the blood belong to. 

The days went by and the things from Cannan’s apartment were being examined because the investigators hoped she had left a fingerprint there. Luckily, they found a single fingerprint on a document belonging to Cannan. This was enough to charge Cannan with kidnapping and murder of Shirley Banks on December 23rd, 1987. Even though they didn’t have the body and Cannan was not willing to tell them what happened to Shirley, the police officers knew that they had removed a very dangerous person from the streets. 

The discovery of Shirley’s body and the trial

Shirley Banks’ body was discovered on April 3rd, 1988 by a woman who was collecting moss in the woods. She was found by a stream at Quantock hills. What’s interesting about this location is the fact that it is called Dead Woman’s Ditch by the locals. Additionally, the area around the stream is well known for its red mud. This was certainly interesting considering that this particular type of dirt was found on Cannan’s coat. Shirley’s body was in the process of decomposition, but the forensic team also found a dress she bought at Top Shop on the day of her disappearance. The buttons survived the harsh winter.

Even though the state of Shirley’s body wasn’t great, the medical examiner who did the autopsy concluded that she was killed with multiple blows to her head. The weapon was very likely a rock that came from the discovery site. The trial for the kidnapping and murder of Shirley Banks began in April of 1987. It lasted for three weeks as the jury listened to all the witnesses who came forward and presented the evidence they had against John Cannan. On April 28th, 1989 Cannan was sentenced to life in prison for the murder of Banks and the assault on two women. The deliberation lasted for only ten hours. The judge Mr. Justice Drake said the following as he read Cannan his sentence: “You are extremely attractive to some women. But under that, there lies a most evil violence and horrible side to your character.”

The connection to Suzy Lamplugh

The investigators from London were very well aware of everything that was going down in Bristol, and they connected the dots, thinking that Lamplugh could be one of Cannan’s victims. She fit the profile perfectly because Cannan targeted the young and professional women who had a steady employment. The police in Bristol discovered a dating agency video filmed by Cannan at the time of the kidnapping and murder of Shirley Banks, and he clearly stated that he preferred women who had a career because he was very career oriented himself. Whenever he wanted to seduce a woman, Cannan would say that he was a businessman from Bristol. The London police dug even deeper because they wanted to prove that Cannan was in that city at the time of Suzy’s disappearance and they found a lot of new information.

Cannan was a known offender. He committed his first assault when he was only fourteen years old. His behavior escalated at the beginning of the 1980s when he raped his first wife, then robbed a gas station, and sexually assaulted a shopkeeper. The police caught him, and he received an eight-year sentence. He was placed on probation after five years in a Bristol prison and was sent to London in order to live in a half-way house. Cannan’s place of residence was Wormwood Scrubs and he had a free day at the time Suzy was kidnapped and probably murdered. Cannan did have a job back in the days, and he often hung around Fulham, which was where Suzy worked. 

Besides that, it was very probable that Cannan drove a black BMW in 1986. As previously mentioned, Suzy’s Mr. Kipper had the same vehicle and she was seen inside of it. Not to forget that several Cannan’s prison mates mentioned that he did indeed use the name Kipper while he was behind the bars. Finally, the police had the sketch of Mr. Kipper as described by the eyewitnesses who saw the mysterious man on that day. Cannan fit the description really well. The investigators questioned his ex-girlfriends, and one of them confirmed that Cannan liked champagne and she did think of him when she saw the news about Suzy’s disappearance. 

As soon as he received his sentencing in 1989, the police started talking to him about Suzy Lamplugh. Cannan refused to give them any information, claiming he had nothing to do with that crime. The questioning would continue in the following couple of years, and Cannan would deny everything. He went as far as writing a letter to a local newspaper in which he declared his innocence. Meanwhile, Suzy’s family assumed that she was deceased. They didn’t want to wait any longer and declared Suzy Lamplugh dead in 1994. The detectives reassured them that they would continue to dig deeper into the case and explore any new leads. The investigation appeared in the headlines once again in 2000 when the police formally arrested Cannan and questioned him for days about Suzy. But once again, their attempt failed. 

The media wasn’t kind to the investigators this time around, and they wanted answers. Even though the search for Suzy Lamplugh was extensive and the police got involved only hours after she disappeared, there were clearly some holes in the investigation itself. The newspapers pointed out that they missed one huge part of the puzzle – checking out the known offenders in the area. They also knew right away that Suzy was seeing a man from Bristol which was an important clue. If they did so, Cannan would have been found sooner, and Suzy might be still alive today. After all, there were records of him living in a half-way house. The police did admit that they made a huge mistake by letting Cannan slip away. 

The search for Suzy’s body

As previously mentioned, the police discussed this case with Cannan’s friends and family, hoping he told one of them some details that could push the investigation in the right direction. Cannan’s former girlfriend Gilly Paige told the detectives that she thinks Suzy is buried at Norton Barracks. That was a known site used by the British Special Forces in order to prepare for possible attacks, and it has large structures. Paige soon told the police she made that information up. However, Suzy’s mother got an anonymous letter in 1999 which said that Suzy was at Norton Barracks. She informed the police, and they made a decision to take a closer look at the property. After all, they never went public with things Paige told them, so it was unlikely someone sent a false lead. A team of thirty officers searched Norton Barracks but didn’t find Suzy’s remains. A couple of years later, the investigators would realize that they might have made a mistake about the location and that they should have searched Norton Manor Royal Marines barracks which were closer to Bristol. 

The police searched a second possible location in August of 2010 because they received a tip by a witness who remembered seeing an unusual mound there back in 1986. This was in Worcestershire, and the law enforcement used the latest ground penetrating radar that could identify any disturbances in the soil. They made a couple of digs but didn’t find Suzy there. Then the investigation moved on to Quantock Hills because there was a possibility that Cannan used the same area twice. Once again, the police didn’t find a single piece of evidence there. Suzy’s body hasn’t been found to this day. 

The aftermath

John Cannan is currently serving his prison sentence at HMP Full Sutton, York. He is supposed to be behind the bars for a total of thirty-five years before he is eligible for a parole. This means Cannan will get a chance to get out of the prison in 2023. However, the chances he would succeed are slim because the legal system is well aware of
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