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Paul Bernardo and Karla Homolka
 

Ken and Barbie Killers
 

Paul Bernardo, a killer and convicted rapist, together with his wife and accomplice, Karla Homolka, claimed at least three young women’s lives, and raped and assaulted countless others. The two were to become Canada’s most reviled criminals. Outwardly, one would never think them capable of such crimes. To the general public they looked like a perfect Barbie and Ken couple.

Bernardo and Homolka met in Scarborough in Toronto, Ontario, in 1987. Bernardo was by then already the unknown perpetrator of a series of rapes being investigated by the FBI. The couple began a relationship characterised by sexual perversion and fantasies that would run out of control. They even involved Homolka’s fifteen-year-old sister Tammy as a victim in their bizarre sexual practices, something that sadly ended in tragedy.

Paul Bernardo doesn’t seem to fit the usual profile of the perpetrator of violent sexual assault or murder, which is possibly why he went undetected for so long, even after police had been alerted to his possible involvement. He was born into a financially well-off family on 27 August 1964.

However, there are reports that his father Kenneth Bernardo was himself abusive to his wife, Paul’s mother Marilyn. The couple ran a highly successful marble and tile company and were affluent and privileged to all appearances. But there was a rumour that Paul’s mother had an affair with her first love after she was married to Kenneth and that it is her lover not Kenneth who is Paul’s father. According to this theory, the elder Bernardo was tolerant of the affair and even put his name on the birth certificate.

Paul’s father had personal sexual issues of his own. He fondled a girl and was charged with child molestation in 1975. He was suspected of being the neighbourhood peeping tom and it is reported that he also abused his own daughter. Bernardo’s mother later sank into clinical depression because of her husband’s abuse and gained weight.

She seemed to withdraw from family life, eventually taking refuge in the basement of their Scarborough home. Young Paul Bernardo didn’t initially appear to affected by the turmoil in his family.

When Bernardo was sixteen, his mother is said to have told him of his actual parentage and described the way that they had covered it up by putting his father’s name on his birth certificate. This is a difficult age for such revelations, and Bernardo seems to have responded with contempt rather than with understanding.

From this time onwards Paul began openly to call his mother ‘slob’ and ‘whore’ and had little to do with her, possibly why he eschewed the family business and decided to follow his own path. He decided instead to become an accountant.

He graduated from Sir Wilfrid Laurier Collegiate Institute and went to work for Amway. He began to fantasise about becoming rich and powerful. According to one book which deals with the case, Deadly Innocence, by Scott Burnside and Scott and Alan Cairns, he started to buy the ‘books and tapes of famous motivational get-rich-and-famous experts.’

He would also attempt to use persuasive techniques learned from such books on young women he met in bars. By the time he went to the University of Toronto in Scarborough, he had developed dark fantasies about sex. He enjoyed humiliating women in public and frequently beat up women whom he dated.

Bernardo was always looking for ways to make extra money. He started smuggling cigarettes across the United States–Canadian border with his friend Van Smirnis. He had developed a need for cars, toys and women that required a high level of income and the junior accountancy job that he obtained after graduation did not pay enough to keep him in the lifestyle he so desperately desired.


* * *


 

Beginning in 1987, when he was twenty-two years old, Bernardo began committing multiple sexual assaults, of increasing severity, in the area of Scarborough, Ontario. Most of the assaults were on young women whom he had stalked after they had exited buses late in the evening.

On 4 May 1987, Bernardo raped a twenty-one-year-old woman, in front of her parents’ house. He had followed her home. The girl reported the attack to the police, saying that the attack lasted over half an hour. Ten days later, Bernardo committed a second rape. He assaulted a nineteen-year-old girl in the back yard of her parents’ house.

On 27 July 1987 he attempted a third rape. This time his intended victim fought back fiercely and while he inflicted some physical injuries on her, he failed to rape her.

At the age of twenty-three, Bernardo met seventeen-year-old Karla Homolka in October 1987, in a Scarborough restaurant. Homolka had been born on 4 May 1970 in Port Credit, Ontario, Canada. She was the eldest of Karel and Dorothy Homolka’s three daughters. The Homolka family, who came from a Czechoslovakian background on the father’s side, lived in St Catharines, Ontario.

Karla started to date Bernardo and after completing her diploma in 1989 began work as a veterinary assistant at the Thorold Veterinary Clinic. She had to leave the job after she was suspected of stealing drugs. (This would later be a piece of evidence that would corroborate the role she had played in the sex attacks with Paul Bernardo.)

She moved on to find a similar job at the Martindale Animal Clinic, and continued working at the clinic even though she had two separate offers of a college place.

As soon as they met, Paul and Karla became obsessed with each other, especially with regards to the sexual side of their relationship. On their first evening together they reportedly engaged in sex for several hours while Bernardo’s friends were watching a movie in the same room.

Paul apparently asked Karla what she would think if he told her he was a rapist. Her answer was that she would think it was ‘cool’. Even though Paul was dating Karla, he continued to rape young girls, and now he had her implicit consent.

On 16 December 1987, Bernardo assaulted a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl. It was a violent, prolonged assault. On the next day, the Metropolitan Toronto Police Department issued a warning to women in the Scarborough area about travelling alone at night, especially taking buses.

The next rape was on the 23 December 1987. During this attack Bernardo raped a seventeen-year-old girl using a knife in an unusually vicious manner. The police began to use the term ‘Scarborough Rapist’, sure that they were now on the hunt for a serial attacker. Still the assaults continued, on 18 April 1988, Bernardo attacked another seventeen-year-old.

On 25 May 1988, Bernardo came close to being apprehended by a investigator from the Toronto Police who was observing a bus shelter, a practice the police had adopted to try to protect women on their way home. The investigator spotted Bernardo hiding beneath a tree and chased him, but Bernardo managed to escape. Five days later, on 30 May 1988 the sixth rape took place in Clarkson, 25 miles southwest of Scarborough. The victim this time was an eighteen-year-old girl. The violent rapes had now been going on for over a year.

The frequency of the attacks seemed to diminish for a while, but then Bernardo attempted a seventh Scarborough rape on 4 October 1988. His intended victim fought him off but he inflicted two stab wounds to her thigh and buttock that required twelve stitches.

Around six weeks later, he attacked an eighteen-year-old in the backyard of her parents’ house on 16 November. Now the police went further and created a special task force for the purpose of hunting down the Scarborough Rapist. A statement was issued declaring: ‘We’re warning all women to plan the routes they take after dark very carefully. We’re pleading with people to be on the lookout for anyone loitering in the area of bus stops or anywhere women are likely to be alone. Any woman who feels threatened should immediately make for a house or place of safety and dial 911.’


* * *


 

At this stage it seemed as though the net was closing in on him. But he continued to evade justice. A neighbour chased Bernardo off on 27 December 1988, after he attempted yet another rape. On 20 June 1989, Bernardo again attempted to rape another young woman but she fought against him and her screams alerted neighbours. He ran away with his face scratched by the intended victim. In August 1989 Bernardo raped again. This time his victim was a twenty-two-year-old woman.

Bernardo committed his ninth rape on 21 November 1989, attacking a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl he spotted in a bus shelter. On the 22 December 1989 a nineteen-year-old became Bernardo’s tenth victim. The attack occurred in the stairwell of an underground parking lot. The victim later filed a $10-million law-suit that included Homolka as a defendant. In a letter Homolka wrote from prison, four years later, she wrote ‘Wow! I don’t know what this woman thinks she’s going to get because Paul and I are broke!’

In the midst of all these sex attacks, Bernardo was still carrying on his relationship with Homolka. He proposed to her on Christmas Eve 1989, just a few days after his latest rape. Homolka called it ‘the most romantic moment of her life’. Still the rapes continued. Whether or not Homolka knew of them at this point isn’t known but it is suspected that she may have done.

Five months later on 26 May 1990, Bernardo committed his eleventh rape. This attack was the one which would eventually contribute to his conviction, although it would take a long time. His nineteen-year-old victim had such a clear recollection of her attacker that police were able to make a fairly accurate computer composite photograph. The image was published in the press within a few days of the attack.


* * *


 

The police received a number of tips that Bernardo fitted the Scarborough Rapist composite, and he was interviewed by detectives. Through the summer of 1990, police submitted more than 130 suspects’ samples for DNA testing, but none matched the samples taken from victims. After the composite photograph was published, investigators received two reports that the person they were seeking was Paul Bernardo.

In June, a bank employee called in and gave his name to police. The second call was from Tina Smirnis, who was married to Alex Smirnis, one of the three Smirnis brothers who were friends of Bernardo. She told the detectives that Bernardo had been suspected during a previous rape investigation.

The police interviewed her and concluded that it was Alex Smirnis who had suggested that his wife should call the police. Once the police arrived, Smirnis did all the talking. He told police that Bernardo preferred women who were small and not too bright, and that he had discussed his liking for violent sex with Smirnis.

According to police reports, Smirnis ‘spoke in non sequiturs; his phrasing was awkward and stilted’. The detectives weren’t sure how seriously to take his evidence. However they decided to interview Bernardo.

They interviewed Bernardo on 20 November 1990. He gave them samples for testing, and admitted that he bore some resemblance to the composite picture that had been published. However, during the interview he remained calm and appeared helpful.

In fact, he was so mild and well-spoken that the detectives concluded, ‘It just did not seem possible that such a well-educated, well-adjusted, congenial young man could be responsible for the vicious crimes’.

They decided that he ‘was far more credible than . . . Alex Smirnis who, with his awkward, strange way of speaking, might just be trying to collect the reward.’ As a result they pretty much rejected the claims of Smirnis. Scarborough police would later become the subjects of an accusation of negligence, as a result of their failures to apprehend Bernardo.

Bernardo married Karla Homolka and moved to St Catharines in February 1991. The wedding pictures are one of the sources of the epithet they later received: the ‘Barbie and Ken Killers’. They do look to be a clean-cut, model couple in the photographs, but this image was
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