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Thomas Lee Dillon’s story is not one of the more well-known in the history of serial killers, but it is a convoluted and sometimes bizarre tale that kept people guessing for four years during the late 1980s and early 1990s. Like many serial killers, Dillon’s past was not an incredibly unique one, up until the time of his first murder. He was born in July of 1950, and lived in the town of Magnolia in Ohio. He was married, had a son, and worked at the Canton Ohio Waterworks for over a decade of his adult life. Although he was often given to flights of fancy, friends of Dillon’s would never have suspected that he was the mastermind behind a series of murders that took place in Ohio over the course of four years.

Some of the people who knew Dillon the best, however, began to notice disturbing patterns in his behavior after his later murders. What might have seemed to be simply an unnecessarily cruel streak eventually became undeniable proof that Dillon was actually a much darker individual than he appeared on the surface. The more he murdered, the more he began to feel an insatiable desire to continue killing. Over time, his violence turned toward animals, and he began to destroy innocent pets in between taking human lives. He started setting fires and imagined himself as some sort of hero as he made his way across the farmlands of Ohio, leaving a trail of destruction in his wake. In fact, Dillon was prone to many different forms of imagination, many of which pitted him as some sort of underdog against a difficult foe, and all of which led to real world violence.

One of Dillon’s favorite fantasies involved imagining himself as a special ops soldier, sent on some sort of secret mission to hunt down military targets. The more he thought about this, the more he found himself wanting it to become a reality. One day, the line between his imagination and the real world blurred a little too much, and Dillon became a murderer for the first time. As a part of the same delusional behavior, he would eventually go on to kill four other people, for a grand total of five sniping murders by the time of his eventual arrest.

It was very difficult for police to pinpoint the source of the murders. Over time, Dillon earned a serial killer profile, which described him as someone who actually enjoyed committing crimes and did not perform them out of some sense of obligation alone. The profile also specified that the murderer was a white male with a college education, which described Dillon perfectly. However, it mistakenly pegged him as a man in his late 20s, when in fact he was in his late 30s and early 40s during the times when he committed the murders. The profile was also incorrect in that it believed Dillon to live near all of his victims, when in fact he lived over a hundred miles away from some of them. Because of his many fantasies, he would often get completely lost in his own mind, and drive for hours before he found a victim. 

In fact, this quickly became Dillon’s preferred method of choosing his victims. He would get into his truck and start cruising down the road, beer in hand, simply thinking. Most of his thoughts began in simple ways, and his ideas might have belonged to anyone. However, it did not take long before his mental delusions began to turn much more dark. As he continued to drive, he would have another beer, and another, and eventually he would hear voices telling him that there were some unpleasant deeds he needed to attend to. It would not be long, then, until he happened upon some unsuspecting person in the middle of Ohio’s countryside, and would do exactly what the voices wanted, without any sense of remorse after the fact.  This disturbing trend was not apparent in Dillon’s initial criminal profile, but eventually came to the surface as more and more of the mystery was untangled.

Perhaps it is Dillon’s sense of normalcy that makes him such a frightening player in the history of American serial killers. Despite his terrifying track record, he appeared, at his core, to be a normal man that might have passed by anyone on the street without so much as a second glance. In order to understand the true horror behind Thomas Lee Dillon, however, it is important to look beyond the first chapters of his life and personality, and delve much more deeply into the story behind his murders.

First Murder

Southern Ohio has never been known as a very violent place. Up until Thomas Lee Dillon broke onto the scene in 1989, there had never been so much as an inkling of serial murder in this part of the country. The first of Dillon’s murders singlehandedly destroyed the idyllic world of Southern Ohio, however, bringing the very real possibility of serial crime into the world of this quiet part of the United States. Although no one yet knew it at the time, the seemingly random and unprovoked murder of Donald Welling, age 35, actually came about as part of Dillon’s delusions of grandeur. The man fancied himself as something of a hunter, with human lives as his prey. As he stalked through the then-peaceful woods of Ohio, targeting another man for no reason whatsoever, Dillon was unknowingly headed down a path from which he would never return.

Dillon had no reason for targeting his first victim, but it unleashed in him a new type of bloodlust he had never before experienced. As he drove through the back roads of his home state, he began to hear voices nagging at the back of his mind, spurring him into action. One of the voices told him to kill, and he listened with no regrets. When he found Welling jogging along the side of the road, he knew he had found his prey.

He pulled up next to the jogger and leaned out the car window. In his later accounts to the police, Dillon recalled that Welling had casually asked him “what’s up?” as if he was attempting to make conversation with the stranger who had been following him down the road. Dillon did not give Welling any sort of reply, but pulled out his sniper rifle and fired. Welling had been merely trying to be friendly just moments before Dillon opened fire on his first of many victims. He shot Welling at point-blank range, from only a few feet away, and remembered it calmly as he related the story to Ohio officials, years later. He stated that it only took ten seconds from the time when the man greeted him until he was dead on the ground, and Dillon never once felt any remorse for taking the life of the unsuspecting jogger. The bullet pierced Welling’s heart, and the jogger died almost immediately on a warm Saturday morning in the middle of the Ohio springtime.

After the murder, Dillon simply drove away in his truck, convinced that he had gotten away with a murder that would never be solved. Because he had been lost in his own imagination for so long that day, he managed to drive around a hundred miles away from his home town. He had gunned down a jogger who had no ties to him whatsoever, and disposed of the rifle in an undisclosed location. Although the murder had not been premeditated in the general sense of the word, Dillon was already well on his way to becoming a practiced serial killer. He knew how to behave calmly and surprisingly rationally in the wake of taking another man’s life, and as he returned back to his wife and son at home, he barely let the thought of the dead man one hundred miles away cross his mind.

For many years, Dillon got away with Welling’s murder as Ohio officials struggled to make a connection between the man’s death and any potential suspect. No one had witnessed the murder, and no one had even so much as seen Dillon’s truck on the quiet back roads. Since the murder took place on a Saturday morning, the town was still and peaceful, and there had been no one bustling about to catch any sign of what had happened. It would be another several months before Dillon killed again, but as he continued about his ordinary life after gunning down Welling, he would repeatedly find himself drawn to the concept of killing. During this time, Dillon began taking the lives of animals in an attempt to stave off the voices in his head. He found himself lighting fires and shooting pets, and he began to grow more and more violent in his home life. Still, at this point, no one suspected that he could be capable of murder.

Second Murder

The second of Dillon’s murders took place in November of 1990, quite a while after Welling’s death in April of 1989. Although once again, Dillon had no premeditated reason for going after his second victim, he found himself repeating very similar circumstances that had cropped up during his first murder. The day began much like that fateful day in April had, as Dillon climbed into his truck and stopped for a beer. He then returned to his leisurely Saturday morning drive, getting lost in his thoughts as he so often did, and fantasizing about being someone he was not. Soon, he had gone deeply into his mental world once again, and believed that he had some sort of deed he must carry out.  The voices were back, and they were telling him to kill again.

This time, the victim matched almost none of the descriptions of Dillon’s previous target. Twenty-one-year-old Jamie Paxton had chosen this particular Saturday morning to get in some hunting in the back woods of Ohio. He headed out without a care in the world, unknowing that he was soon going to become a target himself. In later accounts, Dillon would reiterate time and again that he had never met Jamie Paxton, and that Paxton meant nothing to him as he searched the countryside for someone to gun down. Although the voices were telling him to take another life, Dillon had almost no way of controlling who his victim would be next.

Although there were relatively no connections between Paxton and Dillon’s previous victim, Paxton was walking alone just like Welling had been on that similar Saturday morning long before. Had Paxton not chosen to take a walk after his morning hunt, things might have gone differently. Fatefully, he also chose to leave his hunting bow behind in the car, rendering him defenseless to an attack from the now-delusional Dillon. Hoping to enjoy a late morning stroll through the grass near his favorite hunting spot, Paxton left his vehicle on the side of the road and went walking by himself. He would never return. By this time, Dillon had begun to see his victims as prey, and to treat them as though he was hunting for a deer in the woods. He parked some distance down the road from Paxton’s vehicle, and stalked Paxton quietly in the tall grasses surrounding the woods. This time, he aimed for the man’s head, but ended up firing a total of three shots into his victim before fleeing the scene and once again disposing of the murder weapon. Shooting three times would ultimately lead to the investigation for a serial killer. Had Dillon only shot once, the murder might have been dismissed as an unfortunate hunting accident. Since there were several wounds, however, police realized that this was a murder, and later began connecting the dots to the other, similarly unsolved murder that took place in Ohio some time before.
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