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Son of Who?

Richard David Falco did not have the best of starts in life.  The result of a short-lived affair between a couple whose own lives were on the rocks – financially and emotionally – the infant Richard was born to a Jewish mother whose impoverishment meant that she had no chance of keeping him.  Within days of his birth he was put up for adoption, and found himself as the son of a kindly, childless Jewish American couple.

Nathan and Pearl Berkowitz were a comfortably off pair who ran a hardware store.  Quiet, considerate, loving they were delighted that their family was now complete.  The name Falco was dropped, and the new adoptive parents decided that they would swap their child’s first two names over.  Thus, Richard David Falco became David Richard Berkowitz.  It was a name that was to strike fear into the hearts of New Yorkers within a couple of decades.

Berkowitz’s story is an interesting one.  Some serial killers can only be described as evil, as deviants whose crimes are committed purely for personal pleasure.  It may be that he fits this category – but in all likelihood he is a much more complicated character than that.

Because Berkowitz’s life was no joy ride.  There were enough unfortunate events in his childhood and early adulthood to offer an insight into the crimes he committed later.  Nathan and Pearl were happy enough for David to know that he was adopted.  This was forward thinking, open and honest.  But also led to problems.  Because although they put the truth out there to him, it was only a partial truth they shared.  With the best of intentions, David spent much of his childhood believing that he had been adopted because his mother had died giving birth to him.

It is easy to see the rationale behind this white lie.  Surely, such a stretching of the truth would remove the sense of rejection which would follow discovery that his mother had given him away.  It might also take away the natural curiosity many adopted children have regarding their birth parents, particularly when it comes to meeting them.  However, for David, the partial truth brought no relief.  The contrary, in fact.  The young boy became guilt ridden and anxious; it was as though he held himself responsible for his mother’s death – an event which had, of course, never taken place.

There was more to this tricky childhood.  David was a boy uncomfortable in his body.  He was physically big and bulky.  His large head seemed out of proportion with the rest of him.  As was fashionable at the time, his hair was frequently long and full – it added to the look of physical strangeness.  

Growing up in the Bronx was never easy during the last century, but in the sixties and seventies it was harder than usual.  Traditional, low density housing was knocked down to make way for projects designed to renew the area.  Like so many of such well meant but ultimately poorly thought through schemes, that urban renewal delivered poor returns for the residents of the borough.  For example, as the Cross-Bronx Expressway cut a swathe through the traditional, low density, neighborhoods, smashing communities, housing that replaced the former homes was of the impersonal, high density variety.  Almost overnight, communities vanished, and people became isolated.

What followed was inevitable.  Crime grew; drug abuse went through the roof.  The old Bronx of Pearl and Nathan’s youth would not return.  For a couple like these two, the change was particularly bad.  Naturally reticent, they become even more isolated.  That meant more time spent doting on David.  It was not what the strange young boy needed.

Because if the boy was physically a little odd looking, socially he was struggling too.  Like his parents, he was quiet and isolated.  School was anathema to him.  A bright child, he somehow managed to fail to shine in any discipline, despite his innate intelligence.  School too became a negative experience for him.  Indeed, there were only a couple of things which seemed to bring David any sense of joy.  Firstly, he was developing into a promising baseball player, where his bulk was an advantage when it came to blasting the ball to the corners of the arena.  He spent a lot of his out of school leisure time playing the game.

The other love he held was for Pearl.  His adoptive mother was everything to him; the two were incredibly close.  

Despite this, however, David was already developing a bad reputation in the neighborhood.  He was seen as a troubled boy.  An isolated loner who was a bully and seemed to lack empathy towards his peers.  He was gaining a name as a petty pilferer – shoplifting, other petty larceny.  It seems as though he always managed to keep out of trouble with the law, but there was no doubt that he was entering onto a slippery slope.

Yet at home David remained the apple of his parents’ eye; they could see no wrong in the lumbering child.  And there might have been a good reason for this – a reason beyond the important fact that he was the child they always wanted but could never make on their own.  Unfortunately, Pearl’s health was not great.  While David was still young, she had had experienced a cancer scare.

Now, in the late 1960s, with David just fourteen years of age, the cancer returned.  Aggressively.  In 1967 Pearl died, and David’s already troubled life plummeted.  It was as though the bottom had been torn out of his existence.  He felt betrayed for a second time – rejected firstly by the death of his birth mother – although that was not an actual truth – and now by the death of Pearl.

What was worse was that Nathan found a new partner quite quickly, and David could never abide his stepmother to be.  As a result, his behaviour deteriorated, and he exhibited signs we would recognise today as evidence of severe mental health issues.  Who knows what his birth mother had put into her body while she was pregnant with David, but the probability must exist that she exposed herself and the infant inside of her to substances bound to do harm.  Possibly now this abuse was paying its unwanted dividends.

David’s life began to move into crime, and he was particularly fond of arson.  He lived in the right place for it.  Among the unwanted changes taking place in the Bronx was an emergence of a huge spate of fires.  Many believed that these came about because Insurance companies were beginning to refuse to renew policies on the decayed buildings.  Thus, unscrupulous landlords were burning their businesses while insurance still applied.  Others felt the trend was down to increased numbers of homeless people and drug users who inhabited the run-down tenements and factories.  In all likelihood, it was a mixture of the two.  So, to a police force used to turning a blind eye (what else could they do, as under-resourced as the force was back then?) to relatively major fires, the sort of conflagrations David was causing were of little or no interest to them.

So, once more, the teenager got away with his wrongdoing.  Maybe had he been caught earlier the shock might have deterred him from the major crime spree upon which he later embarked.  But, then again, it probably would not have done.  Prisons in the 1960s in the USA focussed little on either rehabilitation or treatment and were breeding grounds for repeat offenders.  In all likelihood, the issues which had at least contributed in David’s descent would not have been addressed, and he may well have left prison just a better-informed criminal.  Meanwhile, in 1971, his father married his new partner, and with relations between her and David so poor, they moved to Florida.  The boy was on his own.

But David did need a change of scenery in any case, and he found it by joining the army.  It was 1971, and Berkowitz was eighteen years of age.  He had joined up as soon as he was old enough to serve overseas.  He was sent to Asia but managed to avoid the worst horrors of that continent during those years.  He ended up in South Korea, rather than the more dangerous Vietnam.  It seems as though the discipline of the army suited him.  By the time he was given an honourable discharge in 1974, when he was twenty-one years old, he had turned into a very handy shot, and his competence with firearms would be important to him as his life once more turned bad.

But David had one more unfortunate experience through which he would need to be dragged before his criminality took an extreme turn.  Following the death of his adoptive mother, now some seven years before, he had discovered that his birth mother was not in fact dead.  Freshly out of the army, with more experience of the world, he decided that he should make it his duty to track down this woman.  

Eventually he managed to do so and had a warily emotional meeting with Betty Falco.  Initially, their relationship seemed good, and Betty was able to tell him the reasons behind her willingness – a requirement, to a large extent – to give him up.  She also told him that his biological father had recently died.  David had gone through his life without ever getting to know this man, or even meeting him.  Now that would be an issue he could never resolve.  The news upset David, and most probably contributed to the fact that the relationship he had begin to form with his biological mother deteriorated quickly, and soon ended altogether.

It is not that surprising that such an outcome ensued.  Even where birth parents and the children they put up for adoption are both happy and contented with their lot and are given wide ranging support long term relationships develop only rarely.  Back in the early 1970s the kind of support networks and services that exist today were unheard of.  Even more importantly, both Betty Falco and David Berkowitz were severely damaged goods.  Their emotional uncertainties and probably mental health issues were too great. It is reasonable to assume that both biological mother and son suffered from, to a greater or lesser extent, psychological problems which inevitably made overcoming the stresses of more than twenty years of separation just too much to hurdle.

As for David, now he had genuinely been rejected by two mother figures, even if Pearl did so in a way that was completely out of her hands.  The loner took on a series of manual jobs, none of which he was able to stick at for long, and meanwhile the troubles in his mind escalated more and more. He took a basic apartment in Yonkers, and finally found a mundane job sorting letters for the US Postal Service.  He made little impression on neighbours who, later, when his name became a household one, described him as a loner, one who kept to himself.

By this time, however, according to Berkowitz he had already made his first attack on a woman. Christmas is known to be a problematical time for those suffering from isolation.  The overt happiness and clear ‘family’ side of the event is like a kick in the teeth to the lonely, the socially struggling, the alone.  

It was Christmas Eve in 1975 when, according to David, he first struck. On this occasion, his victims were two unconnected women.  Both were stabbed with a hunting knife.  One victim was never identified by police, but the other was a teenager named Michelle Forman.  Her injuries were sufficient for her to be hospitalised.  She was just fifteen years old at the time of the attack.  However, Berkowitz was not considered a suspect in these crimes, and for him life continued as before.  It was during this period that he moved to his new accommodation in Yonkers.

This was a pretty run-down place.  He moved into a two-family home owned by a couple called Nann Cassara and her husband Jack.

It was at this point that Berkowitz’s behaviour escalated into even more savage crimes.  Later, when he was caught, he would explain how the attack he made on Michelle Forman and the other girl had been driven by the ‘demons’ in his head.

Now, it seems, those demons took stronger hold.  And they were inseparably linked to the house in Yonkers.  With his mind already in an extremely fragile state, for all the reasons we have examined already, he began to suffer from insomnia.  It was insomnia linked to the environment in which he was forced to live.  The neighbourhood was rough, and the nights would be disturbed by the howls of dogs, those standing guards in the homes of those who resided in the area supplemented by the haunting sounds of strays which roamed free at night.

These howlings got in his mind, and lingered there, disturbing his moods.  Soon, he began to interpret what these demons were saying, and their words were instructing him to go out and kill women.  The only way he could silence them was to follow their orders.

Berkowitz’s twisted psyche trapped the owners of the home in which he lived into the convoluted demons.  Jack was, in his mind, General Jack Cosmo, the commander in chief of the howling dogs that tortured his tormented mind.

In an attempt to get away from the demons (at least, that is the story Berkowitz would perpetuate) he left their home and moved into an apartment nearby.  But this did not cure the voices in his head.  He now had a neighbour, called  Sam Carr, who had a black Labrador named Harvey.  This dog, Berkowitz came to believe, was also possessed by the demons.  In an attempt to cure the sound of his howling, he shot the dog.  But in doing so he allowed Sam Carr himself to become the new leader of the demons.  So powerful was the evil sprite in Carr that Berkowitz became convinced he was the devil himself.

He resisted for as long as he could, but in the end knew he would have to give into these demons tearing at the inside of his brain.  Thoughts of a genuinely psychotic madman?  Or convenient excuse, justification for acts of indescribable evil?

So far, we have spent little time looking at the unfortunate victims of David Berkowitz.  They are disturbingly numerous.  The early hours of a high summer day in 1976 was the time of his first murder.  It was July 29th, and a pair of teenage girls were sitting in a car.  Donna Lauria was 18, and the car’s owner was 19-year-old Jody Valenti.  They had no warning of what was about to happen.  Berkowitz approached, produced his .44 caliber Bulldog pistol, fired three shots and walked away, as calmly as if he were dropping a burger wrapper in a trash can.

Donna was killed immediately, but Jody survived.  Later, she told the authorities that she did not know their assailant but gave a description.  This matched one given by Donna’s father, who had spied the man sitting in a yellow car.  Other witnesses described seeing the yellow car driving around the area earlier in the night.

The police had more to go on than in many random murders.  But the descriptions did them no good.  Nearly three months later the killer struck again.  This time, in Flushing, which is in Queens.  Carl Denaro was sitting in a car with Rosemary Keenan.  Suddenly, the windows shattered.  Shaken and shocked, Carl had enough about him to drive off immediately, probably saving both of their lives.  Such was the adrenalin rush that they experienced that only later did Carl realise he had been shot in the head.

Although police traced the bullet to the same kind as had been used in the July murder, they did not draw a link between the two.  The attacks had happened in different parts of New York, and it did not seem to hit the police that the killer might be mobile, even though they suspected he drove a yellow car. 

The following month, November 1976, two teens were sitting on a porch chatting.  Donna DeMasi was sixteen and was visiting her 18-year-old friend Joanne Lomina at her home in Bellerose, which is also in Queens.

Suddenly a man approached wearing military fatigues.  He stopped to ask them for directions, and the two girls were surprised by the high pitch of his voice.  Before they could respond, he removed a pistol and shot them both.  Both survived, although the older girl was paralysed by the attack.  It is worth, at this point, reminding ourselves that Berkowitz had been a hot shot in the army.  Yet, he had fired at six people from close range and had killed only one.  It is notoriously difficult to kill somebody with a handgun, but for a man with Berkowitz’s training it seems surprising that his accuracy was so poor.  Unless, of course, some vestige of compassion that remained in his head was directing his shooting arm away from the vital organs of his victims.

The next attacks came on January 30th, 1977.  John Diel was sitting in his car with his girlfriend Christine Freund.  Out of the blue, shots were fired.  Neither victim saw the attacker who shot at them.  This time, though, his aim was truer.  Although Diel survived, Christine died in hospital, the medical teams unable to save her.

Finally, police made the connection that they might have a serial attacker on their hands.  The killer seemed to target young women with long, dark hair.  He (or she) used a .44 caliber gun.  However, sketches based on eyewitness descriptions still led police to believe that they could be dealing with multiple attackers.

At that time the police landed a moniker on their unknown killer, although it lacked the alliterative qualities of the one by which he became known later.  The police called him the ‘Point four four calibre killer.’  Not a name to roll off the tongue.

Under two months later he struck once more, with a slightly different modus operandi.  Returning in some ways to his first assault, he attacked Virginia Voskerichian, shooting her dead as she walked home from her college.  She lived close to his previous victim, Christine Freund.  Virginia was shot multiple times, and it was a bullet which lodged in her head that delivered the fatal wound.  However, police received another lead.  A resident who lived nearby heard the shooting and in an act of public spiritedness went out to see what trouble was brewing.  He was too late to save Virginia, but he did see a possible culprit.  This was a smallish teenage boy who was running away from the crime scene.

Clearly, in retrospect we know now that this boy was not the killer, but the media, desperate to put a face to the growing story, identified the youngster as the murderer.  It did not help the police case, especially as they soon gathered other witnesses who had also seen the boy and also a much larger, older man.  The youngster was no more than a scared witness, and vital resources were directed towards ascertaining this truth.

The next month, on April 17th, Berkowitz returned to his favoured approach.  He found a couple sitting in a car, not far from where he had shot Jody Valenti and Claudia Lauria.  The couple, Alexander Esau and Valentina Suriani were each shot twice and this time, both were killed at the scene.  The boyfriend and girlfriend were just twenty and eighteen years old respectively.

In the car the police found a letter addressed to a senior officer in the NYPD.  The handwritten missive alleged to be from the murderer, who told of his wish to continue with the killings.  The ominous note put a catchier name in the headlines of the national Press.  Berkowitz signed the letter with the nickname which even today holds resonance – Son of Sam.

Police were now attempting to build up a psychological profile of the killer, but nevertheless Berkowitz struck at least twice more.  In June 1977 Judy Placido and Sal Lupa both survived an attack as they left a disco.  A month later, on 31st July, Stacy Moskowitz was not so lucky.  A gunshot wound to the head killed her, while her lover, Bobby Violante, was blinded in one eye and lost partial sight in the other as a result of the incident.

Yet despite the continuations in the killings, a lot happened in those three months.  It is often said that serial killers want to stop, they want to be caught.  Whether or not that was the case with Berkowitz we cannot be sure.  Perhaps his arrogance simply got
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