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INTRODUCTION Why Were There So Many Serial Killers in the 1980s?

From Jeffrey Dahmer and the Golden State Killer to Richard Ramirez and BTK, serial killers seemed to populate the 1980s like no other decade—and that statement isn’t one of those “When I was young” remarks that end with telling kids to get off your lawn.

The data, unfortunately, backs it up.

The 1980s capped the height of a three-decade surge in serial murders, which then began a steady decline through the 1990s and the first two decades of the 2000s.

Radford University psychology professor Dr. Mike Aamodt has been compiling and analyzing serial killer statistics for decades. His information shows that a staggering nearly 770 serial killers were operating throughout the United States between 1980 and 1989.1 More conservative estimates put the number at closer to 300; differences in the definition of a serial killer (number of murders, time frame, etc.) can result in raw number discrepancies, but a sharp increase in serial murders in the 1980s is evident using any metric.

Victimhood statistics follow a similar trajectory. The worst year for victims, according to Aamodt’s data, was 1987, when 389 people were murdered by serial killers. From there, the number of victims per year began dropping, and by 2011 serial killers claimed the lives of under 100 people in the United States annually. That number may grow if remains are found of other missing individuals and linked to serial killers, but the trend is moving in a positive direction.

Investigative advancements likely increased the number of identified serial killers in the 1980s. More sophisticated methods of evidence and data collection along with better information-sharing processes allowed law enforcement to link murders to the same perpetrators, especially across jurisdictions, in ways that hadn’t been possible even a decade before.

Meanwhile, in the decade of decadence, big hair, and neon everything, a sharp overall increase in violent crime coincided with a prevailing atmosphere of panic and terror—all occurring within a unique time in American societal history.

While there are many things from the 1980s to be nostalgic about, serial killers and the circumstances that aided their proliferation are not among them.


Life in the 1980s

The 1980s saw a restitching of the country’s social fabric, and several of those moving threads placed some individuals directly in harm’s way and exponentially increased their odds of falling prey to serial killers. Many of these same phenomena also helped serial killers escape capture.


Sex Work

Dating back to history’s most famous serial killer, Jack the Ripper, and likely beyond, sex workers have often been prime targets of serial killers. Violent offenders may believe that sex workers lack a strong support system and are less likely to be reported missing, making it easier for killers to escape detection.

A 2011 study by Dr. Kenna Quinet found that 32 percent of woman victims in U.S. serial murder cases from 1970 to 2009 were sex workers;2 in 2014, a report titled “A Systematic Review of the Correlates of Violence against Sex Workers” revealed that sex workers globally have a 45–75 percent chance of suffering sexual violence while working.3 Sex work is undoubtedly among the world’s most dangerous professions.

Doug Clark and Carol M. Bundy (the Sunset Strip Killers), Lonnie David Franklin Jr. (the Grim Sleeper), Gary Leon Ridgway (the Green River Killer), and Arthur Shawcross (the Genesee River Killer) were among the worst predators of women sex workers in the 1980s; Jeffrey Dahmer and Larry Eyler (the Highway Killer) targeted young men and boys in the sex trade. All of these killers expressed that they purposely targeted people living on the margins of society.

Aileen Wuornos, perhaps the world’s most notorious woman serial killer ever, flipped the script and killed men during the course of her sex work. Wuornos turned the danger of engaging in sex work on its head when she claimed that she had killed seven of her customers in self-defense.



Cocaine Epidemic

Where there was sex work, there were often drugs, and the crack cocaine epidemic of the 1980s exacerbated sex workers’ level of risk exponentially, especially for sex workers of color, whose communities were hit hardest by the influx of the cheap, highly addictive drug.

Sex workers who were addicted to crack were among the most vulnerable in a population that already lived in danger. Franklin explicitly used the promise of crack as a lure with Black sex workers in South Central Los Angeles, and nearly all of his victims had cocaine in their systems when they died. In Franklin’s case the perceived lack of investigation into the murders of sex workers resulted in public protests to pressure law enforcement to commit to solving the murders.



Women’s Movement

Underlying this entire discussion is the common denominator that girls and women are much more likely than men to be victims of serial killers. Data released by the FBI’s Violent Criminal Apprehension Program in 2010 shows that women accounted for 70 percent of serial killer victims since 1985; they represented just 22 percent of total homicide victims in the same time period.

Most girls and women who are serial murder victims were also sexually assaulted, yet in the 1980s, “hidden rape,” a term coined by Dr. Mary Koss, meant that three to ten rapes were committed for each one reported.4 The ’80s were a time when women who had been raped were asked what they had been wearing, what they were doing to invite the attack, and whether they had done enough to stop it.

The #MeToo movement that gathered momentum in 2017 was a direct assault on the rape culture of the 1980s, a time that also saw women moving into the workforce in record numbers. In 1950 the overall participation rate of women in the workforce was 34 percent, but by 1980 the rate was 52 percent, and that number grew to reach 58 percent in 1990.5 The 1984 Democratic National Convention was held in San Francisco, California—a state where several of the worst 1980s serial killers operated—and Geraldine Ferraro became the first woman nominated for vice president by a major political party.

Regardless of this progress, women were still viewed and treated as second-class citizens. Susan Faludi’s 1991 book, Backlash: The Undeclared War Against American Women, explores the various ways American social, economic, and political systems worked to undermine women and their autonomy throughout the 1980s, including the defeat of the Equal Rights Amendment, the rise of the antiabortion movement after Roe v. Wade secured women’s right to abortion in the 1970s, rampant sexual harassment and discrimination in the workplace, a cavernous wage gap, and the unrealistic expectation for working mothers to “do it all.”

The response of law enforcement to crimes against women has historically been problematic, but “there is little doubt that the women’s movement was central to the development of a victims’ movement,” wrote Dr. Marlene Young and John Stein of the National Organization for Victim Assistance in a 2004 report sponsored by the Department of Justice. “Their leaders saw sexual assault and domestic violence—and the poor response of the criminal justice system—as potent illustrations of a woman’s lack of status, power, and influence.”



HIV/AIDS Epidemic

The early 1980s also brought the deadly HIV virus and AIDS to the forefront of the country’s consciousness. The mysterious illness devastated the gay community, particularly gay men, and it coincided with increasing anti-gay rhetoric from the likes of Reverend Jerry Falwell and the Moral Majority, who vocally and vehemently opposed gay rights. Even the notoriously liberal-leaning New York Times was accused of being anti-gay for allegedly covering only negative portrayals of gay life.

Jeffrey Dahmer and Larry Eyler were among the most brutal serial killers of the 1980s, and both struggled with their own homosexuality and targeted vulnerable, younger gay men as their victims. In both cases law enforcement received backlash from local gay communities for failing to take action when young gay males—who were often sex workers—were being murdered.



Runaways, Hitchhiking, and Partying

Overlapping with sex workers of all genders and sexualities were young people who ran away from or were cast out of their homes and needed to survive on their own, which often led to dangerous sex work.

Compounding this issue was the fact that hitchhiking was also incredibly common—and believed to be relatively safe—for much of the decade, making far too many people, especially teenagers, vulnerable to some of the most prolific serial killers. Many victims of the murderers in this book met their fates after accepting rides or simply invitations to drink, smoke, or party with strangers who went out looking for prey.



Racial Tensions

During the 1980s the country also continued to reckon with societal and cultural attitudes and behaviors around race after the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Racial tensions, especially between law enforcement and the communities of color they served, swelled throughout the ’80s, particularly in urban centers.

In the 1980s the Watts riots protesting police brutality were still in the recent past. In August 1980 the Los Angeles Times reported that a majority of Black residents of the city felt “things are going badly” and were “especially troubled by violence, lack of job opportunities and housing.” Racial tensions were reaching a fever pitch throughout the 1980s, and then, just past the end of the decade, the city exploded in 1991 when Los Angeles police officers severely beat Rodney King with nightsticks during his arrest.

The Grim Sleeper investigation raised serious allegations of racism when community members felt that the deaths of Black woman sex workers were being ignored, allowing serial killers (yes, plural) to troll South Central Los Angeles and claim more and more victims. The deaths of most of the Grim Sleeper’s victims weren’t even reported in the press at the time. Law enforcement responses to crimes against women were already problematic, but cases involving victims who were women of color rarely even made the news.

This kind of victim intersectionality was and is exceedingly common. The victims of Jeffrey Dahmer, a white man, were mostly boys and men of color, sparking outcry from the community about policing methods in Milwaukee after officers returned an underage Laotian boy back to Dahmer, believing the killer’s story that they were lovers having a disagreement. In reality, Dahmer had just drilled a hole in young Konerak Sinthasomphone’s head and poured acid into his skull; Dahmer killed Sinthasomphone shortly after police released the boy back to him. This story, of course, also played out under the air of homophobia.



Changing Faces in the Neighborhood

Demographically, the 1980s saw people moving away from their hometowns more than ever, particularly in places like the Rust Belt where industries were becoming outdated and populations were experiencing higher unemployment rates.

This meant that people settling into new, growing locations were less likely to know their neighbors, making it more challenging to recognize if someone from outside the neighborhood—killers like the Night Stalker or the Golden State Killer, both of whom prowled neighborhoods for victims—was roaming around.



Stranger Danger and Satanic Panic

Then there were cultural phenomena with catchy names like “stranger danger” and “satanic panic.” The kidnapping and brutal murder of six-year-old Adam Walsh, portrayed in a 1983 TV movie seen by 38 million people, ingrained the idea of stranger danger in several generations. It is still with us today, even though data shows that “family members and acquaintances are far more likely than so-called strangers or outsiders to harm children,” according to Dr. Paul Renfro, author of Stranger Danger: Family Values, Childhood, and the American Carceral State.

Still, the fear wasn’t entirely unfounded. The late 1980s and early 1990s were a more dangerous time for children than ever before. A 1996 Bureau of Justice Statistics report found that although the number of children murdered per year reached a low point in 1984, it rose from there and peaked in 1993 when 2,841 children were murdered, showing a 94 percent increase over those nine years. Arthur Shawcross, who attacked woman sex workers in the 1980s, began his murders in 1972 by targeting children.

Simultaneously, news programs and talk shows fanned the flames of satanic panic, and, the New York Times recounts in a 2021 article, “baseless conspiracy theories about satanic cults committing mass abuse spread around the country.” There is no 1980s serial killer more intertwined with the fear of Satanists than Richard Ramirez, who played into the role by drawing pentagrams on walls, making victims swear to Satan, and proclaiming his allegiance to Satan whenever anyone would listen.

Stranger danger and the satanic panic weren’t grounded in data, but that didn’t make them any less influential on American culture, particularly since this was also the same time when the term “serial killer” was entering the country’s lexicon. The phrase came into popular usage in 1981, often credited to FBI agent and profiler Robert Ressler, though he wasn’t technically the first person to use the term. Ted Bundy and the Son of Sam (David Berkowitz) put faces to the name, so to speak, and whenever the media caught wind of any potential serial killer, the coverage was as nonstop as it could be for that era.

Could media saturation have actually inspired would-be killers to turn to gruesome murder to become infamous? Sunset Strip Killer Doug Clark lamented that he wasn’t getting as much coverage as the Hillside Stranglers, Kenneth Bianchi and Angelo Buono Jr., did, and BTK (Dennis Rader) asked the media, via letter, how many people he had to kill before he got a mention in the paper.

We might also wonder whether increased awareness even saved lives as people increasingly began locking their doors (something virtually unheard of in most of the United States before the 1980s) and buying dead bolts and guns as word got out about serial killers who slipped in through unlocked windows and doors.




Catching 1980s Serial Killers

Taken all together, when a serial killer was on the loose these cultural factors created a tense, terrifying atmosphere that sparked a chaotic, dramatic race between killer and law enforcement, who were tasked with both stopping the killings and delivering justice to victims and their loved ones.

Who would win?

Law enforcement ultimately did prevail against many of the deadliest and most horrific serial killers of the 1980s. All of those featured in this book were eventually brought to justice, even if, in some cases such as BTK, the Grim Sleeper, and the Golden State Killer, that justice took decades, requiring advanced DNA testing and new investigative techniques such as genetic genealogy to finally enable investigators to catch up with the scant clues left behind by the murderers.

Some of those advances and techniques may be why the number of serial killers has dropped and why, as Dr. Harold Schechter, serial killer expert and professor emeritus at Queens College, told Slate in 2011, “The golden age of serial murderers is probably past.”

Drawing from meticulous research, contemporary journalistic accounts, police reports, court opinions, and other primary source materials, The Big Book of 1980s Serial Killers looks back on ten of the most challenging and fascinating serial killer cases in history, placing them in the unique historical and social context of that most peculiar decade: the 1980s.
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CHAPTER ONE ARTHUR JOHN SHAWCROSS The Genesee River Killer 1972, 1988–1990

The sixth time was the charm for Arthur Shawcross.

In April 1987 the New York State Parole Board accepted Shawcross’s sixth petition for early release after rejecting previous applications “because of the seriousness of the crimes,” according to Edward Elwin, executive director of the division.

Shawcross had served fifteen years of a twenty-five-year sentence for first-degree manslaughter after emotionlessly confessing to killing eight-year-old Karen Ann Hill and ten-year-old Jack Blake in Watertown, New York, in 1972. He was charged only with the death of Hill, and he even secured a reduced charge on that murder because he agreed to lead authorities to the remains of Blake, his first victim.

The murderer had dumped Blake’s body in the woods and then anonymously tipped off police on where to look. In spite of the tip, police couldn’t find the boy, even though they came within feet of his body. They didn’t recover Blake’s remains until Shawcross told officials exactly where to find them—after he had killed again and gotten caught.

Then, fourteen and a half years later, Shawcross was a free man again.

“He was considered a very good prisoner,” Amy Colodny, on behalf of the New York State Correctional Services Department, said of Shawcross.6

While in prison, Shawcross earned his GED and took a noncredit correspondence course in horticulture through Penn State University. He did all the right things behind bars to convince the parole board to let him out early, including claiming he suffered from PTSD from serving in the Vietnam War.

In truth, Shawcross would have been released two years later anyway. He would have been legally entitled to be released in May 1989 for “good time” while incarcerated, plus time served between his arrest and imprisonment.

Less than a year after his release, Shawcross began murdering again. He killed eleven women over a twenty-one-month span before he was stopped.


Growing Up Arthur

Young Arthur Shawcross was the classic school bully of films and books, the kid who turns his rage over being taunted onto everyone else around him. Shawcross was teased because he wet his bed, and he claimed he was sexually abused by his aunt, mother, and sister, though they all denied it. Shawcross always maintained he was the one who was bullied—not that he was a bully himself.

As a child, Shawcross also set fires and abused animals, making him a veritable poster boy for John Macdonald’s theory on the making of serial killers. In 1963 Macdonald posited that the three childhood characteristics serial killers have in common are enuresis (bedwetting), fire setting, and animal cruelty. The so-called Macdonald Triad isn’t backed up by empirical evidence, but Shawcross checked off all the boxes.

He was a child full of rage, and he carried these emotions into his first marriage when he was just nineteen years old, often physically abusing his wife. They separated after two years of marriage, and Shawcross eventually agreed to the termination of his parental rights to their son.

By the time Shawcross was drafted into the army at age twenty-two, he had already separated from his first wife and been arrested for arson as well as for burglary, for which he received six months’ probation. He married again in 1967.

Shawcross then served in Vietnam, spending his first year of his second marriage at war. Back in the United States, the young couple lived in Oklahoma, then settled in Clayton, New York, after Shawcross was honorably discharged from the army. He quickly picked up where he had left off in his criminal pursuits, racking up further arrests, including a burglary charge that landed him in prison for nearly two years. His sentence, however, had been for five years, beginning his journey through a legal system that repeatedly put him back on the streets. He also got divorced and married his third wife.

Then, in 1972, a ten-year-old boy in his neighborhood went missing.



Jack Blake and Karen Ann Hill

On May 7, 1972, ten-year-old Jack Blake was last seen alive near a Watertown, New York, playground. Throughout that summer Blake’s parents and his eight siblings, while fearing the worst, held on to hope that young Jack was alive. His parents organized an extensive poster campaign to spread the word about their missing son. Still, countless searches, including one by a small plane, turned up no trace of the missing boy.

The day Blake went missing he had been seen with Shawcross in an area Shawcross was known to fish. Shawcross was questioned about the boy’s disappearance, but he denied knowing anything, and there was nothing to suggest he had anything to do with the boy’s disappearance.

About four months later, on September 2, Karen Ann Hill vanished while playing outside; she was reported missing. Just hours later her body was found under a bridge over the Black River, buried under some debris. She was found face down, her nose and mouth clogged with mud and grass. She had been raped and strangled.

Hill had moved to Watertown with her mother and siblings to stay with relatives only a few days prior; the family’s mobile home about 180 miles away had burned down six months before. Hill’s father was reportedly living in Rochester.

Again, a witness led police to Shawcross, who was twenty-seven years old and a Watertown Public Works Department employee. Hill had been seen around a bicycle like one that Shawcross was known to ride, and Shawcross was spotted on the Black River bridge eating ice cream the day Hill disappeared. He was arrested the next day, and within a few days law enforcement announced that they had also found the decomposed remains of Jack Blake buried under tree bark in a heavily wooded area near Interstate 81. Blake’s mother identified a shirt, jacket, socks, and sneakers that were found nearby; additionally, “Blake” was written on the shirt.

Shawcross later claimed that Blake had been following him around and wouldn’t leave him alone, so Shawcross had hit him once—hard—and left him where he had fallen.

The newspapers didn’t report it at the time, but Shawcross had led law enforcement to Blake’s body in exchange for a manslaughter charge in Hill’s death. That deal would allow him to pick up his deadly activities a decade and a half later.



Reentering Society

After Shawcross’s release from prison, he had a hard time finding a place to settle. He tried both Binghamton and Delhi in central New York, but residents who knew about his criminal history ran him out of town by circulating petitions and protesting his residence in their communities.

By the end of June 1987, Shawcross landed in Rochester with the help of state parole authorities. The city was much larger than the previous communities Shawcross had tried to join. It was also significant that within weeks of his arrival a senior parole officer in Rochester made the critical decision to inform local police that Shawcross was in the area but sealed his records so that information about his criminal history would not cause a stir in the community.

Shawcross quietly settled into the Rochester community with his prison pen pal, Rosemary Walley. Parole officials placed him in a job, and in his free time Shawcross enjoyed fishing in the deep gorge of the Genesee River. He bicycled a lot, as he didn’t own a car.

When the bodies of sex workers began appearing along the Genesee River, the thought that Shawcross lived in the area did cross the minds of some parole officials. They didn’t notify local police, though, because they knew Shawcross didn’t own a car.

“I don’t think anyone thought it was a very good lead,” said Edward Elwin. “We knew him to be a person with a bicycle.”7

Also disturbing was the revelation that during the height of the murders, local investigators received a report of a sex worker seen walking with a man guiding a bicycle. Detectives had no idea that a convicted child murderer and rapist lived in the area—and commonly rode a bike.

Furthermore, assuming that Shawcross traveled exclusively by bicycle was an undeniable error on the part of parole officials.

“Obviously, that was mistaken,” said Monroe County District Attorney Howard R. Relin. “The man was able to use his girlfriend’s car and had access to other cars. Any information relating to the man would have been useful.”8

In his everyday life, Shawcross went out of his way to blend in and be a good neighbor; he was a generous friend, giving gifts like coffeemakers and steak knives at Christmas. He frequented a local 24/7 bakery, where, like a true fisherman, he recounted tales of that day’s catch. He also baked pies and cookies—during the same holiday season in which he murdered three women.

Shawcross was careful to abide by his parole requirements, according to Elwin, settling into a job at G&G Food Service prepping salads. “He worked every day, he was home when he had to be, he didn’t have any negative reports.”9

In other words, Shawcross didn’t raise any red flags as he trolled Rochester’s red-light district for victims.



Twenty-One-Month Murder Spree

From March 1988 through to Shawcross’s arrest in January 1990, sex workers disappeared from Rochester streets at a frightening pace.

On the ides of March 1988, the sister of Dorothy Blackburn, age twenty-seven, reported her missing. Nine days later Blackburn’s body was found in Northampton Park’s Salmon Creek. She had been strangled and her genitals had been brutally bitten.

Six months later, the partially clothed body of Anna Marie Steffen, also twenty-seven, was found in the gorge near Driving Park Bridge. Steffen was a mother of two, with another on the way, and her body was found covered in roofing shingles and brush. Shawcross later said he had just let her body float downstream, making no attempts to hide her. No one had reported Steffen missing, but she had been arrested for solicitation in July. She was last seen on July 8.

Shawcross and Walley got married, though that didn’t change Shawcross’s habit of dating other women as well as soliciting sex workers.

Thirteen months after Steffen was found, two teenagers fishing on Seth Green Island in the Genesee River Gorge found the headless body of Dorothy Keeler, fifty-nine. She didn’t fit the general profile of most of the rest of Shawcross’s victims because, as Shawcross later explained, she was his mistress. Keeler had threatened to tell his wife about their relationship.

“It was decomposed,” said one of the teenage witnesses at Shawcross’s trial. “It wasn’t what you could call flesh and it wasn’t bones.”

Shawcross confessed that he had bludgeoned Keeler with a log sometime in the spring, which meant Keeler had been dead for about six months by the time she was found. Shawcross alternately said he didn’t know what had happened to her head and that he had returned to the scene to remove her skull and dump it in the river. It was never recovered.

Just six days after the teenagers’ discovery, on October 27, 1989, Patricia Ives, twenty-five, was found on Driving Park Avenue. She had been killed within the previous month or so.

The dumping sites of all of the victims’ bodies were within a half mile of each other. At this point, local law enforcement officials realized they were dealing with a serial murderer targeting the city’s sex workers. The team of investigators launched a multifaceted operation to capture the murderer who would become known as the Genesee River Killer, for the locations where he left victims’ bodies. Law enforcement organized surveillance teams and made the decision to alert sex workers that a possible serial killer was stalking them.

In the course of field interviews with sex workers, investigators learned that a man named Mitch who worked at G&G Food Service was someone they might want to find. Detectives went to the business and found no one there who matched the description of Mitch. Shawcross, it turned out, used the name Mitch when he spoke with the women. Furthermore, he worked nights at G&G, and investigators visited during the day.

Less than three weeks after the discovery of Ives, Frances M. Brown, twenty-two, was found near Seth Green Drive. Shawcross said he choked her with his penis during oral sex and continued having sex with her body after she was dead.

On November 23, 1989, Thanksgiving Day, June Stott, thirty, was found at Turning Point Park. She had been missing for a month, and she wasn’t a sex worker. Shawcross knew her, and she had mild learning difficulties. While her cause of death was suffocation, her body was splayed open, cut from sternum to pubic bone, and her insides eviscerated.

Just four days later the body of Elizabeth Gibson, twenty-nine, was found by a deer hunter in a Wayne County apple orchard; she was the only one of Shawcross’s victims not found near water. A witness identified Shawcross as the person he saw with Gibson in a car. Shawcross later said Gibson fought so hard during the attack that she broke the car’s gearshift.

As the end of 1989 neared, the murders were increasing in frequency and getting even more brutal. With the discovery of Gibson’s body, Rochester police considered that the murderer might begin to operate increasingly outside of their jurisdiction. They called in the New York State Police to work alongside them, and an FBI profile nailed the primary characteristics of the offender: a middle-aged man, a laborer of some sort, someone who drove around a lot and frequented fishing areas. Investigators also believed he was sexually dysfunctional and liked to return to the places he left his victims’ bodies.

Shawcross fit all of those descriptions.



The Beginning of the End

Then, on New Year’s Eve, boots and a pair of jeans were found near Northampton Park, about two miles from Salmon Creek Bridge. An ID was shoved in the rear pocket of the jeans, enabling detectives to begin searching for a specific missing woman: Felicia Stephens, a twenty-year-old sex worker. She had been missing for five days.

The search for Stephens was on, and on January 3, 1990, police circling the area in a helicopter noticed a man in a gray car parked on a bridge near Northampton Park off Route 19. Some reports say that he was masturbating in the car, but all sources agree that he was urinating into a bottle out of the passenger side. Under the bridge, the officers saw a body frozen in the ice, which was later identified as June Cicero, thirty-four. She had been missing since December 17, and she had been asphyxiated. Her body had been cut to the bone on either side of her genital area; her attacker had apparently tried to remove her sex organs.

Back at the bridge, the man slid over to the driver’s seat and drove off. Via helicopter, police tailed the man to a nursing home parking lot in Spencerport. The man was Shawcross, and he was driving the car of his girlfriend, Clara Neal, who worked at the nursing home. A state trooper talked with the couple and learned that Shawcross was on parole and had murdered two children. Back at the police station, officers questioned them separately over several hours. Shawcross denied involvement in the murder of the woman under the bridge—he said he had just stopped to urinate—and he and Neal were released.

Police surveilled him, though, even as they worked on building a case against him for patronizing a sex worker; they planned to use an arrest for that misdemeanor as a way to get him back to the station for more questioning. They never needed to put that plan into action.

Early the following morning, a hunter discovered Stephens’s body in the foundation of a farmhouse about three hundred yards away from where her boots and jeans had been found. She had been strangled.

Around noon, Shawcross was called in for further questioning, and he confessed to being a serial murderer. Throughout his discussions with law enforcement he remained consistent in claiming that the women were to blame for his acts. He then led law enforcement to the bodies of his last two victims, which they recovered within hours.


	Maria Welch, twenty-two, was found off Island Cottage Road near Edgemere Drive. She had been asphyxiated.

	Darlene Trippi, thirty-two, was found in Clarkson. She had been asphyxiated the month prior in Rochester.



Shawcross was initially charged with the murders of ten of the victims killed in Monroe County. Additional charges would come later. Several pieces of physical evidence linked Shawcross to some of the murders; Cicero’s earring, for example, was found in the car he had borrowed from Neal. Under the sink in his apartment, police found Handi Wipes that matched those found at Stott’s and Keeler’s discovery scenes. The only business in Rochester that used Handi Wipes was G&G Food Service.

In most of the cases, Shawcross claimed either that the victim had been trying to steal from him or that he had experienced sexual dysfunction and they had ridiculed him. In his confession, he didn’t show any remorse for what he had done; he stated “that it didn’t matter; that it was business as usual,” according to police records. When asked by one of the investigators what he thought police should do with him, Shawcross responded that “he should be put in jail for life because if he were ever released, he would kill again.”



Battle of the Experts

In September 1990 forty-five-year-old Shawcross was “beefy and graying,” according to the New York Times, when his trial for ten murders began; he later pleaded guilty to Gibson’s murder in Wayne County. The trial was televised, widely watched, and a hot topic around water coolers for all of its thirteen weeks of testimony. It was one of the longest and most expensive trials in Monroe County history.10

Shawcross pleaded insanity, placing the already controversial criminal defense directly in the spotlight. The defense contended that he had brain damage from childhood abuse as well as from his experiences serving in the
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