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Preface to the Second Edition

The publication of this second edition of A History of British Serial Killing affords me an opportunity to accomplish two different but inter-related tasks. First, it allows me to look backwards to 2009, when the first edition was published, and to think again about the issues and ideas that at that time drove the narrative themes of the book. To what extent did these themes prove to be prophetic, so that they have become more pronounced and embedded in our culture over the last decade or, instead, which simply dissipated and then disappeared? An opportunity to look backwards also allows me a chance to correct some minor, factual inaccuracies and also to improve the text to take into account new research undertaken by others, such as Elizabeth Yardley and several of my other colleagues at Birmingham City University and Hallie Rubenhold. I have also incorporated some of my own more recent research about some of the issues which I originally discussed.

I can also update the text to now include those serial killers who were active at the time but who had not yet been apprehended, and those who at that point had only been convicted of a single (or double) murder, and who may have been in custody when the first edition was produced. In this latter category, for example, is the Scottish serial killer Angus Sinclair who had been convicted of the murder of eight-year-old Catherine Reehill in 1961 when he was sixteen, and was then given a Life sentence in 2001 for the 1978 murder of Mary Gallagher in Glasgow. When the first edition was published Sinclair did not fit the academic criteria of being a ‘serial killer’ – in other words, of having killed three or more victims in a period of greater than thirty days – as he had been controversially acquitted in 2007 of the murders of Christine Eadie and Helen Scott in October 1977 (which were known as the ‘World’s End’ murders). He would only be found guilty of these crimes in November 2014, following the amendment of the law of ‘double jeopardy’ in Scotland. Sinclair died in 2019 and is widely suspected of having killed several more women than those for whom he has been convicted.

In England, Robin Ligus was convicted of the murder of seventy-five-year-old Robert Young in 1994. Robert had been killed during a burglary committed by Ligus, who was a heroin addict and appears to have been offending to fund his drug habit. In 2011 Ligus was put on trial at Birmingham Crown Court for three further murders committed in 1994 and eventually found guilty of killing two men: Trevor Bradley and Brian Coles. Like Sinclair, Ligus now fits the criteria to be labelled as a ‘serial killer’.

My second inter-related task – as my mention of Ligus and Sinclair demonstrates and my description of them now being ‘serial killers’ indicates – I can look forwards, as well as backwards. In the past decade the number of British serial killers has grown (although not considerably) and our most recent serial killer, for example, is Stephen Port. Port is sometimes known as ‘the Grindr Killer’ by the media and between 2014 and 2015 he murdered four gay men in London. He was convicted of these crimes in 2016 and his story, and especially the story of his victims – Anthony Walgate, Gabriel Kovari, Daniel Whitworth and Jack Taylor – has made me consider again the themes I discuss in Chapter Six, where I considered the cases of Peter Moore, Colin Ireland and Dennis Nilsen, and the men that they killed. Indeed one of the themes that I had discussed in relation to these crimes was homophobia within police investigations and, on re-reading this chapter in preparation for this second edition, I was struck by how optimistic I had been about homophobia becoming less of an issue over time. Port’s murders and the subsequent flawed investigation by the Metropolitan Police would suggest that my optimism was misplaced.

The first edition of the book opened by stating boldly that: A History of British Serial Killing is not a history of British serial killers. I am simply not interested in any particular serial killer – his relationships with family and friends, what his schooldays might have been like, whether he prefers jam to marmalade. This was and remains the dominant theme of my work. I am not interested in building up an ever more detailed clinical picture of an individual serial killer, but instead I’m much more concerned with trying to see patterns in who it is that serial killers are able to kill. I described how a focus on what might have motivated the serial killer emerged from a convention of writing about this phenomenon which is called the ‘medical-psychological’ tradition. It seeks to debate that age-old issue in Criminology of born or made, nature or nurture or, more popularly, whether individual serial killers are born ‘evil’? These questions might be interesting, but answering them never seemed to me to help us reach a better understanding of what we could do as a society to reduce the incidence of serial murder.

On the other hand, discussing which groups of people are repeatedly targeted over time by serial killers might just allow us to understand why these groups are so vulnerable to attack and do something to overcome that vulnerability. The first edition pointed out that ‘overwhelmingly’ (and so it was tacitly acknowledged that there are exceptions) serial killers murder people from just five groups, and that women and girls are the dominant target within four of those five groups. Only one group of men – men who are gay – get targeted. The four groups of female victims are: women over the age of sixty; sex workers; ‘runaways and throwaways’; and children and infants. Of course there can also be overlaps between these groups so that, for example, young women running away from home might also engage in sex work; some young gay men also sell sexual services. This victim focus, which I described within the first edition as having emerged from a ‘structural tradition’ of writing about the phenomenon of serial homicide, should also provide us with solutions to reducing the incidence of serial murder by eradicating the vulnerability that makes these groups attractive to serial killers. These solutions would therefore include: challenging misogyny and homophobia; having a serious debate about why we criminalise sex work; becoming more aware of the issues surrounding the numbers of young people who are homeless; and ending the isolation and invisibility of the elderly in our society. All of this seems to me to be just as important today as it was in 2009.

At the various lectures and public talks that I have given about serial murder since the book was first published, I am often asked if these same five groups are targeted in other countries – particularly in the USA. There are indeed overlaps with the pattern of serial murder in Britain, but I usually also draw attention to the disappearance and murder of the homeless in the USA and, of course, the issue of race. The confession of Samuel Little in 2019 that he had murdered over ninety women, for example, led to headlines about him being ‘America’s most prolific serial killer’. Little, who was already serving a life sentence, having been convicted of the murder of three women in 2014, stunned officials by confessing to further murders that he had committed over four decades in some nineteen states. He even drew pictures of the women that he had killed. What wasn’t really considered in the media coverage of the case was why Little had been able to avoid detection for so long and why several of his victims – usually black women – had never been reported as missing. Or, if their bodies had been found and their deaths recorded, why this was sometimes wrongly attributed to ‘natural causes’. These women were often described as ‘marginalised’. It soon became clear that this was a euphemism for the fact that some of these women were homeless, many were drug addicts, a few were sex workers and that all of them were, as the media was keen to describe, ‘on the fringes of society’. In other words, these women were already invisible to mainstream society, and that made them perfect targets for Little. Who would notice, or even care if they disappeared?

Could a serial killer like Little operate in Britain? Perhaps. There are some five thousand people recorded as rough-sleeping in England and Wales and it is surely obvious that this creates, or exacerbates, multiple mental and physical health issues, and other forms of vulnerability – such as a vulnerability to attack. How are we, for example, to make sense of the 726 deaths of homeless people recorded in 2018? ‘Homeless’ was defined in these figures as rough-sleeping and those who were living in emergency accommodation, shelters and hostels. This was the highest number of deaths which had ever been recorded. Some of these 726 deaths were attributed to drugs overdoses but, as with Little, could the vulnerability of this group be exploited in other ways too?

Another of the dominant narrative themes within the first edition was to try and separate fact from fiction; to discuss the reality of serial murder, as opposed to how it is presented on TV or at the cinema. I note that I specifically mentioned the British TV series Cracker and Wire in the Blood and the US series Dexter and, of course, The Silence of the Lambs in the first edition. These programmes now seem hopelessly old-fashioned in a generation obsessed with Netflix. The use made of serial murder for entertainment shows no signs of abating since 2009 and, if anything, has become more pronounced. In the twelve months leading up to the publication of this second edition, for example, there have been movies such as Extremely Wicked, Shockingly Evil and Vile about the serial killer Ted Bundy, starring Zac Efron; My Friend Dahmer; and Quentin Tarantino’s Once Upon a Time in Hollywood which used the backdrop of the Manson murders to prompt its narrative. On British TV Killing Eve, Happy Valley, Marcella, The Fall, and Luther (to name just a few) have all used serial killers to hook their audience, as well as a host of true crime documentaries – some of which, I should acknowledge, I have also presented – and which have become a staple of the entertainment industry. Even the main characters in the popular comedy series Gavin & Stacey are called ‘Shipman’, ‘West’ and ‘Sutcliffe’. Ruth Jones, one of the co-creators of the series, commenting on her choice of surnames for these characters, suggested ‘I suppose we were hoping that people wouldn’t realise and then when it does come to light, it’s even more delicious.’*

In trying to make sense of this more academically I have suggested that serial killers are consumed by the audience through a ‘protective veil’ – in other words we know that what we are watching is ‘not real’, even if it is about actual events, or at least not going to harm us, and therefore it can be enjoyed in the same way that we take pleasure from the fictional monsters that populate horror movies. We scream in terror, but get pleasure nonetheless. More broadly, serial killers also seem to tap into a broader zeitgeist that has an ‘attraction to repulsion’. In passing, I have also tried to understand why so many women, rather than men, want to consume true crime (and Criminology as an academic discipline), and have suggested that this might be one of the legacies of Clarice Starling.

My mention of Clarice Starling (‘You still wake up sometimes, don’t you? You wake up in the dark and hear the screaming of the lambs’) in the first edition was meant to underscore the importance of the novels of Thomas Harris, given that he was given access to the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit (now called the Behavioral Analysis Unit), and the fictional serial killer that he created – Dr Hannibal Lecter. These novels, and the film adaptations which followed, created a number of serial killer tropes which still dominate a popular understanding of this phenomenon and, in particular, a belief that ‘entering the mind of the serial killer’ will deliver practical insights that can be used in subsequent policing investigations into a linked series of crimes. These insights are popularly known as ‘offender profiling’ and are, more often than not, associated with the work of FBI agents John Douglas and Robert Ressler.

I was not to know in 2009 that Douglas and Ressler would themselves become the templates for characters in the Netflix series Mindhunter – the first series, released in 2017, was based on Douglas’s co-authored book Mindhunter: Inside the FBI’s Elite Serial Crime Unit – and follows the exploits of ‘Holden Ford’ (Douglas) and ‘Bill Tench’ (Ressler) as they travelled around the country interviewing thirty-six convicted serial killers. These interviews were indeed the foundation of the FBI’s approach to offender profiling, and their insight that crime scenes would be ‘organised’ or ‘disorganised’. The idea that anything useful could be gained from interviewing such killers was one of the criticisms that I drew attention to in the first edition of the book, based on my own discussions with a number of British serial killers.

I had the pleasure of interviewing John Douglas on stage in 2019 at the London Apollo and, whilst I cannot claim that we had a meeting of minds on the subject, I was intrigued that over 1000 people had wanted to attend the event, and hear all about our different experiences of interviewing convicted murderers. There were some truly bizarre moments, such as when Douglas sat on my knee, put his arms around me and asked ‘tell me about your mother’. To be honest, this was not even the most unusual thing that has happened to me since 2009, given my public association with this phenomenon. Perhaps the award for that would go to Peter Moore, the convicted serial killer who attempted to sue me for defamation of character, or to a well-known true crime author who incognito reviewed the first edition of the book on Amazon and gave it 1 star, only to be rumbled by an astute reader and then exposed by Private Eye.

In 2009, based on a simple statistical analysis of the numbers of British serial killers active since 1960 – and I stuck resolutely to the these murderers having to be ‘British’; that they needed to meet the standard (at that time) academic definition of ‘serial killer’; and counted only those victims that they had been convicted of killing at court – I suggested that, on average, there were two active serial killers operating in Britain in any given year and that between them they would kill, on average, seven people. I further suggested that the statistical high point of serial murder in this country was 1986, when four serial killers were active, as well as an Italian murderer who killed his victims in London. These killers were: John Duffy, who murdered three of his victims (and an accomplice would later also be convicted of these crimes); Kenneth Erskine, the ‘Stockwell Strangler’ who murdered seven elderly people; Robert Black, the Scottish serial killer, who murdered ten-year-old Sarah Harper; and, finally, Harold Shipman, who killed eight of his patients. Thankfully the rate of serial murder would seem to have slowed down over the last decade, and perhaps we therefore should consider why the 1980s was the decade when most serial killers were active both in this country and in North America.

There would seem to have been a number of inter-related reasons. First, there was a general increase in violent crime during the decade both here and in the USA; crime detection was poor (the first murderer to be convicted in Britain on the basis of DNA profiling wasn’t until 1987); and a ‘geographically transient’ serial killer – someone who killed in different parts of the country, such as Robert Black and Peter Tobin – could exploit regional prejudices and different operational practices within the police and therefore, more than likely, escape detection. On the other hand those serial killers who were ‘geographically stable’ were invariably caught more quickly, having killed fewer victims. Indeed, more recent research by my former PhD student Adam Lynes has shown that driving jobs are favoured by many serial killers for this very reason.

Of course 1986 was also the high point of Thatcherism. This avowedly political observation was meant to underscore the relationship between serial murder and what I saw as the growing division between the ‘haves and the have-nots’. Above all, for me, it was the have-nots who seemed to get targeted. It is therefore perfectly valid to query why the rate of serial murder has decreased of late – especially in the period since 2010, when Britain has been undergoing cuts to public services in the name of ‘austerity’ and, for example, when we know that more people than ever before are having to rely on food banks. Given all of this, why have we not had more serial killers if my original observations were accurate?

The first point to make is that many of the policing deficiencies that I drew attention to in the 1980s, and which undoubtedly contributed to the rise in the numbers of active serial killers, have significantly improved. These policing initiatives would include the development of HOLMES, which is an informational retrieval system that helps our police to link crimes that have been committed in different parts of the country, and the establishment of the national DNA database in 1995, which now stores some six million individual profiles. This is a tremendous benefit to law enforcement. Forensic science has similarly advanced since the 1980s to the extent that the ‘Golden State Killer’, who murdered at least thirteen people in California between 1974 and 1986, was finally arrested in 2018 through using DNA uploaded onto a genealogical website by people searching for parents or other relatives. This type of initiative, which is illustrative of the advances in forensic science more generally, raises a number of interesting jurisprudential questions, even if it did on this occasion help to catch a serial killer. Overall, especially in the last few years, whilst violent crime has risen, the picture, as far as murder is concerned, is not without hope. For example, Scotland reduced its murder rate by some sixty per cent between 2004 and 2014.

Bearing all of this in mind, my hypothesis would be that the numbers of offenders who would like to repeatedly kill has probably remained stable, but that they are now caught much more quickly than they were in the past, and are thus prevented from becoming a ‘serial’ killer. A recent example would be Ben Field who was convicted of the murder of Peter Farquhar in 2019. Field, a PhD student studying English Literature at the University of Buckingham, was described in court as a ‘psychopath’ and killed his elderly victim by repeatedly poisoning him in the house that they shared in Maids Moreton. After his arrest the police discovered that Field, who also volunteered at an old people’s home, had a list of a hundred other mostly elderly people whom they suspect he may have wanted to target. Field was also going through the process of ordination within the Church of England, and it is hard to escape the conclusion that whilst Shipman used medicine to gain access to his victims and become a serial killer, Field was going to use religion.

Of course I may be being too optimistic. As my discussion of the 726 homeless people who died in 2018 was intended to draw attention to, there are multiple vulnerabilities in this group of people – vulnerabilities that a serial killer might want to exploit, or perhaps is already exploiting. Would we recognise a suspicious death within this group, or would we simply note that it was suicide, or death due to a drugs overdose? No one suggested that the ninety women killed by Samuel Little were murdered until he himself confessed to these crimes. His victims were ‘marginalised’ and those who are rough-sleeping in this country are marginalised too; they are on ‘the fringes of society’, just as much as the black women that Little targeted.

I ended the first edition by suggesting that serial murder tells us something about our culture, our values and our civic society. It still does. An understanding of the importance of this phenomenon does not come from entering the minds of serial killers, to discover why and when the light in their heads that connected them to the rest of society got switched off. Rather it emerges from accepting the fact that serial killers exploit fractured communities and prey on those whom we don’t seem to care too much about, or those whom we view as a drain on our resources, time and attention. It is therefore no coincidence that serial killers target the poor and not the rich; the weak, rather than the powerful; women and not men; people who are gay, rather than straight; and those young people who, for one reason or another, are leaving or being thrown out of their homes. In this way serial murder as a phenomenon tells us something about ourselves, to the extent that it has become even clearer to me since 2009 that the serial killer is not so much a cultural aberration, but a perfect embodiment of those values which have come to dominate our lives in late modernity. That’s why we should take the phenomenon of serial murder seriously; it should not be seen as entertainment, but a warped window through which to view Britain.
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Introduction

A History of British Serial Killing is not a history of British serial killers. I am simply not interested in any particular serial killer – his background, his relationships with family and friends, what his schooldays might have been like, whether he prefers jam to marmalade. Rather, I want to understand whom he (it is almost always a ‘he’) was able to kill. This distinction provides this history with much of its narrative and focus. I want to tell the stories of the killers’ victims, and shall attempt to uncover patterns of how, where and when they were killed. After all, pinpointing such patterns might help people to avoid falling victim to this type of murderer in the future.

Maintaining this focus has not always been straightforward. There is a vast industry related to serial killing, which generally takes as its starting-point – and usually its finishing-point, too – the serial killer, rather than his victims. As a result, it is often very easy to learn about the life and history of any particular serial killer. However, it is comparatively difficult to do the same for those whom he killed. This concentration on individual serial killers, rather than on their victims, can also be found in historical and contemporary theorising about the phenomenon of serial killing. So, there are interesting, lively, popular and more academic debates about what motivates serial killers to kill; and seemingly endless disagreement about whether they are evil, rational and calculating men who are exercising free will, or rather biologically, genetically, psychologically or socially ‘programmed’ to murder time after time. Such theorising is known as the ‘medico-psychological’ tradition in more academic circles. It attempts to explain everything from the perspective of the serial killer himself: how he was born and raised; whether he had good relationships with his parents and siblings; if he had ‘brain trauma’; and how he responded to moments of crisis or difficulties in his life, such as when a parent, grandparent or partner died. I am not convinced that any of this gets us very far in understanding the phenomenon of serial killing.

The alternative method that I have used in this book might be described as a ‘structural approach’. I investigate the phenomenon of serial killing by looking at victims, and try to make sense of why they were vulnerable to attack. By doing so, I hope, in a modest way, to reverse the trend that has prevailed in criminology, psychology, history and especially ‘true crime’, all of which have remained largely silent about the victims of serial killers.

My original interest in this subject stems in part from my practical experience of working with a large number of offenders, some of whom were serial killers, while I was employed as a prison governor at HMPs Grendon and Woodhill. I am frequently asked which serial killers I know or have met, what they were ‘really like’, whether I was scared by them, and – betraying the extent to which popular culture’s interpretation of the serial killer now dominates any discussion of the phenomenon – if I attempted to ‘enter their minds’ to find out what they were thinking.

To me, questions about which serial killers I know are rather like being asked about a celebrity acquaintance, especially when they are followed by: ‘And what are they really like?’ I make the link with ‘celebrity’ because serial killers have indeed become celebrities in our culture, with their status created and maintained by numerous films and books. At times it seems that they are almost aspirational role models. As is the case with all celebrities, the less accessible they are, the more intriguing and glamorous they appear to a fascinated public. And what could be more inaccessible than a high-security prison?

This notion of ‘entering the mind’ of a serial killer can be traced to the FBI’s Behavioral Support Unit (now known as the Investigative Support Unit), which was made famous by the novels of Thomas Harris – most notably The Silence of the Lambs – and to the British TV series Cracker and Wire in the Blood. Clever detectives and forensic psychologists stun the reader or viewer by always being one step ahead of the serial killer, able to predict how he will behave and where he will strike next. This is all very entertaining, but the truth is never quite as straightforward. Suffice to say that I have never felt it necessary to ‘enter the mind’ of a serial killer, and I would even go as far as to say that anyone who claims to do so probably cannot be trusted.

Do serial killers scare me? In all of my years of working in close proximity to offenders, I have sometimes been scared, but usually the prisoner in question was not famous, and often they had been convicted of a relatively trivial crime. I remember one man who would hide razor blades about his body – seemingly impervious to any pain that they might have caused (or perhaps enjoying it) – and later produce them during interviews in my office. Another frightening man could sit quite happily discussing his parole reports and then, with no warning, suddenly erupt in a torrent of threats and anger. Neither of these prisoners was a serial killer – each of them had been convicted of aggravated burglary – but both scared me. By contrast, when dealing with serial killers, my most common emotional responses are boredom and depression. Far from the charismatic, charming and cultured picture presented by Thomas Harris’s Hannibal Lecter or Jeff Lindsay’s Dexter, the serial killers I met were either wholly uncommunicative or so self-obsessed that they engaged in long, rambling, tedious monologues. They were fascinated by themselves, rather than by Bach, fine food, wine, architecture or blood-spatter analysis.

I do not deny that the serial killers I met were dangerous, and many of them had obviously psychopathic personalities: they could be manipulative, cunning or charming when the occasion demanded, and when they could gain some advantage from being so. One offender, on discovering from one of the prison officers that my son had just been born, made me a card, and for a long time wrote to me from prison asking about my son, commenting that he must be sitting his GCSEs, learning to drive and so on, even though I have scrupulously never given him any details about my family. Was this interest in someone he had never met charming or calculating? Was my suspicion of him fair or cynical? I felt more certain about the cunning of Dennis Nilsen who, when I had finished talking to him in an interview room, reached over the desk, put his hand on my arm, and asked, ‘Do you have to go?’ In all likelihood, Nilsen would have used exactly the same phrase with exactly the same gesture to convince his victims to stay the night with him.

Even so, it was what these prisoners lacked, rather than what they possessed, that was their most common feature. Theirs was a world of black and white – usually black – which left no room for grey. Each one of them lacked ambiguity or complexity in their lives, which seemed to have been stripped of all those confusing, messy, interesting, challenging, frustrating, funny, moving and inspiring elements that preoccupy the rest of us. They lived boring, depressing lives in the shadows. When the former Chief Constable of West Yorkshire and later the government’s ‘Drugs Tsar’ Keith Hellawell went to interview Peter Sutcliffe – better known as the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ – at HMP Parkhurst, he was asked how he had felt when face-to-face with a serial killer. Hellawell did not reply that it was ‘exciting’, ‘scary’, or any of the other emotions that might have been expected. He thought long and hard before answering simply: ‘It’s different.’ That pretty much sums it up.

Most of what follows is based on my academic work that has been undertaken since leaving the prison service in 1997, but where it is helpful I have also incorporated my practical and applied experiences. My academic work has been largely concerned with two issues. First, I have explored whether we should see serial killing as a form of ‘homicidal protest’ by those from within a specific socio-economic group who feel that their position in society is under threat, and go on to murder those in the challenging group. This part of my research has led to an extended debate with the Canadian sociologist Elliott Leyton. Second, I have looked into whether serial killing has been facilitated by the widening of the gap between rich and poor over the last forty years, as well as other changes in British society that have made it primarily ‘exclusive’ rather than ‘inclusive’. These two issues are woven into each chapter and provide the context for the conclusions that I reach.

Writing this book has been a fascinating and illuminating experience, and has allowed me to see a contemporary, cultural obsession in a much broader and more historical way. And the lessons are clear. If we really want to reduce – and perhaps even eliminate – serial killing, it is vital to explore the history of the phenomenon and attempt to understand which people become victims and under what circumstances. By adopting this historical approach it is possible to see patterns at work over time, and therefore learn lessons from the past that can be harnessed to predict which groups of people are likely to be killed in our own time and also in the future. In this way, A History of British Serial Killing offers the means for our society to tackle this most dreadful of crimes.




Chapter One

‘Society’s biggest plague’


I am convinced that we have a degree of delight, and that no small one, in the real misfortunes and pain of others … there is no spectacle we so eagerly pursue, as that of some uncommon and grievous calamity; so that whether the misfortune is before our eyes, or whether they are turned back to it in history, it always touches with delight.

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the
Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and
the Beautiful (1757)



Serial killing is neither a new phenomenon nor one that is peculiar to the Western world. We have stories from Britain’s distant past of serial killers such as Sawney Bean, a notorious Scottish cannibal who was said to have preyed on travellers along the coast of Galloway. However, no records of Bean’s activities emerged until the seventeenth century, some 300 years after he was supposedly executed, so he is probably fictitious. There is, though, more concrete evidence of the commercially driven murders of sixteen people in Edinburgh by William Burke and William Hare in 1828; the activities of their English imitators John Bishop and Thomas Williams, who confessed to five killings in London in 1831; and Mary Ann Cotton, who disposed of perhaps fifteen unwanted children and several husbands in County Durham in the 1870s. More recently, there have been documented cases of serial killers all over the world. In Pakistan, Javed Iqbal Mughal is suspected of having killed about one hundred boys prior to his arrest in 1999. In Japan, which has one of the lowest murder rates in the world, Takahiro Shiraishi admitted to killing and dismembering nine young women, three of whom were still in high school, in 2017. In Mexico, Juana Barraza, a former female professional wrestler known as the ‘Old Lady Killer’, was arrested and convicted of murdering forty-eight elderly victims in 2006. In China, Yang Xinhai was executed in 2004 for having killed some sixty-five women between 1999 and 2003, and in 2016 Gao Chengyong, who had been dubbed ‘China’s Jack the Ripper’, was finally arrested for the murder of ten women and an eight-year-old girl. He was sentenced to death in 2017. In Russia, Andrei Chikatilo was executed in 1994 for murdering fifty-two women and children, while Alexander Pichushkin – the ‘Chessboard Killer’ – was convicted in 2007 of murdering forty-eight people. In South Africa, Moses Sithole was sentenced to 2,410 years in 1997 for his part in the ‘ABC’ murders (named after three districts in Johannesburg), which saw thirty-eight people killed between 1994 and 1995. In the USA, perhaps the country we associate most with this type of killing, Jesse Matthew, Shawn Grate, Todd Kohlhepp and Michael Madison have all being convicted of serial murder in the last five years.

This book’s timeframe, starting in 1888 and coming up to the present day, and specific geographical location, Britain, therefore does not encompass the whole phenomenon of serial killing. It does, though, allow for deeper examination of the data and help provide focus for the important questions that will be asked throughout the book. Which groups of people tend to fall victim to the activities of serial killers, and do these groups change over time? Why have there been periods when no serial killers were active in Britain, while at other times several emerged simultaneously?

The phenomenon now known as ‘serial killing’ – in Britain and elsewhere – formally begins on the night of 31 August 1888, when Mary Ann Nichols, known as Polly, was found by PC Neil ‘lying on her back with her clothes a little above her knees, with her throat cut from ear to ear on a yard crossing at Bucks Row, Whitechapel’. Polly was the first of the so-called ‘canonical five’ victims, all of whom it has been alleged had at some stage of their lives sold sexual services, whose killer has never been identified, but who is universally known as ‘Jack the Ripper’. On that night a seemingly new type of crime, and a new type of criminal, seeped into the public’s consciousness, creating in almost equal measure a fear and a fascination that have continued to this day.

I will trace the history of serial killing in Britain from Jack the Ripper and his late Victorian and Edwardian counterparts George Smith, Thomas Cream and George Chapman to the murders committed by Stephen Port, our most recent serial killer, in London between 2014 and 2015. Port was given a life sentence in 2016. In between the stories of John Haigh, Reginald Christie, Ian Brady and Myra Hindley, Robert Black, Peter Sutcliffe, Dennis Nilsen, Fred and Rose West and Britain’s most prolific serial killer, Dr Harold Shipman, will be told. These names are well known, but the book also discusses more obscure British serial killers, including Peter Manuel, who murdered eight (or possibly nine) people in Scotland and the North of England in 1956–7; Peter Moore, who blamed ‘Jason’ for the murders of the four men he killed; Colin Ireland, who set out to become ‘famous’ by killing victims picked up in London’s S&M clubs; and Beverly Allitt, the only female British serial killer to have acted alone (rather than with a male accomplice) since the days of Mary Cotton.

By applying cutting-edge criminological research, along with my own experience, I hope to identify whom these people kill and under what circumstances they most easily achieve their purposes. Why, for example, were there no British serial killers in the 1920s and 1930s, while in the same period Germany produced twelve? After all, it is safe to presume that in all cultures – and at any given time – there will always be a small group of dangerous individuals who will want to kill repeatedly.

So what is it that allows them to start and then continue killing? And what is it that stops them? British serial killing peaked in 1986, when four serial killers were active simultaneously. So did Thatcherism and the changes it brought to British society create the circumstances for potential killers to become actual killers? How has the pattern of serial murder changed during the last decade which has been characterised as a period of ‘austerity’?

In order to identify those groups that need protecting from those who wish to prey on them, we need to look at the people who have been victimised by serial killers over the last 130 years. Overwhelmingly, as we shall see below, just five groups have been targeted. But before I explore who becomes a victim and why, I must first define what I mean by ‘serial killer’.

Serial killers defined

Definitions of ‘serial murder’ change over time and between different countries. However, most criminologists in Britain would suggest that a murderer should have killed three or more victims over a period of greater than thirty days to be labelled a ‘serial killer’. This allows us to differentiate serial killers from spree murderers, such as Michael Ryan at Hungerford in August 1987, who shot and killed sixteen people; Thomas Hamilton at Dunblane, who shot and killed sixteen children and their schoolteacher in March 1996; and Derrick Bird, who killed twelve people in Cumbria in 2010 before taking his own life. This simplistic time period/numeric definition has generated considerable debate. For instance, some criminologists, especially in the USA, believe that serial killers can be defined as such if they commit just two murders, as long as those crimes occurred at different locations and, crucially, that there was no relationship between the victim and the perpetrator. But these stipulations are far too prescriptive. In the British context they would exclude perpetrators such as Dennis Nilsen and Fred and Rosemary West, who had prior relationships with many of their victims and committed their crimes in the same location each time.

Perhaps because definitions of serial killing are so problematic, there have been few attempts to devise a typology of serial murders. The most comprehensive remains that devised by two American criminologists, Ronald Holmes and James DeBurger (1988). Having analysed four hundred serial murders, they concluded that there are four main types of serial murderer: visionary, mission, hedonistic and power/control (although a killer might display characteristics of several of these categories). A visionary killer is impelled to murder because he has heard voices or seen visions demanding that he kill a particular person or category of people. The voice or vision may be interpreted by the killer as belonging to a demon or to God. A mission killer has a conscious goal in his life to eliminate a certain identifiable group of people. He does not hear voices or see visions and his mission is self-imposed. A hedonistic killer murders his victims simply for the thrill of it – because he enjoys it. The thrill becomes an end in itself. The final category of serial killer receives gratification from the complete control he has over the victim. He experiences pleasure and excitement not from sexual acts carried out on the victim, but from his belief that he has the power to do whatever he wishes to another human being who is completely helpless to stop him.

Other typologies have been suggested: for example, that there are ‘place-specific’ serial killers who murder in particular physical locations, such as hospitals or nursing homes. And attempts have been made to understand the behaviour of serial killers from the perspective of their ‘intrinsic’ or ‘extrinsic’ motivation. Does the drive to kill lie outside of their personality (as with ‘hit men’ or body-snatchers) or deep within their psychological make-up? Ronald and Stephen Holmes (1994) concluded that most serial killers are motivated by intrinsic considerations, but that it is useful to try to understand what a killer has to gain from committing a crime, either materially or psychologically. They suggest that most serial killers murder for psychological reasons, and that


in interviews, many have told us that the principal motivating factor in their killing was that they simply enjoyed killing. Others have stated that they were motivated by the intense feeling they got out of holding the fate of other persons in their hands. The more a person kills, the greater becomes his need to experience those feelings of gratification or power. The feeling becomes more than a compulsion, it becomes an addiction.



Sadly, those who have been murdered by serial killers to satisfy that addiction are rarely mentioned in histories of the subject; and even though I have set out to redress the balance they sometimes get a raw deal in this book, too. By this I mean that I have included in the text only those serial killers who were tried and convicted at court for murdering three or more victims within my timeframe; and I have counted only the victims that formed part of the court case against them. I have therefore excluded murderers who were charged, arrested and convicted of one or two murders, even if there are strong suspicions that they killed many more people, although I have now been able to amend the text to account for later convictions. There are three exceptions to these general rules: Harold Shipman was convicted at his trial of murdering fifteen people, but a subsequent public inquiry held him responsible for the deaths of 215 in total, so this is the figure that I use throughout; John Haigh was convicted for a single murder but was undoubtedly responsible for five others, so I have set his total at six; and, finally, I have included Stephen Akinmurele, who murdered five elderly people in Blackpool and on the Isle of Man between 1995 and 1998, but who committed suicide whilst on remand at HMP Strangeways and so never came to trial. The inquiry into Shipman’s activities raised suspicions that he might have committed a total of 260 murders, but as the extra forty-five could not be proved I have not included them in my analysis. Similarly, it is often suggested that Dennis Nilsen, Peter Sutcliffe, Robert Black and the Wests committed more murders than are generally attributed to them, but I have included only the murders for which they were convicted at court.

Spates of murders can sometimes be attributed to a single killer, but for any number of reasons that killer is never caught. It is generally assumed that Patricia Docker, Jemima McDonald and Helen Puttock were all murdered by the same man – nicknamed ‘Bible John’ by the press – in Glasgow in the late 1960s, but as he was never apprehended those three women will not appear again in this book. In 1996 Strathclyde Police exhumed the body of a man in the hope that a DNA match might prove conclusive. It did not. And in December 2004 further DNA samples were taken from a number of suspects in their early sixties. Again the murderer was not found, although I have argued that convicted serial killer Peter Tobin is more than likely to have been ‘Bible John’. In London the murders of eight sex workers between 1959 and 1965, attributed by the media to ‘Jack the Stripper’, have never been solved, although there is evidence to suggest that these murders could have been the work of the Welsh child killer Harold Jones. While I have excluded these two anonymous serial killers, I have bent my own rule to include Jack the Ripper, simply because he and his crimes are the foundations of the phenomenon that is at the heart of the book.

Further exclusions come from cases where a series of murders has taken place that is widely assumed to be the work of a serial killer, but when the killer is caught he is charged and convicted of only one crime. For example, Raymond Morris was convicted of the murder of seven-year-old Christine Darby in 1968, but he is suspected of having murdered two other young girls, Diane Tift and Margaret Reynolds. However, to redress the balance I have included the cases of Paul Brumfitt and Theodore Johnson, even though they stretch the definition of ‘serial killer’. Brumfitt was convicted of murdering two men in 1979 and served fifteen years for those crimes. Having been released, he murdered again in February 1999. Although cumulatively he murdered enough people to be considered a serial killer, the gap between the second and third murders might seem too great for Brumfitt to be categorised in such a way, but his case is important as it raises issues surrounding the possibility of the rehabilitation of this type of killer. Johnson murdered his wife and two former partners between 1981 and 2016. I have now also been able to include the cases of Robin Ligus and Angus Sinclair. However, as with the case of Michele De Marco Lupo, an Italian who killed four men between 15 March and 18 April 1986 in London, I have excluded any serial killers who were not born or raised in Britain. I have also not included British serial killers who committed their crimes overseas, such as John Scripps, who murdered three people in Singapore and Thailand, and has the dubious distinction of being the last person to be hanged in Singapore, in April 1996.

I do not dwell on the twenty-six murders committed by Peter Dinsdale. Dinsdale – who changed his name to Bruce Lee – was an arsonist who confessed to murdering in the course of setting fire to various buildings and dwellings. He was detained indefinitely under the Mental Health Act in 1981. His crimes were prolific but his targets were mostly random, perhaps reflecting his state of mind. Lee’s conviction remains controversial and the Criminal Cases Review Commission (CCRC) referred the case back to the Court of Appeal in 2019. Finally, I do not describe in any detail the rather opportunistic murders committed by Archibald Hall and Michael Kitto, or those of Trevor Hardy (but see A Guide to Further Reading). Hardy, who only come to wider public attention as a serial killer through my own research, is of interest and deserves greater consideration than this history can accommodate.

An overview of British serial killing

Having set the scene and explained my rationale, we may now move on to those serial killers who form the basis of this book. The table below gives brief details of the forty-one killers and their 409 victims. If I could discern no pattern in the killer’s choice of victim I have labelled their murders as ‘random’. I have also tried to be sensitive before describing a victim as a ‘sex worker’ or identifying their sexuality. My ‘common sense’ rule of thumb was to describe a victim as ‘elderly’ if they were aged sixty or over.

[image: image]
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As this table graphically illustrates, the victims of British serial killers are almost always drawn from just five groups: the elderly, gay men, children, young people who have left home, and sex workers. Of course, there are often overlaps between these very broad categories. For instance, the term ‘young person/people’ is used to indicate those who have left home and are attempting to make their own way in the world. Some of these people might have been gay, while others might have been working as a sex worker at the time of their death. In such circumstances, if the killer focused on a particular type of victim, they will be listed in that way, although some killers were ‘indiscriminate’ – they killed whoever they encountered. For example, the Wests concentrated their efforts on young women who had left home, while Dennis Nilsen was more interested in gay men.

Overwhelmingly, the vast majority of victims have been female. However, gay men have also been regular targets of serial killers, especially in the latter part of our time-frame. Perhaps this suggests something about the persistence of homophobia at a time when homosexuality is no longer illegal, same-sex marriages are commonplace, and openly gay men can become the object of considerable public affection and admiration. It is worth noting here that while four of the serial killers – Peter Moore, Dennis Nilsen, Steven Grieveson and Stephen Port – were open about their homosexuality (although Grieveson only after his arrest), we do not know if Michael Copeland was gay. Colin Ireland, on the other hand, suggested that he chose to kill gay men simply because they were vulnerable to attack, and therefore would allow him to achieve his primary objective of becoming famous.

It is important to acknowledge that the elderly have been attacked more regularly than any other group by British serial killers. As indicated, I apply this term to victims who were aged sixty or over, although we should note that this somewhat totalises, rather than helps to reveal the many ways that the elderly live their lives today in Britain. Some 241 elderly people have been murdered by serial killers – admittedly 215 of them by one man – a figure that constitutes approximately sixty per cent of the total number of victims since 1888. This appalling statistic should make us address the conditions in which the elderly live in our society, although this has yet to happen, even in the aftermath of Shipman.

Next, it is interesting to note that, almost without exception, British serial killers are white men. There are no Asian and only one black perpetrator on this list, even though black and ethnic minorities have comprised a significant proportion of British society since the end of the Second World War. Similarly, only three women – Myra Hindley, Beverly Allitt and Rosemary West – appear, and two of them killed in conjunction with male partners. I do not include on my list Joanna Dennehy – who was convicted of the murder of three men in 2013 and which are sometimes dismissively referred to as ‘the Peterborough Ditch murders’ – as these were committed in a ten-day ‘spree’. She is therefore not a serial killer.

We can also see that serial killing has been rising steadily since 1888, despite there being relatively few victims between 1960 and 1972 and between 1999 and 2009 and more recently, and the total absence of a serial killer in Britain in the 1920s and 1930s. It is also obvious that the numbers of both serial killers and their victims rise as the timeframe moves closer to the present. There have been four distinct phases: 1888–1914, Victorian/ Pre-war; 1915–45, Inter-war; 1946–78, Post-war; and 1979–present, Thatcherism/Consensus. The first phase produced three serial killers and eleven victims; the last has so far produced twenty-six serial killers and 351 victims (with the two phases roughly comparable in terms of time).

Statistically, 1986 is fascinating as four British serial killers (as well as Michele De Marco Lupo) were active during the year. John Duffy murdered all three of his victims (and in 2001 his accomplice, David Mulcahy, would also be convicted of these murders), Kenneth Erskine killed seven, Robert Black murdered ten-year-old Sarah Harper, and Harold Shipman killed eight people.

The year 1986 falls in a period covered by an excellent and comprehensive analysis of murder in Britain, and it is instructive to use this research to compare the general characteristics of those who have been the victims of serial killers with those who were murdered during this period. Danny Dorling, now Professor of Geography at Oxford University, but at the time working at the University of Sheffield, analysed the 13,140 people – on average 1.8 murders per day – who were murdered in Britain between January 1981 and December 2000 (Dorling, 2005). He concentrated on who were killed – and in what circumstances – rather than the murderers. His research reveals that serial killing is a quite different phenomenon from the everyday reality of British murder.

Murder in Britain, 1981–2000

What can be discovered by comparing murder and serial killing during this period? Most immediately obvious is the fact that there is a gender imbalance. Dorling notes that males are roughly twice as likely as females to be murdered, and that a quarter of all murders during this period were of men between the ages of seventeen and thirty-two. Disturbingly, the age/gender group with the highest murder rate is infant boys under the age of one. In later years, a male’s chances of being murdered doubles between the ages of ten and fourteen, doubles again between fourteen and fifteen, and again between fifteen and sixteen, and again between sixteen and nineteen. Thereafter, for men, the odds of being murdered return to those of a sixteen-year-old only at age forty-six, and to those of a fifteen-year-old only at age seventy-one.

All of this is markedly different from the general pattern in relation to those who were victims of serial killers, even though Dorling’s figures include any victims of serial killers who were known at the time of his research. (His analysis does not include those people murdered by Harold Shipman, which came to light later. Shipman’s figures are included in the tables and analysis in this book because
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