	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

RICHARD RAMIREZ, THE NIGHT STALKER 


[image: image]


PETE DOVE

TABLE OF CONTENTS

RICHARD RAMIREZ

JOHN REGINALD CHRISTIE

HILLSIDE STRANGLERS

ROADSIDE STRANGLER

STOCKWELL STRANGLER

BOSTON STRANGLER

TIMOTHY WILSON SPENCER

SUFFOLK STRANGLER

The Halitosis Killer

It’s probably different if you live there, but the evocatively named city of El Paso raises all kinds of images in the stranger’s mind.  Of course, the Texas town is like many others in many ways; skyscrapers reach skywards – although from a base already more than a kilometre above sea level.  The shops and coffee houses are the ones that can be found across the country.  People do similar jobs to those elsewhere.  They live similar lives.  

But El Paso is different. The jagged and threatening Franklin Mountains hover over it like a watchful and dangerous-if-riled mother.  It is the largest city on the Mexico/US border.  The times of Trump made it an important barrier between the two.  That may diminish under the more liberal leadership of Joe Biden.  

The Rio Grande runs nearby, adobe buildings battle for space with glass and concrete new builds.  It may no longer be a wild west frontier town, but Fort Bliss, the base for the US Army’s Air Defense Center) keeps up the theme of the city being a town of last stands.

Despite its many industries, copper heavily represented among them, tourism provides a major boost to the local economy.  But despite all of this, pockets of great social deprivation continue to blight the area.  In such a setting, on February 28th, 1960, a child was born.  Ricardo Leyva Munoz Ramirez.  Richard Ramirez.  The Night Stalker.  The man who would become one of the most vicious and feared serial killers in US history.

Ramirez was the youngest of six children and suffered from epilepsy.  His parents, Julian and Mercedes, were products of their poverty.  Mexican immigrants who had arrived in the city, and soon discovered that the streets were not paved with gold.  It seems that Ramirez’s early years were unremarkable.  Indeed, his father described the child as a ‘good boy’.  At least, to begin with.  Not that such a judgement holds much weight.  Julian Ramirez was such a bully that he regularly beat his youngest son, on two occasions at least inflicting serious head injuries. It is believed that the boy’s epilepsy may have originated from such an onslaught.  But if a tough home life was not enough, as adolescence appeared on the horizon, and the tough neighborhood impinged on the boy’s upbringing, Ramirez began the long journey which would see him head dramatically off of the straight and narrow.  

He was a boy who was deeply influenced by those around him.  In his early years, his main role model was Julian, as remarkable as that might seem.  But Vietnam was casting its despicable shadow over the entire nation, and one young man darkened by its influence was Ramirez’s cousin, Miguel, known as Mike.  He was a Green Beret, a Vietnam veteran, decorated for his war conduct and the kind of figure to appear deeply impressive to such an impressionable child.

Whether Mike was a bad man made worse by his experiences of war, or one whom war ruined, we do not know.  It is hard to believe that what he witnessed in south east Asia did not play a part in who he became.  But Ramirez needed a hero and Mike an acolyte.  They were made for each other. It could have worked well, a scene from a classic coming of age movie.  It didn’t. The ex-Green Beret seemed to have no idea of the level of his cousin’s maturity; that he was still a child.  Instead, like so many veterans jobless and idle, he spent many hours with his younger relative.  Together, they smoked pot.  Mike’s elaborate and no doubt exaggerated tales filled the numerous times they spent in each other’s company.  It is impossible not to see how a young child surrounded by deprivation would be impressed by the stories he was told.  By being treated as an equal by his worldly cousin.

Quite soon, matters escalated.  Twelve-year olds are fascinated by what awaits around the corner for them.  The violent world of tough adults.  And sex.  Mike supplied both.  Graphically.  He produced pictures taken in Vietnam showing victims being tortured and women being raped.  Ramirez became obsessed by the pictorial images.  But if that were not enough harm done, Ramirez’s hatred of women and disregard for the value of human life were secured by an event which changed the lives of both cousins.

Mike was married, and as was the case with so many relationships post-Vietnam, the marriage was struggling.  Of course, there was no understanding then of PTSD; of the emotional damage caused by the impact of war.  Plus, as we now know, Vietnam was an embarrassment.  To the nation as a whole, if not to the families of individual soldiers, combatants returned as unmentionable Uncles whose unwholesome secrets are best locked away.  Perhaps because Ramirez was, as usual, at Mike’s house and the unstable man had no wish to be shown up in front of the boy, when Mike’s wife complained for the umpteenth time about her husband’s laziness, his lack of drive and his unwillingness to contribute to the household; he snapped.  He seized a gun and, in front of his teenage cousin, shot his wife in the face, killing her instantly.  Richard Ramirez was thirteen at the time.

Remarkably, the veteran was sentenced to only seven years in prison for the murder, having been found not guilty of the crime and instead confined to an asylum for the insane, from where he was released after just four years.

With his unsavoury role model gone, Ramirez drifted.  He fell out of school, fell out with his family.  He became involved in petty crime.  And, in all probability, some criminal activity which was far from petty.  In his teens, he was arrested for attempted rape, but the charges were dropped when the woman whom he was alleged to have assaulted refused to testify against him.  But the sexual seeds were sown, and Ramirez had moved from committing rape in his head, to trying it in real life. There was more. Having experienced drugs at such a young age, he became in turn a habitual user.  He also developed two differing, but equally unusual, traits.

From a modern perspective, we can see that Ramirez possessed the characteristics of one with compulsive obsessive disorder.  His first attraction was harmless enough, if the results were a little unpleasant for those around him.  He became a compulsive consumer of candy bars.  Unable to afford, or unwilling to experience, dentistry, his teeth rotted as a result of their almost continuous exposure to sugar.  Halitosis followed.  He seemed unbothered by this anti-social condition, but it was bad enough to be an identifiable feature of him.  A shame, because Ramirez possessed naturally good looks.  High cheek bones and a slim, athletic figure were topped by a mane of ruggedly wild hair.  Had he looked after himself, he would have made an attractive figure.  

His other oddity was to become involved in Satan worship.  His wildness, unpleasant odour and general dirtiness added to the image he had created.  Deliberately or otherwise.  By the time this immature and unpleasant figure had reached eighteen, the ‘good boy’ of his earlier childhood was well gone.  He had a long record of arrest for drug offences and petty theft.  He decided that a move away from El Paso might be in his interests and headed to southern California.  Unfortunately, a change of scenery did not lead to an improvement in his life.  The opposite, in fact.  

Ramirez’s reign of terror was deep, but surprisingly short lived compared to the indentation left in many Californian’s memories. It ended in almost farcical manner.  Ramirez was in Los Angeles and had entered a convenience store.  Outside the store, rows of newspapers roared their banner headlines.  On most front pages appeared his own image.  He had not noticed.  But fellow shoppers had and were attracting the attention of a group of police officers standing nearby.  A woman screamed ‘Maton’ (murderer)  Ramirez picked up on the fuss, looked around, and realised that he had been spotted and identified.  He fled, as fast as he could.

Seven police cars were involved in the chase that followed, while a helicopter flew overhead, tracking the outlaw’s movements as he dipped and dived in and out of alleyways, across streets and between houses.  It was not just the police that were involved in chasing him down, and he was eventually caught as, exhausted, he staggered into a group of bystanders who had recognised him, and sought to catch him.  Such was the venom felt towards this vile rapist and murderer that they grabbed him and began to beat him with a metal pipe.  Had the police themselves not been so close behind, and able to stop the blows being rained down on him, it is more than likely that Ramirez would not have survived to stand trial.

Because of the depravity of the crimes for which he was later found guilty, it can seem as though Ramirez suddenly escalated from being on the fringes of society to becoming one of the most prolific killers in US history.  But that is not the truth.  His descent started with being born into poverty and domestic violence with the early beatings he endured.  From there, to the influence of Miguel, or Mike, introducing him to pot and sharing the images of hard-core violence – physical and sexual – which sparked a deep, sexual response in the young boy.  Next onwards to witnessing a cold-blooded murder, and a move into drug dependency and petty crime, while his physical unpleasantness pushed him further to the borders of society.

The escalation in his crimes were gradual, but definite.  Petty theft, to burglary and finally attempted rape, even if that charge did not follow through to fruition.  So, it is not unexpected that his offending should reach a new level.  It did so on June 28th, 1984, and the victim was a seventy-nine-year-old woman, Jennie Vincow.

It seems as though he broke into his elderly target’s home with the intention of theft.  However, Jennie had nothing he wished to take, and this infuriated the disturbed young man.  His frustration grew, and he attacked the seventy-nine-year-old in her bed.  We can only hope that she died quickly.  She was found raped with depraved brutality and attacked so violently that her head was almost decapitated by the knife wound to her throat. Her attacker took a few items, and left, making no attempt to hide the crime he had committed.

Perhaps Ramirez was shocked by the upturn in his criminality.  Perhaps he was scared by what he had done.  Whichever, he went quiet for a short time, but nine months later, on March 17th, 1985, Ramirez began his murderous spree with a zealousness remarkable in its violence and intensity.  Of course, Los Angeles is a city with a frighteningly high murder rate and times were especially bad in the mid-1980s.  Other deaths, rapes and burglaries could be down to the killer.  It is far from impossible that Ramirez continued to attack, rape and kill during the period between the killing of Jennie Vincow and his second confirmed victim.  

That tragic woman was Dayle Okazaki. In fact, Dayle seemed not his intended victim.  He had grabbed 22-year-old Angela Barrio outside her condo and shot her.  He then broke into the condo and discovered Dayle, who was thirty-four, and shared the home with the unfortunate Angela.  He shot and killed the young woman on the spot.  By chance, Angela had survived when the bullet fired at her from close range bounced off her keys.  One murder and one close call were not enough for that night, and later he hit again in Monterey Park.  Thirty-year-old Tsai Lian Yu was attacked in her car, dragged from it and shot several times.  She died as she waited for an ambulance to arrive, a policeman desperately fighting to save her life.

Three days later he struck once more.  This time it was an eight-year-old girl who was his victim.  A few days later he committed his first successful double murder, killing a middle-aged husband and wife in their home.  Vincent Zazarra was the first to die, the sixty-four-year-old shot dead.  His, wife, who was twenty years her husband’s junior, was discovered mutilated.  She had numerous stab wounds, but more frightening than that a letter T had been carved onto her left breast, and her eyes had been gouged out.  The autopsy carried out on her body suggested that Mrs Zazarra was already dead when the mutilations occurred.  We can only hope that those findings were correct.  But Ramirez seemed to be establishing a modus operandi.  Mutilation of his victims’ bodies was a trait that would be seen again later.

The double killing of the Zazarras marked another stage in the police’s increasingly desperate search for the killer in their watch.  Ramirez seemed not a particularly careful criminal.  Something perhaps resulting from the fact it is believed he achieve high sexual excitement and gratification from the acts of killing and mutilating. Something that surely had its genesis in the fun filled afternoons he spent with his cousin looking at violent photographs of rape and torture.  He left footprints in the flower beds of the Zazarra’s home, and bullets were discovered which matched those found at the scene of his earlier crimes.  The police realised that they had a serial killer on their hands.  It was only a matter of time before he struck again.

In fact, two months passed before his next attack.  He once more struck at older victims.  Harold Wu was sixty-six and died from the bullet wounds to his head.  His sixty-three-year-old wife, Jean, survived.  Whether she was grateful for that is hard to determine.  Not only had she lost her life’s love but suffered violent assault and a brutal rape.  She was discovered, bound, in her home.  It is unclear why Ramirez allowed this victim to live.  Knowing that they had a prolific killer on their hands, the media – as is their wont – felt they must name him.  The ‘Night Stalker’ was born.  In all likelihood, Ramirez enjoyed the attention, and played up to it.

But at least police had a description with which to work now.  Their attacker was Hispanic.  He had long, dark hair.  And he smelled appallingly.  Halitosis.  Ramirez’s terrible oral hygiene would come back to haunt him.  His rotten, decaying teeth formed a part of the description issued of their man. (Later, the teeth proved even more telling.  Julian Ramirez, his father, provided a false alibi by claiming that his son was in El Paso during the time of a number of the killings.  However, it seems as though his son’s teeth had become so bad by this time that even this hardened dentophobe needed treatment.  A Los Angeles dentist was able to refute the alibi by proving he was treating Ramirez at the time in his own surgery.  Ramirez’ teeth were eventually fixed while he was awaiting trial.)

On May 29th he targeted two elderly sisters, Malvial Keller who was eighty-three, and her eighty-year-old sibling Blanche Wolf, who was disabled.  This time, he used a hammer to beat the women, killing the elder sister.  He attempted to rape his dead victim, but failed, and instead drew a Satanic image – a pentagram – on her thigh and on the wall of her bedroom, using one of the women’s lipsticks to carry out his gruesome artwork.  Blanche survived, but it is impossible to conceive of the fear in the mind of the old and disabled woman during the attack.  

The very next day Ramirez broke into the home of Ruth Wilson, raping and sodomizing her while her twelve-year-old son was locked, terrified, in a closet.  After finishing his assault, he dragged the boy from the cupboard, and bound him together with his injured mother.  On this occasion, both his victims survived.

Through that summer Ramirez struck with nightmare inducing regularity.  He raped a six-year-old girl on June 27th; the next day slit the throat of thirty-two-year-old Patty Higgins and beat her to death.  On July 2nd, the same fate awaited seventy-five-year-old Mary Cannon.  In fact, the crazed killer struck no less than four times during the first week of July 1985.  Sixteen-year-old Dierdre Palmer survived being beaten with a tire iron, but Joyce Nelson, sixty-one, did not, and was bludgeoned to death. The same day as he killed Joyce he tried and failed to rape a sixty-three-year-old, Linda Fortuna.

The range of his victims’ ages presented a problem to police in establishing a profile of the killer and rapist.  While he seemed to focus mostly on elderly ladies, clearly, he was prepared to attack younger people, including children.  He was also prepared to kill a husband to get at his wife.

That was the case with the sixty-six-year-old couple, Maxson and Lela Kneiling, who were shot and mutilated on July 20th.  The same day he tackled a younger man for the first time, shooting Chitat Assawahem,  before beating his wife Sakima and forcing her to perform oral sex on him.  He then went on to rape the couple’s eight-year-old son.  He left their home with $30,000 worth of stolen goods.  Having moved on to tackling younger couples, it seems as though Ramirez developed a taste for this latest perversion, shooting both Christopher and Virginia Petersen along with Ahmed Zia and Suu Kyi in early August.

Then, towards the end of the month, the net began to close in on the rampant, deranged and perverted killer.  On August 24th he left his normal stamping ground of Los Angeles, travelling fifty miles to break into the home of twenty-year-old Bill Carns and his fiancé, Inez Erickson, who was two years younger.  He shot Bill in the head, and raped Inez, before making her perform oral sex on him.  He made her swear allegiance to Satan, and perhaps this saved her life.  Ramirez tied her up and left.  But Inez managed to struggle to the window and saw Ramirez’s car.  She took note of its license plate, and police were able to cross reference this with one given to them by a community minded teen, James Romero III, who had seen the car acting strangely, and noted the identification plate.

The car was later found abandoned, and scrubbed clean of evidence, but police were able to identify fingerprints, and these were soon traced to the young criminal who started his career in El Paso.  Richard Ramirez had been identified.  And the police were looking for him.

On August 30th, following a trip to Phoenix to top up his supply of drugs, Ramirez caught a Greyhound bus back to Los Angeles, and entered the convenience store.  Spotted, identified, he thought he might find safety in the heavily populated Hispanic area of the city.  But he found no comfort there.  Beaten as he tried to steal a car (the owner was underneath, carrying out repairs), he was chased by a growing mob until they caught him and beat him.

As police closed in, he begged them to save him from the braying crowd out for his blood, and admitted his identity.  With all the pre-trial motions to exhaust, it took no less than four years to get him before a jury.  Even then, the judicial problems being faced were far from over.

When his case finally came to trial another immediate and perhaps unexpected problem occurred. More than 1600 potential jurors had to be considered before a panel could be appointed who, in the eyes of judge and counsel, had not already made up their mind.  Ramirez was facing thirteen counts of murder, many of which were graphically violent and sadistic,  On top of this were five cases of attempted murder, eleven of sexual assault and fourteen charges of burglary.  These were the offences police could comfortably tie to him.  There must surely have been more.  It is perhaps then not too surprising that many potential jurors could only see guilt written on his face.  More unexpected, he also attracted many female ‘groupies’, women who would come to the court room wearing dark glasses and play up to the accused.  They would wave and smile at him, while he played along from inside the dock.  

‘Ramirez loved the attention,’ said Alan Yochelson, a former District Attorney of Los Angeles County.  ‘At this point the women started showing up – the so-called ‘groupies’ – who would come to court and want to see Ramirez.  They were rooting for him.’

Under such circumstances it is understandable that finding an unbiased jury – in both directions – proved such a challenge.  Still, despite the scrutiny, one juror actually deciding on the case fell under the accused’s dubious spell.

That was Cindy Haden, and her prejudice was discovered after she sent him a cupcake containing the message ‘I love you’, on Valentine’s Day.  She had to be dismissed from the jury. Still, Haden’s obsession remained, and she even went as far as visiting him in prison as he waited on Death Row following the guilty verdict against him.  Bizarrely, she took along her parents to meet the man she described as a ‘caring guy.’

Hayden was one of numerous women to fall for the vile and violent killer.  Lt Sam Robinson, a spokesman for the St Quentin prison where Ramirez served time, explained that Ramirez received bags and bags of mail, mostly from women.  According to the officer, though, that is not unusual, even if it is inexplicable.  ‘Our high notoriety inmates get the most interest,’ he said.  ‘I have tried to figure this out, but I don’t have an answer.’

An anonymous admirer perhaps put this strange obsession into perspective.  The woman remained anonymous but spoke to journalists explaining: ‘He is good looking and I loved his big hands.  The thrill of danger of going up to a state penitentiary made it all worth it because to me it was like a dream come true to face one of the world’s most feared men.  Like my mom used to say, you can love someone, but you don’t have to like them.’

There is in fact a recognised condition
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