
SERIAL KILLER PETER SUTCLIFFE 

BRUCE CANDELO


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Yorkshire Ripper

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Yorkshire Ripper

[image: ]


The Yorkshire Ripper was- is- perhaps the most famous British serial killer, aside from his Victorian namesake. His crimes gripped the nation over a five year period, starting in 1975. But behind the media image created for him was a man called Peter Sutcliffe, a normal man from the accounts of all who knew him. He first worked as a gravedigger, before moving on to regular jobs as a salesman, a factory worker, and finally an HGV driver. Nothing out of the ordinary.

Sutcliffe’s story is one of inept policing, media frenzy and unrelenting brutality- and insanity. When initially apprehended, Sutcliffe claimed that he had been ordered to murder prostitutes by no less an authority than God himself. Because of his string of crimes, Sutcliffe has been imprisoned for almost the entirety of his adult life. He has no chance of ever being released.

What made him famous?

The murders took place over the course of five years, and grabbed the public’s attention, in particular the murders of women who were not prostitutes. His victims were invariably women, mostly young women; almost all were stripped to some degree, and almost all had been murdered with some combination of a hammer, a knife and a screwdriver. Everything pointed to the work of a serial killer.

Besides the modus operandi, the bodies of the victims also pointed to a depraved murderer. Many had been toyed with after their death, slashed with knives or glass. One had been raped. As can be imagined, the murders captured the public’s attention because of their depravity and violence. National newspapers complained of how long it was taking police forces to catch the killer.

In fairness to the police, however, they had been led down the wrong trail by faked evidence. Incredibly, the case was put back- maybe even by several years- by the fact that a member of the public decided to send letters and voice messages to both the media and the police force investigating the Ripper. The perpetrator of the hoax has since been named ‘Wearside Jack’, because of his distinctive Wearside accent. 

In the tapes, he said: “I’m Jack. I see you are still having no luck catching me. I have the greatest respect for you, George, but Lord! You are no nearer catching me now than four years ago when I started. I reckon your boys are letting you down, George. They can’t be much good, can they?” Based on the accent of the man in the tape, the police assumed that the man they were hunting was from the Sunderland area; Sutcliffe sounded nothing like him. 

What took so long?

The case was being investigated by West Yorkshire Police, the regional authority. They were widely criticised by the media and the government for their inadequate treatment of Sutcliffe’s case. Even though the search for the Ripper was the biggest undertaken by any police force in the UK until that point, they had failed catch the killer, largely because of their own reluctance to act on suspicions and the leads they had found. And most remarkably, he had been under their noses all along.

Sutcliffe was interviewed time and time again by police in their search for the Ripper. He had been flagged up as suspicious, but nothing had been done, largely because his accent did not match the one that could be heard in the Wearside Jack tapes. Despite that discrepancy, one junior police officer named Andy Laptew had been particularly convinced that Sutcliffe was his man.

"I wasn't happy with Peter Sutcliffe, there were a lot of alarm bells ringing,” he told an interviewer in a BBC documentary. “The reason we actually went to see Sutcliffe was because his vehicle had been sighted in three separate red light areas. He had a striking resemblance to the photo-fit of the woman who was attacked in Buslingthorpe Lane, in Leeds. He had a gap in his teeth which again was indicative of the attacker of two of the women who were killed,” Laptew said.

Even his job was in the suspect occupation group, since Sutcliffe was an HGV driver at the time. Despite how well Sutcliffe matched the suspect, however, the police force was (for some reason) reluctant to act on their suspicions. “I said to my colleague, 'why don't we bring him in?” and he said 'no, we have been told specifically: do not bring anybody in',” Laptew said in his interview. 

He went on, “In fact, I'll tell you what happened. I took it direct to Dick Holland.” Holland was the Superintendent in charge of the enquiry. But Holland was also reluctant to act on Laptew’s hunch, despite how well Sutcliffe matched all descriptions and even the photo-fit. His reasoning was that Sutcliffe was from Bradford, a city with a completely different accent to the one they had heard in the fake voice messages. "Then (Holland) said, 'If anybody mentions the photo-fits to me again, they will be doing traffic for the rest of their service.’ I could have crawled under the crack in the door."

In total, the police force interviewed a grand total of more than 40,000 people in their search for the Ripper. The vast majority of these were interviewed in the Wearside area, based on the voice of Wearside Jack. The real Ripper lived in Bradford, over 70 miles away. The fact that so much police time was wasted, and several lives lost because of one false lead, puts the Wearside Jack tapes at the top of the list of most damaging hoaxes in the search for any killer.  

The beginnings of an obsession

While the police carried on with their manhunt in entirely the wrong part of the country, the Ripper carried on murdering women. For a description of his crimes, Sutcliffe himself is a remarkable source. He has spoken to the press and made highly descriptive confessions which leave no doubt about either his guilt or his capability of doing evil things. He begins his confession to police by explaining how his obsession with killing prostitutes began, and how eventually his hatred transformed into the desire ‘to find a prostitute to make it one more less’ as often as he could.

He went into gruesome detail, about each and every one of the crimes he had committed. He first described his assault of Wilma McCann, a prostitute local to Leeds. He said that actually, at first, he didn’t realise she was a prostitute; all he knew was that she was thumbing a lift. But when she asked him if he ‘wanted business’, he ‘decided to go with her’.

He then describes her impatience with him- he ‘was expecting it to be a bit romantic’, but she had changed her tone and asked ‘what are we waiting for? Let’s get on with it!’ Sutcliffe described how he was put off, and Wilma stormed off to find another customer. But then, suddenly, he was overcome with rage- he ran after her, wanting to hit her. 

He asked her not to go, to which she shouted back at him: ‘Oh, you can f***ing manage it now, can you?!’ This only made Sutcliffe angrier, and she carried on up the hill. In a fit of rage, he went back to his car, where he had stored his toolbox in the trunk. He found his hammer, and took it with him.

After eventually convincing her that he was ready, Peter got her to stop- but rather than doing what Wilma expected, Peter hit her brutally with the hammer. She crumpled to the ground, and he ran back to his car in a panic. He sat in the car for a while, wondering what he should do, when he noticed her arm moving.

He realised that to get away with what he’d already done, he would have to finish the job. So, he went back to his toolbox in the trunk, to pick out a carving knife. Why he had a carving knife in his toolbox is unclear, especially since he claimed that he committed the murder on the spur of the moment. That being said, the wounds inflicted on the victim matched what Sutcliffe described.

The Ripper’s Spree

It was this murder which spurred Sutcliffe’s hatred of prostitutes, in order to justify to himself what he had done to Wilma. According to the man himself, his next murder was not long after the first; this time around, he searched specifically for a prostitute that he felt would be an easy victim. He went back to the same city, Leeds, and picked up another woman, killing her with the same hammer that he had used to kill Wilma.

Sutcliffe said that he wasn’t sure, but that he still may have had the same hammer in his toolbox by the time he was finally caught. It could have been another hammer that he says he bought specifically for the purpose of killing. Besides his hammer and his knife, he frenziedly attacked this second woman with a screwdriver to make sure she was dead. 

All of the other attacks meld into one long, horrible narrative. His third victim he killed with a hammer and a box cutter, which he recalls he later lent to somebody. At this point, Sutcliffe said, ‘killing prostitutes became an obsession’ that he couldn’t stop, ‘like some sort of a drug.’ His next victim was the one that grabbed national headlines and made the public pay attention, since she was only sixteen years of age, and wasn’t even a prostitute.

In October, Sutcliffe murdered Jean Jordan, this time in Manchester. He murdered her in the exact same way as his previous victims, and left her for dead under a row of bushes. A few days later, he realised, the case had not been featured in the news; so incredibly, he decided that he could go back to the scene of the crime to retrieve the £5 note he had given her. But on not being able to find the note, Sutcliffe was “cursing the girl and [his] luck”, and decided to take it out on Jordan’s body. 

He tried cutting off her head with a blunt hacksaw, but gave up quickly; he then took a pane of broken glass and slashed at her exposed stomach, which ruptured. Sutcliffe said in his confession that it “made [him] reel back and immediately vomit... it was horrendous.” Realising
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