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To Punish, To Help or To Learn?

‘When I am finally executed, the vast majority of the people of this state will celebrate my death.’  So wrote Michael Bruce Ross, murderer, rapist, stalker.  Here, surely, is a man who deserves everything the state can throw at him. Yet when we examine his case, matters begin to seem more complicated than that.

Of the many, many criminals who end up on death row, Michael Ross’s situation is one of the most complex.  Some reluctant guests of the row are vicious and wicked; men and women filled with pure evil.  Others are innocent.  These are victims of a system which is far from fool proof and frequently driven by political expediency as much as a search for justice.

And some people are killers despite themselves, criminals in need of help as well as punishment.  Ross fits comfortably into none of those categories.  And that is what makes his case so interesting.  There is no doubt that he committed murder; there is no doubt he committed rape.  He admits as much himself.  For that reason, this story needs also to be about his victims – the suffering they and their families endured goes beyond anything we feel for Ross.  We should never forget that.

But this truth should not distract from the fact that Michael Ross’s crimes, his arrest, his subsequent trial and ultimate execution are matters that should not be allowed to float away into the darkness.  Yes, wickedness flowed from him, but his story is not that simple.  

Ross was born in the small town of Putnam, Connecticut on July 26th 1959.  He was brought up on a farm close to nearby Brooklyn.  This part of New England sounds idyllic.  The area bursts with wealth and history.  It was home to Revolutionary War hero Israel Putnam (the town of Ross’s birth was named after the General); in 1833 it saw the trial of Prudence Crandall – her crime was to have educated black children.

In other words, this part of Connecticut is renowned as a liberal, forward thinking area where justice is seen as an essential element of a well-run and fair society.  As we shall see, in this respect the state seemed to suffer a momentary bout of forgetfulness when it came to the sordid case of Michael Ross.

The local population – which is overwhelmingly white – has plenty of employment.  This is timber and farming country. Even today, in the age of technology, agriculture remains an important part of the economy.  Indeed, Ross was brought up on a farm.  He was a bright boy, successful in school.  He was the eldest of four siblings, and loved to potter around the family farm helping his father, Daniel, when he got home from school, or through the long summer holidays.

On the face of it, then, it would seem that Ross had an idyllic upbringing.  Unfortunately, that was not true.  Daniel had married Patricia Laine as a matter of duty.  She was already pregnant with Michael when they tied the knot.  Theirs was not a happy relationship.  Patricia was a highly unstable woman, with a depressive and difficult personality.  Relations between husband and wife were rarely good.  

Their farm produced chickens and eggs, and as such required constant work to keep on top of things.  Under such pressure, Daniel and Pat fought pretty constantly. Frequently their arguments would turn physical.  Both drank heavily, and there were rumours of drug abuse, although that was neither proven nor, to be fair, particularly worthy of note in the liberated days of the 1960s.  

But the family’s problems did not end there.  Today, we would see in Patricia evidence of mental illness.  Maybe it was something induced post pregnancy, or a trait inherent in her.  Unfortunately, her capacity for the irrational and the violent were characteristics that would emerge in Michael as he began to grow up.  

Patricia felt no pressure to internalise her struggles.  She took a lot of her anger and confusion out on her children. Michael, as the eldest, bore the brunt of this.  Mothers and sons are meant to share the strongest bonds, but they were largely missing in the Ross household.

This, and the probability that his mother’s mental illness was inherited by Michael, could go a long way to explaining the confused, violent and deeply remorseful man that he became.  But that is in the future. Eventually, life on the farm became too much for Pat.  She formed a relationship with another man and ran away, headed for North Carolina.  Quite what effect this had on the family we cannot be sure.  Maybe, even, it was positive, because the source of much of the violence and conflict on the farm was removed.  

The pressure on Daniel was immense, though.  Despite being farmers, the Ross family was not wealthy, and suddenly Daniel had not only a farm to run, but four young children to look after.  He turned to his eldest to become the support his wife had never quite been able to be.  Michael has fond memories of helping out with the chores on the farm, and also of the responsibility of assisting his father.  On the other hand the memories of the violence he suffered at the hands of his mother were closeted away, and the cupboard door firmly locked.

But experiences like these fester if not dealt with, and that would certainly seem to have been the case with the childhood years of this strange, troubled serial killer.  In fact, the beatings he suffered only came to light when his sister revealed them; they were events to which he would not return, even when facing the death penalty.

Unsurprisingly Pat’s North Carolina adventure did not work out.  She returned to the family home, but her depressive thoughts of suicide, and open admission of beating her kids led to her being admitted to a mental health institution.  The family would continue, effectively, with a single parent.

If Michael Ross put aside memories of the violence he suffered at the hands of his mother, then the same applied to abuse he experienced from another family member.  His uncle was just a young man himself, not even out of his teens, when he sexually abused the boy he was meant to be babysitting.

In fact, that uncle eventually committed suicide, which may be more evidence of mental health problems passed down the family line.  Children are strange beasts, and young Michael could well have blamed himself for his uncle’s death. As the victim of the abuse which led to the perpetrator taking his own life, he could easily experience misplaced responsibility.  The picture is emerging of a highly dysfunctional and, in many ways, tragic childhood which could not fail to have played a part in the man Michael Ross grew up to be.

One particular consequence of his mother’s absence was that an unpleasant task fell to him.  On a chicken farm, there are many birds who become sick, or are born malformed.  It became the responsibility of Michael to deal with these unfortunate creatures.  He would strangle them with his bare hands.  Often, farmers have a more functional relationship with their animals than the wider population, but nevertheless violence towards animals is a common forerunner to violence against humans.

Michael’s situation was slightly different to the norm, in that he was instructed to carry out these tasks, rather than choose to do them, but nevertheless, there must have been some impact on the development of empathy in the child – especially as he was given this responsibility when only eight years old.

All told, it is not excusable but is very understandable that by the time he entered high school, Ross was exhibiting highly anti-social behaviour.  He was stalking young girls.  Eventually, while still a very young man, he would be charged twice for related crimes  He was a bright boy, with an IQ in the 120s, and coped well with his studies.  But if intellectually intelligent, socially, he was anything but.

At the age of eighteen he won a place at Cornell University to study agricultural economics.  He soon found himself in his first proper relationship, and dreamed of marrying the young woman with whom he had fallen in love.  They even thought about marriage.  But then the student fell pregnant, and decided on an abortion.  That signalled the beginning of the end of the relationship.  For the woman this was probably fortunate.  Ross was beginning to realise that there was something within him that was not quite right.  He began to have increasingly violent fantasies about his partner, always sexual in intent.  It is not impossible that she would have become another of his victims.

This was the late seventies, and the idea that a man would seek help with such problems was unthinkable.  This was a time when television and film was littered with sexual violence towards women. To treat women as objects rather than people was, it is sad to say, the norm.  And so, rather than addressing the problems he was aware were growing inside of him, he allowed them to take hold.

Once more he became a stalker, and it was inevitable that it was only a matter of time before this escalated into physical and sexual violence.  By his final year at Cornell he was engaged, but that did not stop his fantasies.  He committed his first rape, then shortly afterwards, his first killing.

Dzung Ngoc Tu was a twenty five year old Cornell University student.  When her body was found in a narrow creek deep in a steep sided valley fellow students and even University police initially thought that here was another tragic individual who had ‘gorged out’.  Suicides at the institution were, back in the early 1980s, too commonplace.  A regular site for these terrible events was one of the two deep gorges, and the bridges that crossed them, close to the university.

However, those who knew her better realised that the quiet, attentive Vietnamese student was not a likely candidate for suicide.  ‘She was very quiet and unassuming is what I got from people she came and did her stuff and that was that,’ recalled investigator Scott Hamilton.

Few knew much about Ross’s first victim.  It would be many years before her murderer would be discovered.

Seven months later, in early January 1982 Ross struck once more.  This time, it was an attack much closer to his birthplace.  Tammy Williams was killed in Brooklyn, Connecticut.  She was just seventeen years old, and had simply been walking home from her boyfriend’s house when she was attacked, raped, and strangled to death.

Justine Smith, a close friend, emphasised that Tammy and she were ‘normal teenage girls.’  They enjoyed playing pool, listening to music.  They were starting to explore relationships with boyfriends.  They loved to just hang out in that innocent, unthinking way that teenagers do.  For Tammy, she would never move beyond that stage.

Justine thinks fondly of her friend: ‘I can still remember the way she laughed.  She had a heart of gold.  I still remember her giggle, she was a fun person to be around,’ she remembers.

In fact, the girls had gone to the same school as Ross, and often took shortcuts near his family farm. 

Ross’s offending began to escalate.  Just two months had passed when he picked up Paula Perrera of Middletown, New York.  She was even younger than Tammy Williams had been, just sixteen years old.  By this point, Ross was working as a life insurance salesman, and that meant him travelling around a large area of the North Eastern part of the US.

Paula possessed a sense of adventure, a risk taking element which mixed with the innocence of her age.  While that is not an unusual combination, it is a dangerous one.  The teenager sought her thrills by hitching rides with strangers.  And that innocence came to play in her belief that she was safe because she ‘wouldn’t accept rides from anyone creepy’, as she told friends.  Today, youngsters know that most predators are skilled enough to avoid looking ‘creepy’ – back in the 1980s, many kids saw threats as people dressed strangely, with twisted features as much as twisted minds.  Ross was anything but that simplistic caricature of wickedness.

The intelligent, loquacious, well dressed, college educated man would appear as trustworthy to a naïve young girl as an elderly nun in a Nissan.  Yet, soon he had stopped on a side road, raped her and killed her before calmly easing back onto Interstate 84 and driving on towards Connecticut.

An added element to this crime is that while Paula was just sixteen, she looked much younger.  She enjoyed music from such innocents as Abba and the Monkeys; she danced to the Beach Boys.  That innocence continued in her looks – her curly blond hair and blue eyes were enhanced by childish dimples.  She stood just five feet tall.  She would pass as twelve as much as sixteen.  Still, Ross targeted her.

Just another couple of months passed before the killer struck again.  This time on 15th June in Griswold, Connecticut.  Debra Taylor was a victim of chance  She and her husband had run out of gas, and had decided to split up to look for a gas station.  Ross happened to pass her as she wandered by the side of the road, kidnapped her, then raped and strangled her.  It was four months before her skeleton was found.

It seems as though Ross went quiet for a while following Debra’s death.  Perhaps he had experienced a shock.  It certainly seems as though he fought hard – but unsuccessfully – against the demons inside of him.  Then, in November 1983, nineteen year old Robin Stavinsky of Norwich, Connecticut, went missing.  She had set out to go hitchhiking around her hometown.  When she was discovered a week later, she had been raped and strangled.

Police finally began to spot a pattern.  Like Tammy Williams and Debra Taylor, Robin was discovered face down, and had been sodomized.  Her death was, as with the other victims, a result of strangulation.  

On April 22nd, 1984 Ross struck twice, targeting his youngest victims.  April Brunias and Leslie Shelley were just fourteen years old.  They had taken themselves off to the movies and were walking over to a friend’s house when Ross made his move.  Detectives who found their bodies discovered crimes similar in nature to a number of others in the extended area.  They were now certain that they had a serial killer on their hands.

The killings were, it seemed, especially brutal and heartless.  The two girls had planned to get a lift home with the parent of their friend, but instead made the fatal and foolish decision to hitch hike.  It is easy to imagine the youngsters daring each other to take the risk.  They were unfortunate enough to be picked up by Ross.  He drove them to a secluded spot, then ordered Leslie into the boot.  He raped April and then strangled her before turning his attention to her friend.  Who can bear to imagine the fear in their young minds as the danger they were in gradually dawned upon them?

On June 13th of the same year Ross struck for the final time.  Wendy Baribeault was a seventeen year old who lived in Lisbon Connecticut.  She was making her way to a convenience store on State Highway 12 when she was abducted by Ross.  As with his other victims, Wendy was raped and strangled.

But this time a witness was found.  A man with a blue Toyota had been observed following Wendy as she made her away along the road; a man who wore glasses.  Ross wore spectacles, was in the area on the day in question and drove a blue Toyota; the police had their breakthrough.

Michael Bruce Ross’s case is complex, because he is a complex person.  As we shall see, the judiciary did not treat him well and there were many aspects to his personality which did not receive due attention at his trial, or the subsequent appeals.  Nevertheless, he killed eight innocent young women and girls.  He destroyed eight families.  That point should never be forgotten.  Sadly, it often is as people debate the rightness or otherwise of what happened to Ross next.  The victims’ stories fade, and begin to be lost.  That is not right.

After Wendy Baribeault was discovered, Michael Malchik was the investigator put in charge of the case.  Malchik was nothing if not thorough.  He decided to interview a list of every blue Toyota owner living in the wider area.  Given that Toyota is one of the most popular car brands in the world, and blue is anything but an unusual colour, this was no small undertaking.

Eventually, Malchik arrived at the door of a young salesman with a college education.  Ross was living in Jewett City, a town in Connecticut close to Griswold.  His responses to Malchik’s questions give a clue to the mixed up man that he was.  He quickly admits to having been arrested as a teen for sex offences.  These were, as much as such things can ever be, minor, and had prompted no long term follow up or monitoring.

But was Ross’s confession a clever move because he knew his actions would be on record?  Or a deliberate attempt to get himself questioned further? It seems likely to have been the latter, because Malchik noted that Ross dropped several hints that the police might have found their man.  The investigator decided that the conversation should continue at the station, and Ross was happy enough to oblige.

There, in the cold and formal setting of the police headquarters, Ross chatted away to Malchik like he was speaking to an old school friend.  He discussed family – his parents were now divorced and the farm sold - girlfriends and gossiped about life in general.  And, by the by, he confessed to the murder and kidnapping of eight young women, and the rape of seven of them.

An open and shut case.  Yes, in terms of whether or not Ross was the culprit behind the crimes.  But not in terms of the psychology of the man which led him to such abhorrent acts.  There are those who, quite understandably, look at his victims and his crimes, and conclude that Ross deserved to die.  There are others who realise that Ross was a very troubled man; although he can never again be allowed to set foot in the free world, maybe experts could learn from him and prevent other killings in the future.  A touch of short term compassion might lead in the long term to the saving of other lives through the early detection and treatment of potential sexual and serial killers.

Somewhat sadly, his legal team attempted a technical defense against two of the murders, that of the youngest victims April and Leslie.  They had not been murdered in Connecticut, argued the lawyers, and therefore it did not fall within the remit of the state to try Ross for their deaths.  The whole question of where the actual murders occurred was open to debate, but the state successfully argued that in any case the crime had begun in Connecticut, and therefore
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