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INTRODUCTION: THE STUDY OF SERIAL MURDER INVESTIGATIONS

Serial murder has become part of the public consciousness even though most people are not really sure what it is, why it happens, and much less how to investigate it. This ignorance is as much a part of the professional circles as the lay public. Federal and local law-enforcement officers have a common interest in how to investigate serial murder cases, but no authority has perfected an answer to investigating these most troublesome cases. When the acts of a serial murderer are discovered, these very law-enforcement officers only share the vaguest of ideas on how to solve them.

My study of serial murder began in 1974. It was not prompted by any great design, but out of the futility I encountered investigating the murders of eight female coeds later attributed to Theodore Robert Bundy. It was this lack of investigative know-how in this and the subsequent 50 serial murder investigations that I have been involved in, as an investigator or a consultant, that forced me to continue studying for the last 25 years. The pursuit of successful procedures in the investigation of the serial killer is what drove me to continue.

As I studied, first techniques of homicide investigation and then the crime of serial murder itself, I was struck with how remote the reality I saw was from the rhetoric I heard. The most potent example was from the early 1980s at a homicide investigation seminar in Atlanta, GA. A detective from Florida, who investigated the 40-plus murders of Gerald Stano, was giving a lecture about the unique use of sodium pentathol in interviewing a serial killer. His presentation was well received, but I detected a tinge of shame in his voice. After the presentation, I introduced myself to him. Immediately, he took on the role of a subservient and humble person. He claimed he had come to hear me speak about methods for investigating serial killers. At first I was dismayed, and then started recognizing and commending him for his presentation to the group of over 300 investigators. But it wasn’t long before his true emotions were laid out on his sleeve. He hung his head as though he possessed a heavy burden. He was a combination of the psychologically stressed victim of a serial killer and the investigator undergoing the political and administrative lack of support within his own law-enforcement agency. His main complaint was that his work was unappreciated. What a contrast; he went from the experienced and proud investigator-presenter to the emotionally whipped person standing before me.

This psychological dichotomy has stuck with me for years. What happened to cause this hard-working detective to finish his career without the respect of his co-workers? This perspective is not easily stated, but I begin by pointing out what serial murder investigation is and isn’t all about. By the end of this book, the reader will appreciate how these cases psychologically affect the personnel involved in those investigations.

Few offenses involve a sole operator. Instead, they often consist of groups or teams of individuals that, to a greater or lesser extent, have to interact to make the offense possible and make it beneficial for the criminals. This is most obvious in what is known as “organized” crime. To understand how these crimes are possible, the implicit and formal organizational networks of which they are a part, have to be understood (Canter and Allison, 1999). We know more about solving cases in which there are perpetrators acting in concert, and the research in this area is abundant.

But how can serial murders be understood and solved when most of the cases are committed by one person, and not a member acting in concert with other members of the group? Canter’s point is that examining the profile of the criminal entrepreneur is not sufficient unless one also has a grasp of the entrepreneurial landscape. What is so troublesome about serial murder investigations is that no formal research has ever taken place that aids police in understanding the serial killer’s landscape and how to solve these types of cases. Worse yet, the social fabric between the investigative team and the serial killers is often intertwined—they do, after all, have some overlapping social concerns. Predatory crime does not merely victimize individuals, it impedes and, in the extreme case, even prevents the formation and maintenance of community (Wilson, 1975).

When a disturbed man kills his girlfriend at her home in a rage of jealousy and in a blizzard of bullets, the murder investigation is solved quickly. The boyfriend is present when police officers arrive, possibly more afraid of what he’s done than of the punishment he may be facing. He hands over the gun while he tries to explain the circumstances of the shooting before the police can stop him so they can read him his rights first. However, when a nude female is found raped, stabbed, and strangled in a remote wooded area, the case takes on a complexity far from the norm. The solution is not imminent. Not only do the investigating officers have a “who done it,” worse yet, they have a “who is it.” Even further complicating this case is that the victim may be one of others by the same killer. This book focuses on the psychological behavior of detectives and the effects of investigating the grisly business of serial murder cases by members of law-enforcement agencies.

In my study of the UK’s longest running serial killer case, outlined in Chapter 2, a complex serial murder investigation is examined. It is prototypical in the sense that the killer was active for a number of years, killing more than ten prostitutes and assaulting others, before the police discovered his identity as Peter Sutcliffe. The Yorkshire Ripper Task force experienced all the typical ills of investigating an ongoing serial killer case: numerous victims, thousands of suspects, poor control and coordination of incoming leads, inexperienced personnel to investigate or supervise, improper media relations, investigations conducted on tangents, ill-conceived procedures in prioritizing investigative leads, and inadequate filing procedures of case materials. The Yorkshire Ripper cases are atypical because the British Parliament conducted a major review critical of the investigative procedures; a procedure unprecedented in U.S. criminal investigations. The product of the review was the discovery of a multitude of investigative errors and the establishment of the HOLMES system, a central repository of case information in major cases. That kind of database, along with the ability of investigators to draw on the data contained therein, goes a long way to solve many of the information disconnects that plague interagency task force investigations, particularly the cases involving serial offenders such as killers and sex offenders.

But what have we learned from all of this? Just this past year, in October 2002, a shooting spree inside one of the most policed areas of our country defied a joint task force comprised not only of highly trained police officers from local agencies but the FBI, ATF, and perhaps even other federal agencies that we don’t even know about. My brief review of the DC Beltway sniper case will show that not only did the individuals charged with these crimes, but not as of this writing either tried or convicted, manage to elude a massive manhunt including military aircraft, but they left a visible trail across the very areas the police were patrolling. Police in at least six different states along with federal authorities are only now beginning to put together the pieces of one of the most troubling coast-to-coast murder and felony murder sprees in American history. This was a shooting spree that took place in the months before the DC Beltway shootings actually began, and it took place right under the noses of police in local jurisdictions who couldn’t put the pieces together until after weapons were retrieved and ballistics identified them as the murder weapons.



The primary suspects in the DC Beltway shootings have been charged with some of the shootings in other states. The investigation, now beginning to come together, is already revealing disturbing aspects about how warning signs were laid out and simply missed, how leads were not followed, and how similar patterns of crimes, because they were outside the immediate jurisdictions impacted during the DC Beltway shootings, were not considered by a narrowly focused task force. This points to the heart of what I intend to show in my study: The exclusivity of data in task force investigations and the reliance on superficial modus operandi (MO) profiles not only doesn’t further a task force serial homicide investigation, but actually distracts investigators and detracts from the overall effectiveness of the task force. The exclusivity and profiling in the DC Beltway shootings, as we will see, actually might have eliminated potential evidence that needed to be evaluated and which might have resulted in an earlier resolution of the case. This case, and others like it, will enable us to show, as a general rule, that inclusiveness rather than exclusivity is a better methodology of data management for serial homicide task force investigations.

Serial homicide investigations succeed or fail on whether the police know what they have on their hands, how they accept the truth, and how they manage it once they’ve accepted it. Accordingly, I will explore thoroughly how task forces deal with the key factors of recognition, acknowledgement, and control. In other words, it will be shown that the psychological forces of denial and defeat can easily creep into a task force investigation and do so because agencies fail to recognize what they have on their hands, fail to acknowledge it to themselves and to their constituents even after they know what they’re chasing down, and fail to exercise control over their own data in the case.

Failure to recognize, to acknowledge, and to manage often leads to a collective sense of denial and defeat as you will see this in the Yorkshire Ripper case. This prevents police from putting together even the most obvious of clues. In the study of how bureaucratic or administrative denial operates, the elements involved in recognizing that there is a serial killer in operation will be shown to come in two phases. You may not recognize the series due to skepticism, but the killer goes on anyway. Those skeptics do not share the instincts of some experienced detectives, and because there are no hard facts, the case is believed to be a single event. But the detectives have to be salesmen to those unbelievers. Secondly, the utility of homicide information systems monitoring the frequency and types of murders will be discussed. The conclusion is that a more thorough and comprehensive analysis by an information system may detect the workings of a serial killer much earlier, therefore, helping prevent future murders by catching the killer.

Once recognition is confirmed, then comes the problem: Are the members of the police agency willing to tell others that a serial killer is on the loose? You will see in our examination of acknowledgement and media relations that by acknowledging this, the investigation can create its own luck. The DC Beltway sniper case showed that by releasing information judiciously, even though the authorities in this case might have released too much information, a member of the public looking for the suspicious car discovered the suspects in a parking area and alerted police who made the arrest without any violence (Chapter 9).

Ultimately, I will deal with the issue of administrative and bureaucratic control. Control refers to who runs the investigation. One person must be in charge. There have been instances when there have been co-commanders of a task force. For example, in the William Scott Smith serial murders in Oregon there was a city police department, a sheriff’s department, and the state police who simultaneously commanded the case. The cases were solved eventually, but not due to the efforts of having three commanders at the same time. Whatever the case, there must be a working agreement about who is going to run the show. If there is not one leader, all that gets accomplished are meetings that try to placate everyone. Dealing with egos, politics, and differing investigative philosophies places a great strain on all aspects of the investigation. Even though a request to have a joint investigation looks good on paper, it is very inefficient and delays any meaningful investigation.

Negative and conflicting operational procedures affect control. As was apparent in the Atlanta child murders, each agency will have its own agenda and interfere with control. Most investigations were solved from the bottom up not from the top down. One person is necessary to buffer detectives and lead the charge. There must be someone to put things in perspective even if that person’s most important function as a supervisor is to sit, listen, and nod.

All other problems associated with serial murder investigations are secondary to recognition, acknowledgement, and control. If you cannot handle these first, all else will fail.

Seven years after the Atlanta cases, I again became involved in a high-profile task force investigation into a major serial killer case. The formation of the Green River Murders Task Force, too, created a lot of interagency turbulence, became one of the most infamous cases of its time, and suffered from the psychology of denial and defeat. Finally, today, a suspect is in custody for some of the homicides associated with this case, but this happened almost 18 years later after the accumulation of thousands of leads, tips, clues, and other evidence. Because of my relationship with the agencies and the lead investigators, my career became almost inextricably involved with this investigation.

Like the Bundy case and the Atlanta child murders, the Green River Task Force at times stumbled over itself in its attempts to coordinate the activities of all of its investigators. It still solved other violent crimes along the way and the Green River Killer still managed to elude justice. It will turn out that our suspect had been arrested in the course of the investigation. As the King County affidavit shows, the suspect’s name has been in our computer files since 1983, buried on a long strip of Mylar in a sealed room. Perhaps, if the suspect is ultimately found guilty and sentenced to death, he will wait until it’s close to the end to make a death-row confession right before his last appeals run out, just like Bundy did. Maybe.

What I gleaned from these three task forces was a common denominator that I discovered about the investigators who had to work the case day after day no matter how cold the leads became. I discovered that no one, not the detectives working the case, not their commanders, and not the heads of the agencies involved wanted to be involved with the case. Why? It was simple. The case was a loser by anyone’s definition. The investigators couldn’t find the killer, and if they ever did find the killer they were afraid that the clues that led them there were so obvious they’d look like fools because they missed them. They were also afraid that more victims were taken while they were stumbling over themselves to sort out the evidence.

How can this be? Why would investigators not want to close out a case with a solid arrest leading to a conviction, even though they might have neglected obvious clues along the way? The answer is as simple as something one might find in a Psychology 101 textbook—avoidance reaction. People, and cops are no different from any other group of people, if given the choice tend to avoid those things which cause them pain, create anxiety, make them uncomfortable, or make them look anything less than successful. In the case of a serial murder investigation most detectives are made to look inept by the killer, especially when he’s eventually picked up for running a red light, making an illegal U-turn, or even for driving a stolen car and then confesses to the first uniformed cop he sees. Even catching the killer turns out to be a revelation of all the mistakes the police made during the course of the investigation. Therefore, when they ultimately succeed, they have to face exactly what they did wrong. It’s no wonder that many police agencies typically put themselves into denial about the existence of a serial killer. Then, after the task force is formed and plays catch-up with the unknown, the members of the task force find themselves faced with daily frustration as leads grow cold, and they actually have to wait for the next homicide in order to pick up new clues. It often can be a demoralizing situation.

As the psychology of defeat pervades the investigation, even the small successes that the police might achieve are not perceived as successes. Maybe the killer was forced out of one comfortable pattern into an unfamiliar one because he sensed the police were on to him. Maybe because a television station’s helicopter spotted police surveillance at the river, the Green River killer was forced away from the river and into the woods. Maybe that’s where he left a valuable clue or a body before it completely decomposed on the river bottom and the police might have been able to get closer to the killer. But if you don’t know how to manage successes, such as initiating a wise surveillance practice, they’re as invisible as the killer and valuable effort is wasted. Equally important, the psychological value that the investigators might have derived from a feeling of achievement might be misinterpreted as another failure, and the pattern of self-defeat is allowed to continue.

As the self-esteem of each investigator on a task force flags, the unit itself seems to suffer from a collective loss of confidence breeding mistakes, infighting, defensive behavior, and, ultimately, bureaucratic paralysis. In a multiagency task force, such as the Atlanta child murders, the paralysis ran so deep that different agencies actually distorted facts in order to protect themselves from the recriminations everyone believed would come. This, obviously, benefits the killer who is often only a few steps away, reading about the dissension in the newspaper or hearing it in the news, and realizing that each change of his MO throws the entire police machine off the track.

We will also explore the investigative process of following leads. What we call “red herrings, information overload, and the needle in the haystack,” will cover the gamut of the problems involved in pursuing the real killer. As the serial killer strikes more victims and adds more clues to the already overwhelming stockpile, individual members of the police task force become overloaded. They look at the four walls, see their own failure day after day, and actually long for a reassignment. Collectively, this tends to drag down the task force as an institution as each member’s frustration feeds the others. Even management reinforcement or cheerleading doesn’t always help, because the managers themselves have to explain both to the higher echelons in the police command and to the media why they haven’t caught the killer. Ultimately, supervisors and investigators surround themselves by walls of frustration everywhere they turn, clouding any possibilities of success, and wearing down the resiliency of the task force even as the killer continues to prey on his victims. This was one of the factors that stymied the multijurisdictional task force formed in response to the ongoing Atlanta child murders.

Before I was a consultant to the Green River case, I was called in to consult on the Atlanta child murders. As body after body turned up in the Chattahoochee River outside of Atlanta, members of the Atlanta Police Department, the Georgia Bureau of Investigation, and local sheriff’s offices kept butting heads over the best ways to pursue the killer. Between the jurisdictional disputes and the political forces at work in what many believed at first to be racially motivated crimes, little progress was made in the case. Even the FBI couldn’t come up with a workable predictive investigative model that would allow the homicide detectives to make assumptions based on what the killer would do next. All that they thought they knew was that they had a perpetrator or perpetrators whose focus was on abducting and then killing young African-American children from in and around Atlanta.

I became a member of the second group of national consultants to the investigators on the case, helping to develop proactive measures that might end the reign of terror and bring peace to the grieving families of missing and murdered children. We reviewed the work of the first group of consultants and those investigative reports the agencies involved in the case elected to share with us. What we found, and what I, in particular, discovered was a case rife with political issues among the different law-enforcement agencies that reflected the politics of Atlanta and its suburbs.

What I also discovered, and which has stayed with me throughout my career, was the level of distaste the investigators in Atlanta had for pursuing leads in a case which, despite some obvious clues, in their minds held out little hope of ever being solved. Like other members of serial murder task forces, they lacked the insight and knowledge of how to prioritize incoming leads. The impact of conducting tangential investigations, methods of prioritizing incoming leads, and strategies for finding that needle in the haystack is discussed in the context of keeping personnel focused on the central mission of the case—finding the serial killer. Personnel must stay focused even when that mission takes them down blind alleys and forces them to look at leads that are exciting at 7:00 in the morning when the coffee’s fresh and they’re full of enthusiasm, but turn out to be as stale as yesterday’s lunch by 6:00 in the evening when they’re worn out after a frustrating day.

The section about how the serial killer hides and what he knows is the focus of our characterization of a serial killer’s natural camouflage and his instinct for survival. Many times, police do have to track serial killers who have been, in Bundy’s words, “out there,” for so long that the killer is for all practical purposes invisible to police investigators but in plain sight to others. We know that was the case with the Green River killer just as it was the case with Wayne Williams in Atlanta, Jeffrey Dahmer in Milwaukee, and Arthur Shawcross in Rochester.

A confident, long-term, control-type serial killer can become so much a part of the landscape you’d expect to find that he can even interact with the police investigating the case and still not be looked at as a suspect. Ted Bundy sat at a phone bank in a rape crisis center; Arthur Shawcross, the Genesee River killer, had his early morning doughnuts and coffee with Rochester police coming off shift after having searched for the Genesee River killer all night; Wayne Williams was a photographer making the acquaintances of young African-American boys in their schools while police were searching for missing children; our suspect in four of the Green River homicides was cruising the street and chatting up the prostitutes out tricking while the police were conducting sting operations for johns; and Jeffrey Dahmer was even serving time in jail during the night while he was working at Ambrosia Chocolates during the day and looking for victims. Dahmer actually killed out on the streets while he was serving part of his jail sentence. And most recently, DC Beltway sniper suspect John Mohammed allegedly told at least one person in Tacoma exactly what he planned to do and why he thought it would wreak terror on his victims. And this informant allegedly told police what he said Mohammed told him. As bizarre as this seems, it is exactly how serial killers work. That’s why most police departments don’t want to admit they have a serial killer case to investigate even when its obvious, and that’s why they can exhibit an extreme reluctance to pursue the case even as it’s going forward.

In a prototypical serial homicide task force investigation, the killer keeps on striking and more bodies are discovered as the chronology of the case proceeds. By this time the police usually have to provide daily briefings to the press. If the case has bizarre aspects to it or if it involves special victims such as children, a frenzy created by the media builds. As the presence of the media creates more pressure for the police to perform according to some kind of schedule, the frustration and failure investigators feel usually goes from bad to worse. This often can become the next critical stage for the task force because it’s here that mistakes begin to compound.

As most of the investigators who worked the Atlanta child murders or Green River murder cases found out first hand—and as could be seen from the Beltway sniper shootings—there is a relentlessness that stalks high-profile cases. The more bodies that keep popping up the more incompetent the police look. Even if you’ve deployed your entire force of uniformed officers on overtime shifts in an effort to stake out every possible location the serial killer might visit, you’re probably not going to find him overnight. And the murderer, because he’s part of the landscape blending in completely with the community he’s preying on, moves right through the police surveillance without being spotted and kills with impunity. At a certain point in most major serial killer cases the victims are visible and the killer is invisible.

When a major serial killer case is finally solved and all the paperwork completed, police are sometimes amazed at how obvious the killer was and how they were unable to see what was right before their noses. Even during a case, there is sometimes a feeling that the killer is right there only you can’t see him. During the Green River murders, I often had the feeling that the killer was on the street watching the Seattle and King County units drive right by as he looked for his next victim. The cops might have been looking for a driver in a particular car or a van while the killer was pulling up to his victim in a pickup truck. The conclusion of our evaluation of a serial killer’s survival mechanism covers how the inability of the police to see their case with a clear vision that only comes with hindsight adds significantly to their frustrations.

This book takes a close look at what serial killers know about the police investigation and how they know it. For part of my research into the nature of the psychology of a serial killer on the loose, I’ve interviewed serial killers and studied others who’ve revealed their own experiences eluding the police. During the time I interviewed Ted Bundy on death row in Florida, I learned about the paranoia and grandiosity that drove Bundy each and every day of his existence. He described to me the feelings of superiority killers like him experience when they know they’ve successfully cloaked themselves in a mantle of invisibility so securely that they can actually stand near a crime scene in the presence of the police without fear of detection. He also told me how he followed the progress of the investigation into the missing and murdered women cases that we conducted even as he was abducting more women. He knew the police were on the trail, but he also knew that by traveling outside our circle of jurisdiction, he could commit crimes that other departments wouldn’t connect with our cases. I knew how true this was and remembered that the first indication we had that this killer was different from more conventional killers was his extraordinary wide range of trolling. He killed whenever the opportunity presented itself, and thought nothing about traveling hundreds of miles away to find a victim. This presents an enormous and frustrating obstacle to members of a serial killer task force who have to remain wide open to similarities between their case and cases in other jurisdictions, even if it seems impossible that a killer can be in more than one place at the same time.

Because most serial killers are sex offenders who live or work in the very neighborhoods where they are killing, they blend in and are hard to detect. However, because they live where they kill, they also establish subtle relationships with their victims. Our Ted Task Force, for example, looked at the Lynda Healy case again and again for clues to her abduction. It was only after we had identified Bundy that we were able to find out that not only did Bundy possibly know Healy, but he may have had a relationship with her through his cousin. If we had known about this information and that Healy’s disappearance was connected to the Lake Sammamish murders, Bundy may have had a much shorter career.

We also describe how killers become locked into the psychology of flight. As they move from a kind of equilibrium in their daily lives—always trying to appear normal while they look for opportunities to kill—into a dream state when the sexual fantasies surrounding the kill propel them toward the next victim, and ultimately into the frenzy of sexual anticipation and gratification. With their lust expended, they quickly lapsed into a kind of panic, a fugue state within which they were almost primordial in their ability to camouflage and flee the area. They hid until they thought it safe to come out, relived their sexual gratification from seeing stories about their victims in the newspapers, and got even greater thrills by hearing how the police had been stymied yet again.

In other words, the serial killer’s gratification and sexual experience was actually heightened, in some cases, by the activities of the police task forces on their trail. Just knowing that a name had popped up on a missing person list, a name associated with a victim who was buried in a secret location or dumped off into the river at the killer’s special place, was enough to excite the killer out of a sensible and nonviolent equilibrium into a killing mode.

The analysis of the serial killer’s methodology in pursuing his crimes is dealt with in a discussion of the killer’s psychological crime scene calling cards. Many experienced homicide detectives have gut instincts when it comes to how a killer leaves his crime scene. If a scene has been scrubbed too clean or if there are indicators of a killer who’s acting out some fantasy-driven drama on his victim, a detective can make a fair guess that this is probably not the first murder the offender has committed. It’s also probably an accurate guess that this killer will strike again. But to go from that gut instinct to a formal task force requires more than guesses. It requires clear and convincing evidence for the detective’s superiors to take the next step and form a task force.

The best evidence that a particular crime is linked to a series comes from an analysis of crime scene characteristics and information. If an investigator is fortunate enough, the way my partner and I were at Lake Sammamish, he or she may have a number of witnesses who were approached by the killer and can provide a description of a suspect. When Denise Naslund and Janice Ott disappeared from Lake Sammamish State Park in 1974 my partner Roger Dunn and I were able to interview several witnesses who not only had seen the suspect but upon whom Ted actually made some moves. The girls described what we would eventually come to understand as one of his MOs, the broken-wing plea he would give to his potential victim to lure her into his power just before he sprang the trap. We would look for this MO in other cases.

Using gut instincts and adding information about the killer’s signature, detectives may discover that a person probably has killed before or is on a trajectory to kill again. The hard evidence of the killer’s signature may require an expert’s evaluation of the evidence. This can be done through signature analysis, one of the several outcomes of a formal crime scene assessment. As a look at crime scene signatures reveals, the MO of a killer includes only those actions necessary to perpetrate the murder. Many serial murderers are not satisfied with just committing the murder but feel compelled to go further. Actions beyond those necessary to commit the killing demonstrate behavior unique to that particular killer. The killer’s personal expression is called his signature. Unlike the MO, the signature remains constant. We provide examples of previous cases in which signature analysis has been performed and the usefulness of that analysis to the investigation and prosecution of the killer. We also introduce our own specific type of profiling based on what type of signature police can glean from the crime scene to show how MO profiling not only doesn’t work, but can wear investigators down by setting them along the wrong paths.

Ultimately, we address the arc of the serial killer task force in order to understand the way serial killer investigations work. Whether these investigations are multiagency task forces or the more typical investigations confined within a single department, the entire arc of the process has to be examined from the first stirrings among police commanders that a series of sexual homicides have been perpetrated by the same individual to a task force being necessary. Then the process of organizing a task force should be looked at:, who should be on the task force, how leads are prioritized, how those leads are investigated, and what strategies most likely will catch the killer.

In the final chapters we look specifically at the DC Beltway sniper case to see how a high-profile task force worked in the glare of media lights. We also look at the best practices of managing information to examine the ways in which it can be an ally rather than an enemy. We look at Washington State’s HITS system, the FBI’s VICAP, Orange County’s TracKERS and other computerized data management systems to see what ways are effective to keep task forces from falling into the twin foes of denial and defeat.

The formation of a task force officially represents a police consensus that a serial killer is on the loose. That is an important psychological hurdle and establishes that the arc of the serial murder investigation is well under way. Once everyone agrees on the nature of the problem, far less time is wasted on extraneous investigation not germane to the “task” implicit in the term “task force.” (Aynesworth and Michaud, 1989).

When you diagram the prototypical arc of a serial murder investigation, it begins with the first body discovery through the emotional highs and lows of hot leads that turn out to be dead ends. Along the way the frenzy of media involvement and pressure as each local news reporter decides to solve the case on the air contaminates the investigation. Maybe a final realization is that you’re locked into a siege mentality and that the case may take years to complete. You can understand how conflict and denial can often creep in, creating a sense of futility, that pervades the investigation after the serial killer task force has been formed and is at work.

The beginning of an arc is best exemplified in the Green River murders investigation. Two boys biking over the Peck Bridge in King County saw a body floating among the tall grass along the Green River shore. This victim was later identified as Wendy Coffield. By the time the police arrived on the scene and realized some weeks later that Coffield wasn’t the only dead victim dumped into the river by a phantom killer, a headline-making case had begun.

In the Bundy case, we never discovered the deceased victims until we found one of Ted’s mountainside burial grounds. In the George Russell murders in Bellevue, WA, Mary Ann Pohlreich, the first victim, was posed alongside a dumpster in an alley where she was certain to be discovered by anyone collecting trash that morning. Green River, Ted Bundy, and George Russell were three different cases, but they all had one thing in common—the killer had taken some care with the disposal of the body. George Russell wanted his victim discovered. The Green River killer and Ted Bundy did not.

If you’re a seasoned homicide detective, you can tell from the way the body has been left if you’re dealing with a killer who’s left his signature at the scene. The seasoned detective will expect that this killer will strike again or that he’s killed before, maybe in a different jurisdiction. But unless more bodies turn up that can be connected through the same type of killer MO or signature to this particular crime, most police agencies will not look for a serial killer. In fact, many agencies will be downright exclusive in what they consider related crime scene patterns, because they don’t want to create a serial killer case when there isn’t one. Therefore, the arc is broken before it begins.

What’s also at work in the minds of these investigators, unfortunately, is a sense of denial, a sure-fire way to break the arc once again. They’re usually too exclusive in how they parse and relate crime scene evidence because they don’t want to start looking for a serial killer. So they prolong a process which, had they jumped into it right way, might have yielded some results. In the first few days of what might be a serial investigation a good team of investigators can sort through enough information to develop a few solid leads. However, once the separate homicide investigations in the case begin to stack up, evidence gets forgotten or lost, leads that might have been meaningful turn cold and become discarded, and witnesses tend to disappear. Because the sense of denial has pervaded the investigation, the investigation itself slows down from the very start and police lose a valuable ally—time—which sometimes starts out on their side but turns against them as the killer gets more confident of his ability to elude the police.

While the police are sifting through evidence in what they think might be, but hope it’s not, a serial murder case, the killer himself may be watching. If he’s inexperienced and just broke through the psychological barrier of having committed his first sexual homicide, his thrill is punctuated by a real fear that the police might know who he is. It’s only after time has passed without being caught and a few successful kills that the killer develops the confidence to stride right by the police wearing his mask of invisibility.



But the police many times don’t realize the advantage they have when they’re looking into the first murder, which may have psychological overtones to it.

In examining the prototypical arc of the serial killer task force investigation, two competing psychologies will be explained: the killer’s deviant psychology that often reveals itself with calling cards at every crime scene, and the institutional or collective psychology of the police serial killer task force that may alternate between exuberance with any new clue or lead and deep depression when the leads dribble away into dead ends. These psychologies forge their own dynamic of perseverance as the killer may feel compelled to take greater risks to enhance the sexual thrill he experiences with each successful kill. Meanwhile the police, wrapped within their own collective siege mentality, doggedly pursue the offender and try to develop proactive or alternative strategies to uncover more information about the case.

As our archetypal case progresses and the killer’s reputation grows, the police, under even greater pressure, may actually abandon case logic and be forced to spend time on clues or leads generated in the media and foisted upon them by senior management. Even the most seasoned of detectives in this environment can make procedural errors, mistakes in allocating time and resources which may send investigators down blind alleys or into cul-de-sacs that draw them away from the valuable leads which might have pointed them to a real solution in the case. As the investigation itself flounders and its mistakes are documented, a clever killer may realize that he has the opportunity to develop a new victim pool somewhere else. At the very least, he may find a new body dumpsite in a jurisdiction outside the borders of the task force on his trail, a place where his victims are less likely to be found, or he may strike at victims in another jurisdiction.

Through the eyes of the task force, once the body discoveries stop, the urgency is relieved, the pressure to solve the case instantly is reduced, and detectives can return to background investigations of previous disappearances that may yield results. Also, other detectives may seek reassignment elsewhere. If this happens, the task force may slow down or allow another agency to join in the pursuit. Seeing this, a long-term killer can gradually set up shop elsewhere and keep on avoiding detection for years, as Bundy did, or, like the Zodiac Killer, never be identified.

Our study of task forces concludes with the institutional psychology that says: Because the police know this, they can defeat themselves from the very start by looking at the hopelessness of the task in front of them. It is a type of institutional psychology deriving from a collective frustration and perception of defeat that is a singular phenomenon of many types of crime-solving task forces. But, which will become clear, this institutional psychology is intimately connected with the psychology of the killer. His own complete lack of self-worth and perception of himself as a hopeless failure drives him from crime to crime. Each entity, the killer and the police on his trail, is probably unaware of the psychological advantage the one has over the other at the same exact time. And the way the investigation plays out may be, at the very end, simply the result of chance, a traffic stop for an illegal U turn, or the identification of a license tag on a stolen car. Thus, what was the result of chance becomes the explanation of solution to an entire case. This, then, is how the two psychologies interact to define the arc of serial murder investigations into what is, still, the most perplexing of crimes and the most difficult of investigations to pursue.

The goal of any serial murder investigation is to find the killer before he kills again. For the police task force, one of the most critical breaks they can get is to locate and interview a living witness, a victim of a serial killer who got away. In our exploration of the solution to serial killer cases through the discovery of living witnesses, we show how the identification of the killer lifts the psychological spirits of the investigators involved in the cases. In the Green River killer affidavit, which documents the interview process, we demonstrate that even though the police could not make an immediate arrest as a result of one of the interviews they conducted with a SeaTac strip prostitute, the information she provided led them to interview a suspect who they later arrested in four of the Green River homicide cases.

The cases of Ted Bundy, Wayne Williams, John Gacy, and Larry Eyler also had living witnesses who testified against them. For reasons known only to the killer, the circumstances were inopportune for these living witnesses to become homicide victims. The presence of living witnesses in these cases remains a favorable implication for future serial murder investigations. These witnesses provided the necessary facts of similar offenses to strengthen search warrant affidavits and the probable cause for arrest (Keppel, 2000; Keppel and Birnes, 1995). The search for these witnesses will be a focus of Chapter 9.

In addition, our study highlights how serial killers are caught by normal, routine police procedures. As elusive and intelligent as serial killers appear to be, the fact remains that the routine work conducted by uniformed patrol officers is a frequent way they are caught. On two occasions, uniformed officers from Utah and Florida stopped Ted Bundy for driving violations. The circumstances surrounding those stops were the beginning of his identification as a serial killer. Further investigation of Bundy’s behavior revealed he was a traveling serial killer.

In 1986, a California Highway Patrol officer stopped a man driving while intoxicated. This stop was the beginning of the end for one of the longest and most prolific serial killing cases in American history. During the stop, the patrolman noticed that the passenger was not passed out, but was in fact a homicide victim. Randy Kraft, the Scorecard Killer, is on death row and is suspected of killing 63 victims in California, Oregon, and Michigan since 1970.

Our look at the standard police procedures that produce results concludes with the use of computer applications and technology to manage large amounts of data and help in the apprehension of serial killers. In several cases, such as Ted Bundy and Randy Kraft, the computer was used to collate large amounts of information and literally locate that needle in the haystack. The strategies behind the gathering of certain information in the investigation and the types of computer applications employed will be covered.

In our examination of the serial murder investigation manual, recommendations for investigating serial murder cases are covered. Up to this point the book deals with the problems associated with investigating complex serial murders. This concluding overview summarizes the investigative suggestions from three major sources: The Multiagency Investigative Team Manual produced by a Department of Justice Committee, the Major Incident Response Procedures of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), and the Murder Investigation Manual of a consortium of members of police agencies in the UK.

Investigating high-profile serial murder cases was the highlight of a conference sponsored by the U.S. Department of Justice in August 1986. For two weeks in the 115 degree heat of Phoenix, AZ, over 20 detectives responsible for the investigations of the country’s most famous serial killers discussed the proper methods of investigation and pitfalls of dealing with those very difficult serial murder cases. The idea was to arrive at a consensus about the best practices used to investigate and apprehend a serial killer or, more appropriately, what not to do. Investigators who were members of task forces in the Ted Bundy cases, the Green River murders, the Hillside Strangler cases, the John Gacy murder cases, the Atlanta child murders, the Zebra Killer, and the Calavaras County Lake and Ng murder cases presented the bad and good investigative strategies in their individual serial murder cases. What was curious about the presentations was that each began in similar fashion by being organized into a multiagency investigative task force. (Brooks, Devine, Green, Hart, and Moore, 1998).

The Canadian Police authorities have been severely criticized by the public, the media, and from within their own organizations for the handling of the investigations into the murders of Clifford Olson and Paul Bernardo. It is from these highly visible cases that the members of the RCMP developed the Major Incident Response Procedures. This comprehensive procedural manual contains everything from soup to nuts about organizing and managing major investigations for Canadian law-enforcement agencies. The most important procedures from this manual will be highlighted in Chapter 8.



The UK has not been without it notorious murder cases. Police authorities throughout England have taken much criticism in cases like the Yorkshire Ripper, documented in Chapter 3, serial killer Frederic West, the Stephen Lawrence inquiry, and the investigation into the murder of Rachael Nichole. A product from these various inquiries was the development of the Murder Investigation Manual. This manual provides a structure for homicide investigation in the UK. The consultant list is quite extensive resulting in a very thorough and comprehensive manual of procedures for homicide detectives.

As Chief Constable John D. Phillips most aptly put: “Murder most foul!” This rather melodramatic Edwardian Phrase nonetheless captures the public perception of homicide. Chilling, ultimate, and full of menace with the dark suspicion that nobody is safe until the killer is apprehended; murder calls out like no other crime.

Ironically, almost no other crime has created more controversy when suspects have been brought to trial. Has the sheer horror of the crime prejudiced investigation and the court alike? Has the urgency to clear the case brought about too hasty inferences? And of course, in the modern justice system, no other kind of prosecution will receive the scrutiny a murder case will in the turbid search for a means to undermine the case.

We can fairly presume the investigation of homicide represents the supreme test for the detective. It is akin to managing a drama; often alive in media interest and, sometimes, political intrigue, while bringing to bear every professional skill in policing and many other disciplines too (ACPO Crime Committee, 1998).

What we have sought to do in preparing this book is to learn from the combined experiences of investigators on major task forces and murder cases and couple their wisdom with the great new opportunities emerging from the analytical capacity of modern technology. Perhaps more undauntedly, within this book is a theory of serial murder investigation and the beginnings of more formulated doctrine covering the subject.
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How investigators survive the psychological rigors of investigating serial murder cases depends on the three main factors of recognition, acknowledgment, and control: (1) a quick and valid interpretation that one murder is related to another, (2) a reliable admission to others that a serial killer is in operation, and (3) a strategy that properly commands, staffs, and funds the investigative effort. These factors were first publicly set forth in a professional forum by retired Lieutenant Ray Biondi of the Sacramento Sheriffs Department in his presentation on the Investigation of Serial Murders at the Fifth National Conference on Homicide, Unidentified Bodies, and Missing Persons in Nashville, TN (Biondi, 1987).

Among the issues most troublesome for Lt. Biondi was that he discovered problems routinely associated with recognition, acknowledgment, and control throughout the country. He explained why serial murders are the worst scenario for the allocation of resources to solve a case and argued that because most departments knew this and were aware of the costs associated with previous serial murder cases, there is often a lot of resistance to the acknowledgment that a homicide might properly belong to a larger serial murder investigation. This resistance engenders a collective denial that ultimately can pervade the entire investigative staff. Therefore, Biondi emphasized that because the primary goal of supervisors and management personnel is to catch the killer before he kills again, they must create an atmosphere in the organization where there is less bureaucratic wheel-spinning and allow the persons who will solve the case, the detectives—those “who do the spade-work”-the resources and freedom to investigate.

For investigators, realizing that their department has a serial case can be extremely difficult, even in the best of circumstances. A police agency investigating one victim may not know from what they immediately see at a crime scene whether that victim is the beginning or just one case in a series of murders. The case at hand may be in the middle of a killer’s series. Unless the agency is or has been made aware of a series of crimes with victims who fit the same profile as the victim at their crime scene, the police may know nothing more about the homicide than what they can figure out from what they see. So the investigation may, right from the outset, lag behind the ongoing events of the case, with investigators unaware that there have been previous victims of the same killer.

This happened in the Ted Bundy cases in the Pacific Northwest in 1974. Two young women went missing from Lake Sammamish State Park in July. These cases were within the King County Sheriff’s jurisdiction. In actuality, a string of six disappearances and killings had already begun as early as January of that same year in Oregon and Washington prior to any involvement from the King County Sheriff’s detectives, or at least before a positive connection had been made among any of the law enforcement agencies in the area. It wasn’t until bones identifying three victims were found just east of Lake Sammamish State Park and skull parts from four more victims were discovered about 6 months later 11 miles further east in the Taylor Mountain area of the foothills of the Cascades that anyone linked the missing coeds to the same killer.

So in the Ted Bundy cases, interagency recognition and acknowledgment that a new kind of killer was on the loose, murdering young, pretty, white college-aged women, didn’t take place until two body recovery sites were discovered, and after the discovery of the human remains at the sites, it was confirmed by the homicide investigators that at least seven of the victims died at the hands of the same person. Prior to this time, the investigation was not headed in the direction of investigating all eight victims as victims of the same killer. Each jurisdiction was operating independently and not pursuing any leads that would have lead to Theodore Robert Bundy. Whatever frustration the individual departments might have felt at their inability to solve the mysterious murders of young women or the missing persons cases in their jurisdictions suddenly became, on the one hand, compounded by the recognition that the same killer might be operating in a 300-mile radius across two states, but relieved, on the other hand, by the understanding that the individual agencies were not alone, and that there might be a solution in a joint task force investigation.

The inability of officers to link murders or missing persons to the same offender is referred to as “linkage blindness” (Egger, 1984, 1990). Specifically, linkage blindness occurs when police administrators and investigators refuse to admit or do not know that a serial killer is operating. The reason for this blindness has been attributed to officers not recognizing the characteristics of a serial victim, and more importantly, not having the ability to track murders in a central repository of information. At worst, you cannot tell until the killer tells you. We will see more of how devastating linkage blindness can be in our examination of the Yorkshire Ripper cases in England when police in unrelated agencies, but part of the same large task force, could not identify a serial killer during his 4-year skein of murders, even though they were actively interviewing him from the perspective of their separate points of entry into the case.

As we will see, even though a series of murders is linked to the same killer, a homicide may not fit the pattern of facts the police have established for their series. Therefore, the killer is investigated separately in the different homicides, and important clues or leads to the rest of the cases may go unnoticed. This also happened during the Arthur Shawcross investigation in Rochester when one woman didn’t fit the profile the police established for the victims. Her murder was not considered part of the case until Shawcross himself confessed to it after he was in custody.

RECOGNITION

Recognition is the single most important concept in serial murder investigations, primarily because it is the beginning of a required sequence in the understanding of the serial murder investigative process along with acknowledgment and control. Without it, the realization that a serial killer is operating is nonexistent, the probability of solving cases diminishes, and, worse yet, the likelihood someone else being killed rises. A recurring theme throughout our study of the psychology of a serial murder investigation is the mismanagement of information; either problems with collecting, storing, analyzing, and prioritizing incoming information or the inability of recognizing information that is useful to the investigation. That management or mismanagement directly relates to the sense of individual and institutional frustration which can impede the work of the task force and ultimately paralyze it, all the while the killer is adding new victims to the list. This is what happened in the Atlanta child murders investigation when police overlooked vital information they had at their fingertips because of a collective mismanagement of clues, tips, and leads. The mismanagement of information, and resulting paralysis of a case, often occurs at the beginning of an agency’s involvement, resulting from its failure to recognize the kind of crime it is investigating. Therefore, in serial murder cases, the root of those problems begins with the concept of recognition: How are victims identified as one in a series of killings committed by the same offender?

There are three main methods used to link murders prior to a killer’s apprehension. They are (1) physical evidence, (2) offender description, and (3) crime scene behavior. Each method has its strengths and weaknesses. It is not uncommon for a series of crimes to be connected through a combination of these means (Rossmo, 2000).

The first question that immediately arises is: Why should investigators care to link cases? Police investigators and prosecutors need cases linked for their own purposes. From an investigative standpoint, the linking of crimes enables investigators to pursue the same suspect instead of operating without the knowledge that the cases are linked. Prosecutors want similar cases linked so the defendant can be tried on multiple charges in the same trial (Keppel, 1995, 2000; Keppel and Birnes, 1997).

But what happens when there is both an administrative and a psychological denial of the recognition process, when connections may not want to be made in the first place? I discovered that some homicide departments were reluctant to declare a serial murder case because the investigations were expensive, sometimes futile, and ultimately frustrating endeavors that, more often than not, made the members of a task force look confused and inept. In other words, the very act of taking the first step to solving the case is also, in the minds of police commanders, the first step in encountering failure, a resulting loss of morale, and, perhaps, even public humiliation. Therefore, denial sets in at the very beginning to protect the institution from the possibility of failure.

For example, my partner and I were looking for similar murdered and missing women cases because we were not having much success solving the murders later attributed to Theodore Robert Bundy. Our hope was to find a similar murder in another jurisdiction and use suspect information from that murder to help solve our cases. We assembled numerous characteristics of our murders so we could compare them with the characteristics of murders from outside agencies. The assumption was that we were looking for someone familiar with the university atmosphere. Therefore, any coed types of killings or murders on or near university campuses were of primary interest. Since July 1974 when the Bundy murders began, it took us a year and a half to discover over 90 similar cases in western states over the previous 5-year period. In his confessions prior to his execution, Bundy admitted to some of those killings from our list.

Not far from Seattle, we discovered the case of a murdered coed from an Oregon university whose body had been found in the woods near that school. The factors of disappearance and death in that coed murder resembled the modus operandi (MO) in our cases. I visited the sheriff’s office responsible for the investigation with the idea that I would examine the case file and interview detectives in order to determine if there were any suspects developed that could have ties to the Seattle area. Astonishingly, the sheriff wanted nothing to do with investigating whether or not his Oregon case was linked to the victims found in Washington State. His reasoning was that the Washington cases had generated far too much publicity. Publicizing any link between the Lake Sammamish murders and the Oregon murder would cause too much disruption in their daily routine. Even though we previously linked Roberta Parks from Oregon State University to our series because her skull was found with three others on Taylor Mountain, and had received the utmost cooperation from Parks’ missing person investigators from the Corvallis Police Department and Oregon State University Police, this sheriff denied access to this other, possibly related, case files. Undoubtedly, this uncooperative contact stymies any linkage analysis and possible solution, and it confirms the public’s suspicion that the police don’t do everything possible to investigate cases.

But what can happen when the actions of the killer himself prevent the police from recognizing the extent of the series? The Green River murder cases are a prime example. By September 1982, investigators in King County, WA, had linked five victims found in or near the Green River. They had also found reports of six missing women which detectives felt could be linked to the series if they were found murdered. By March 1983 when the King County police commissioned me to analyze the entire Green River investigative effort after no suspect responsible for these murders had been discovered, there were two additional victims found, one of which was mostly bones and remained unidentified until over a year later. Postmortem examination revealed that the unidentified victim had been there for at least several months.

Thereafter, no other bodies were discovered, but detectives had found a total of 13 missing women from July 1982 through March 1983 who could be linked if they were found murdered. And they would find more and more missing women every month. Police officials were under extreme pressure to demonstrate that they were doing everything they could to solve these cases. Based on my recommendations and those of others, King County officials formed the enhanced Green River Task Force in January 1984. A total of 50 personnel were assigned to the investigation. That total far exceeded the three officers the investigation had dwindled to by March 1983. With all this, an unprecedented murder investigation for King County law enforcement officials was under way.

TABLE 1 The Number of Murders that were Known by Police for Each Year and the Number of Murders Actually Committed by the Green River Killer(s)



	Year known
	Murders
	Actual murders



	1982
	6
	16



	1983
	8
	27



	1984
	14
	2



	1985
	7
	0




From Evans, R. Interview with Captain Robert Evans, Green River Task Force Commander, March 1989.

Those who predicted the size of the force and resources needed greatly underestimated the number of murders that had been committed up to that point. Unbeknownst to law enforcement and by the time the enhanced task force was formed, there were 14 known deaths attributed to the Green River Killer. As Table 1 shows, the killer(s) had actually murdered at least 45 women, 27 of which were yet to be discovered at their graves in the succeeding years. The task force was understaffed at 50 members, it should have been started with 150. For the two years subsequent to forming the task force, investigators ran from one crime scene or bone find to another. There was no let up. Every time someone ventured into the woods to hike or harvest mushrooms and moss, another body was located. It was as if the only function the task force performed was that of an archeological processing team digging up old bones.

The task force members soon became experts in processing outside crime scenes, but that function alone didn’t catch the killer. It was almost like the killer had intentionally dispersed the bodies in remote locations so those investigating him couldn’t recognize the extent of the series of murders. Underestimating the number of murders and, therefore, only placing 50 officers on the task force and limiting the resources that were dedicated to the problem, may have placed the investigators so far behind the killer that the Green River cases might never have been solved.

WHEN RECOGNITION IS IMPOSSIBLE

There have been more than a few unbelievable instances where law enforcement officials were totally blindsided by a killer, never recognizing that a serial killer was operating over a long duration in their jurisdiction, murdering many victims out of sight. From an agency’s perspective, this is serial murder recognition at its worst. An example of this was the murder series committed by John Wayne Gacy in the Chicago area. This series ended with his arrest for 33 murders in the latter part of December 1978. However, the investigation of his final victim was actually the first time the police found even a trace of evidence that a large series of murders had occurred. It was an investigation that started with a missing person report filed by the mother of Robert Piest beginning the the worst serial murder investigation in the Chicago history. The official police reports say it all.


From the Des Plaines Police Report: Mrs. Piest related she went to pick up her son from work at Nisson’s, 1920 Touchy, at 2100 hours.

Her son requested she wait a few minutes while he speaks to a subject about attempting to get a summer job with a construction contractor.

Mrs. Piest related she waited over 30 minutes in the store and then began calling a few of her son’s friends to find out if they knew where he might be. Mrs. Piest also spoke of Phil Torf, her son’s employer, who related he may have heard him speaking to a John Gacy of P.D.M. Construction Co., Chicago, about Mr. Gacy possibly hiring high school students for summer work. Mr. Torf attempted to call Mr. Gacy to find out if he had seen Robert Piest, but was only able to leave a message at Mr. Gacy’s telephone number (457–1014).

Mr. Torf related if he could be of any other assistance, he could be contacted at home or at night at the store. (Des Plains Police Missing Persons Report, 1978)



What made this missing person report different from the many thousands of others was that there was information in the body of the report that the police could follow up. In this case, investigators began immediately to reach John Gacy. After midnight on December 12, 1978, Lt. Joseph Kozenczak attempted to contact John Gacy and left a message that he wanted to see him. That morning Gacy contacted the police station.


From Officer Loconsole’s report: At 0050 hours, Lt. J. Kozenczak advised the reporting officer (R/O) that he had been expecting a Mr. John Gacy to come into the station and talk with him, but Mr. Gacy was late. Lt. Kozenczak stated he could not wait any longer and advised the R/O that if Mr. Gacy showed up, the R/O was to tell Mr. Gacy to come back first thing in the morning.

At 0320 hours, December 13, 1978, a man identifying himself as Mr. John Gacy entered the station. The R/O told Mr. Gacy that Lt. Kozenczak could not wait and had to leave, and that he, Mr. Gacy, was to come back first thing in the morning. Mr. Gacy appeared somewhat apprehensive and asked the R/O what Lt. Kozenczak wanted to see him about. The R/O told Mr. Gacy that the R/O had no information. Mr. Gacy then told the R/O that the reason he was late was because he had been involved in some sort of automobile accident. Mr. Gacy then left the station.

The R/O observed that Mr. Gacy’s eyes were glassy, and he had fresh mud on his pants and shoes (Field Supplementary Report, 1978).



As the police followed up on that report, they were led to the Gacy residence and eventually discovered 28 bodies of male boys in the crawl space of his house and five more were found in or near the Chicago River. Even though the cases have been solved by Gacy’s conviction, 11 bodies from his crawl space remain unidentified to this day. The fact that Gacy chose victims who were runaways or homeless—and the fact that some law enforcement agencies do not routinely follow up on these types of reports anyway—contributed to the inability of the police community around Chicago to recognize that a very brutal and efficient serial killer was operating. There was no hint that John Gacy had murdered 33 people over a period of time until Des Plaines Police Department investigators followed up on the missing person report of Robert Piest (People v. Gacy, 1984; Keppel, 2000).

Another bizarre series of murders was uncovered in Pasadena, TX, in 1973. Three suspects, Elmer Wayne Henley, Dean Corll, and David Owen Brooks, were involved in murdering at least 17 teenage boys. No information about these murders was known until the police investigated Elmer Wayne Henley in the shooting death of Dean Corll. In that death investigation, police interviewed Henley and Brooks. In Brooks’ appeal, the Supreme Court of Texas wrote the following information in its decision in to affirm the trial court’s conviction of Brooks (David Owen Brooks v. The State of Texas, 1979).

Detective Jim Tucker testified that he took an oral statement from appellant on the morning of August 9, 1973. On August 8, Elmer Wayne Henley, Jr., had shot and killed Dean Corll in Pasadena and had subsequently led police officers to a boathouse in Houston where 8 bodies had been found buried. In his statement, appellant told Tucker that Corll had told him that he, Corll, had killed two boys and buried them at the boathouse. Appellant also told Tucker of his discovery, during a visit to Corll’s apartment, of two nude boys tied to Corll’s bed. Finally, appellant told Tucker that he had met Corll when he was in the sixth grade (appellant was 18 at the time he gave the statement), that Corll had engaged in homosexual activities with many boys, including appellant, that he had introduced Henley to Corll, and that he had lived with Corll intermittently. In this statement to Tucker, appellant said nothing to indicate that he had been present at any murders committed by Corll or Henley.

On August 10, 1973, appellant executed two written confessions, both of which were admitted in evidence.


The first confession reads, in pertinent part: “I came to the police station on August 9th in order to make a witness statement about what I know about Dean Corll. I came down of my own free will and I gave that statement to Det. Tucker. In the statement what I said was partially the truth but I left out the fact that I was present when most of the killings happened. I was in the room when they happened and was supposed to help if something went wrong.

“The first killing that I remember happened when Dean was living at the Yorktown Townhouses. There were two boys there and I left before they were killed but Dean told me that he had killed them afterwards. I don’t know where they were buried or what their names were. The first few that Dean killed were supposed to have been sent off somewhere in California.

“The first killing that I remember being present at was on 6363 San Felipe. That boy was Ruben Haney. Dean and I were the only people involved in that one but Dean did the killing and I just was present when it happened.

“I also remember two boys who were killed at the Place One Apartments on Mangum. They were brothers and their father worked next door where they were building some more apartments. I was present when Dean killed them by strangling them, but again I didn’t participate. I believe that I was present when they were buried, but I don’t remember where they were buried. The youngest of these two boys is the youngest that was killed I think.

“A boy by the name of Glass was killed at the Columbia address. I had taken him home one time but he wouldn’t get out because he wanted to go back to Dean’s. I took him back and Dean ended up killing him. Now that I think about it I’m not sure whether it was Glass that I took home or another boy, but I believe it was Glass.

“It was during the time that we were living on Columbia that Wayne Henley got involved. Wayne took part in getting the boys at first and then later he took an active part in the killings. Most of the killings that occurred after Wayne came into the picture involved all three of us.

“There was another boy killed at the Schuller house, actually there were two at this time; a boy named Billy Balsch and one named Johnny and I think that his last name was Malone. Wayne strangled Billy and he said ‘Hey Johnny’ and when Johnny looked up Wayne shot him in the forehead with a .25 automatic. The bullet came out of his ear and he raised up and about three minutes later he said, ‘Wayne please don’t.’ Then Wayne strangled him, and Dean helped.

“Dean moved to the Frencesa Apartments on Wirt. At that time I was using Dean’s car so I was in and out all of the time.

“After the Frencesa apartments Dean moved to Pasadena. I know of two that were killed there. One was from Baton Rouge and one was a small blond boy from South Houston. I saw the boy from South Houston for about 45 minutes. I took him for a pizza and then I left, and he wanted me to come back. I wasn’t there when either of these boys was killed. I did come in just after Dean had killed the boy from Baton Rouge; that was on a different day from the blond boy.

“In all I guess there were between 25 and 30 boys killed and they were buried in three different places. I was present and helped bury many of them but not all of them. Most of them were buried at the boat stall. There were three or four buried at Sam Rayburn, I think, I am sure that there are two up there. On the first one at Sam Rayburn I helped bury them, and then the next one we took to Sam Rayburn. When he got there Dean and Wayne found that the first one had come to the surface and either a foot or a hand was above the ground. When they buried this one the second time they put some type of rock sheet on top of him to keep him down.

“The third place that they were buried was on the beach at High Island. This was right off of the Winnie Exit, where that road goes to the beach. You turn east on the beach road and go till the pavement changes, which is about a quarter or half a mile and the bodies are on the right-hand side of the highway about 15 or 20 yards off of the road. I never actually buried one here but I always drove the car. I know that one of the graves had a large rock on top of it. I think that there were five or more bodies buried at this location. The bodies at the beach are in a row down the beach for perhaps a half a mile or so. I am willing to show officers where this location is and will try to locate as many of the graves as possible.”




The second confession reads, in pertinent part: “I want to give this statement about Billy Ray Lawrence.

“About July 10th, 1973, I tried to call Dean’s house, Dean Corll, and it was a long time before I could get him or anyone to answer. Finally, Wayne answered and I asked him if they had anyone there and he said yes. I asked him ‘It’s not a friend, is it?’ and he said ‘sort of.’ He wouldn’t tell me who it was so I went over there just to see who it was. He was still alive when I got there but he was tied to the bed. I recognized him only as a friend of Wayne’s.

“The boy wasn’t doing anything but lying there when I got there. He didn’t have any clothes on. I don’t remember them calling him by name but I have just now been shown a picture of him, which I will initial with this date and time, and it is the same boy I have been talking about. In fact, I have seen this same picture before at Dean’s house.

“I was tired so I went to bed in the opposite bedroom. Before I did go to bed I took Wayne home. Then I went back to Dean’s house and went to bed. The boy was still alive but Dean was awake because I remember he let me in. The next morning I went back to get Wayne and Dean was supposed to pay me $10.00 for doing this but he never did. That is, the $10.00 was for taking Wayne home the night before.

“I’m not sure about the time but I think it was the next evening when Wayne’s mother called. She was drunk and insisting Wayne come home but he told her no, that he was going to the lake for a couple of days. The boy was still alive. We left about 6:00 p.m. to go to the lake and I know he was dead and in a box when we left so he must have been there when he was killed because I didn’t leave to go anywhere before we left for the lake. [However, I do not remember how he was killed. I don’t know if I saw it or not.] It didn’t bother me to see it. I saw it done many times. [I just wouldn’t do it myself. And I never did do it myself.]

“We left for the lake about 6:00 p.m., and got there about 9:30 or quarter to ten. We then went fishing, Wayne and me. This was after we slept. We fished from about 6:30 A.M. to 10:00 A.M. Dean told us he had already picked a spot and started digging, but he actually hadn’t done very much.

“When Wayne and I got back from fishing, we ate and I went to sleep. I slept until about 5:00 p.m. and then Dean and I dug the grave. Wayne was keeping lookout in the van. The spot was by a trench near a dirt road. It was probably a few miles from Lake Sam Rayburn itself.

“We took the body out of the box, that is, Dean did, and I held the boy’s feet about half way to the grave. The body was already wrapped in plastic. I went back to the van to get the carpet and a flashlight. The carpet is to shovel extra dirt on and take it some place else so there wouldn’t be a mound showing.

“I almost took too much dirt off and Dean griped at me for it.”



The photograph referred to in the second confession was admitted in evidence. It was found by police in Corll’s bedroom and identified at the trial by James Lawrence as a photograph of his son, the deceased.

In his first confession, appellant specifically refers to eight murders with which he was familiar: Ruben Haney, two brothers killed at the Place One Apartments, a boy named Glass, Billy Balch, Johnny Malone, a boy from Baton Rouge, and a small blond boy from South Houston. Except for the last two, appellant admitted being present when each of these murders was committed. What follows is a brief summary of further evidence concerning these murders offered by the State and admitted at the trial.


The body of Ruben Haney, 19, was found buried in a Houston boathouse rented by Dean Corll; the cause of death was strangulation. Haney’s mother testified that her last conversation with her son was a telephone call in which he told her he was going to spend the night with appellant.

The bodies of Donald and Jerry Waldrop, 13 and 15, were found buried in the boathouse; the cause of death in each case was strangulation.



The body of James Glass was found buried in the boathouse; the cause of death was strangulation.

The body of Billy Balch, 17, was found buried on the beach near High Island; the cause of death was strangulation.

The body of Johnny Delone, 18, was found buried at High Island; the cause of death was strangulation and a .25 caliber gunshot.

The body of Stanley Blackburn, 20, from Baton Rouge, LA, was found buried near Lake Sam Rayburn; the cause of death was strangulation. Blackburn’s Louisiana driver’s license was found in Corll’s house and identified at the trial by his mother.

The body of James Dreymala, 13, was found buried at the boathouse; the cause of death was strangulation. A bicycle registered to Dreymala and identified at the trial by his father was also found in the boathouse. Dreymala’s father testified that his son had blond hair, and at the time of his disappearance the family lived in South Houston.



In each case, the body was nude, wrapped in plastic sheeting, and covered with lime. In most cases, the cord used to strangle the victim was still tied around the neck of the body.

In addition to this testimony, several police officers described in general terms the search for and recovery of bodies at the three burial sites. Although there was no testimony concerning the identity or cause of death of any other victims, all were young males and had been buried in a similar manner (Brooks v. State, 1979).

It wasn’t until the confessions of Henley and Brooks led police to the first eight bodies in the boathouse before the serial was discovered, and authorities were informed the three serial killers, acting in concert, were in operation all along.

The series of murders committed by Gacy, Henley, Corll, and Brooks highlight times when police investigators were unaware that a serial killer was operating. The ability of police investigators to recognize that a serial killer was operating under those circumstances was next to impossible, even though one would think that with so many people involved in the Pasadena, TX, cases that someone would have found out earlier and reported it to police. One wonders, though, if the coordination and follow-up investigations of missing, runaway, and throwaway persons were thoroughly conducted, maybe some of these cases would have been linked, and the investigations would have occurred much sooner, possibly preventing some of the murders.

Similarly, the more recent case of Jeffrey Dahmer revealed the same blind spot on the part of police after they discovered from the complaint of an escaped victim that a series of grotesque murders had taken place in a nearby apartment. As a result of the ensuing investigation, police realized that a long series of murders of gay men had been taking place in Milwaukee for almost a decade right under their noses. Families of the victims had been filing missing persons reports, complaining to police, and fomenting among themselves about the lack of progress or even interest on the part of the police in the cases of their family members. Only after police searched Dahmer’s apartment where they found skulls and bones and the severed heads of Dahmer’s victims, along with grim photos of his drugged and murdered victims, did they realize the extent of his crimes. In some ways this was a pattern familiar to the Gacy case in which recognition was forced upon the police by the final case in the series.

FINDING SIMILAR CASES

Finding similar cases is just for investigative purposes, enabling detectives to network about their cases; getting them assembled to discuss similar cases to determine if investigating them in concert will lead to a killer sooner. It is not an attempt by detectives to conclusively link two or more cases together as in the case of signature analysis. Linking cases through crime scene and psychological signature analysis will be discussed in detail in Chapter 6.

When detectives finally do realize that a murder might be the work of a serial killer, what drives these investigators to search for similar murder cases? Call it gut instinct or, perhaps, a sixth sense. Experienced detectives look for other cases because they hope that information from those distant cases may hold the key to solving their own. But at exactly what point does an investigator turn the switch and actively search for similar case(s)? And how is linking one case to another actually accomplished?

The ability to recognize that another case is related depends on two factors. First, there are individual characteristics of murder that should reveal (1) signs of prior killing and/or (2) that the killer will strike again. Secondly, the information sources available to detectives govern whether or not they will discover similar murders. I will deal with the characteristics of murder first.

CHARACTERISTICS OF SERIAL MURDER

How do detectives recognize that the apparent single victim murder they have just responded to is the work of a serial killer? What are the differences between those killers who choose to kill one person versus those who choose to kill multiple victims over a period of weeks or longer? Certain signs at the crime scene tell detectives what kind of a killer they have. Those signs have been referred to as characteristics of symbolism or ritualism—not ritualistic in the satanic sense or indicative of a specific kind of religious or cult ceremony—but a kind of psychological ritualism or internal psychodrama directly related to an attempt to fulfill the killer’s perverted fantasies. This is a ritual the killer may carry out every time he kills. In this ritual he’s acting out or working out the elements of a script in his own mind, which gratify his immediate lust at the kill and follow-up and satisfy his recurring psychosexual compulsion that drives him from victim to victim.

Consider this scenario. The scene was riveting. Every police officer arriving to secure the crime location stared at the single, grim, motionless female stretched out upon the pavement in an outlandishly bizarre position after being severely beaten. The police had never seen anything like it before. Clearly, her body had been deliberately posed. There was no question in anyone’s mind that whoever committed this terrible atrocity hadn’t worried about spending considerable time with her corpse. The body had been displayed in a busy area—the killer obviously wanted his work to be discovered quickly—nude and arranged to bear an unmistakable message of sexual degradation. The victim was left lying on her back, with her left foot crossed over the instep of her right ankle. Her head was turned to the left and a Frito-Lay dip container lid rested on top of her right eye. Her arms were bent at the elbow and crossed over her abdomen with her hands gently touching, one inside the other. In one hand, detectives found a startling piece of evidence: a Douglas fir cone. What did this clue represent? What kind of message was being sent, and to whom? Only the killer knew.

The victim’s gold watch on her left wrist and her gold choker chain with a crescent-shaped white pendant around her neck were the only personal items left on the otherwise nude corpse. Noting that the especially aggressive predator had been meticulous in removing all of the victim’s clothing, police figured that he was either too pressed for time to strip her of her jewelry, or he didn’t see any value in the pieces and deliberately left them as adornments to the body. The postmortem examination revealed that the victim had been raped anally with a foreign object. Semen was also found in the victim’s vagina (Keppel and Birnes, 1997).

The questions are: Can certain case characteristics such as those above reveal an intensely perverted fantasy life and, at the same time, alert investigators that a serial killer is in operation? If there is more than one case, it is possible to link those cases by examining physical evidence, such as through DNA comparisons?

What happens when investigators do not have another case to compare it to until the killer strikes again? The signal to detectives in the above example was that the killer was not finished. Rarely do killers fulfill their ultimate fantasy, and that is the very reason that other killings are occur unless the killer is caught.

Let’s break down the significant characteristics in the above example that are indicators that a serial killer is in operation. First of all, one must look at each characteristic individually and, secondly, in combination with other characteristics. For example, it may not be particularly significant that the victim was left out in the open for someone to intentionally find the body, because that occurs in about 10% of all murders. That characteristic along with posing and foreign object insertion are extremely rare in combination and were significant markers of a killer’s intent to kill again. When those three characteristics were analyzed in the Homicide Investigation and Tracking System’s database of 2115 murders, it was discovered that no cases possessed all of the characteristics simultaneously. As expected, the killer struck again and murdered two females in which the characteristics noted here were exactly the same (Keppel, 1995). As Roy Hazelwood (1999), the former FBI profiler, has said, “You can say that cases are linked when the number of MO characteristics and ritualistic characteristics reach a point that you have never seen in combination before.”

INFORMATION SOURCES

Assuming that detectives need to know whether the homicides they are trying to solve share characteristics with homicides in other jurisdictions, how do the investigators go about getting that information? Most detectives rely on traditional means, such as the teletype, telephone calls, bulletins, letters, and discussions at seminars or meetings. In 1974, using these same antiquated techniques, it took my partner and I over a year to accumulate 90 murder victims from western states that might be connected to the Bundy cases in Seattle. Finding murders in that fashion was far too inefficient and slow. As it turned out, seven victims from that list were eventually connected to the Ted Bundy murders. We needed to know that information as soon as possible. The same problem cropped up in 1984 during the investigation of the Green River murders when we tried to locate similar murders in other jurisdictions. Unfortunately, ten years later the process of finding similar murders had not changed; there was still no central repository of homicide information to query.

County, state, regional, and federal violent crime information systems are beginning to crop up and be extremely useful in linking similar crimes for investigative purposes. There are several noted examples, such as the FBI’s Violent Crime Apprehension Program (VICAP), the Washington State Attorney General’s Homicide Investigation Tracking System (HITS), and the Orange County District Attorney’s TracKERS project, the contributions of each will be highlighted in Chapter 9.

These important database storage, query, and retrieval programs are investigative decision support systems. They help investigators search along user-defined fields to identify similar cases. They were created based on ideas suggested by Pierce Brooks, a retired captain with the Los Angeles Police Department’s elite Robbery Homicide Division. As early as the 1950s and 1960s, Brooks was a visionary who realized that to solve some of his most bizarre and perplexing homicides he had to search for similar cases outside the insular confines of Los Angeles. One method he used was to go to a library and search the newspaper stacks for stories about similar murders. He noted that because the track of similarly committed violent crimes often spanned across jurisdictional lines, it was important for detectives to be informed of similar cases in other jurisdictions in order to improve solvability. In the early 1980s, Brooks was asked to become a member of the planning committee for the FBI’s VICAP program.

The sole and initial purpose of VICAP was to provide homicide detectives with information on the possibility of murder cases being linked to the same offender. It was a well-known fact that certain types of serial offenders trolled for their victims and often felt compelled to travel outside their immediate neighborhoods when their comfort zones became unstable due to police presence. Bundy, for example, traveled for victims over a radius of 300 miles and across state lines. Pierce Brooks discovered evidence as far back as the 1960s that the patterns of similar crimes were so strong, they sometimes indicated that the same offender was committing crimes in different jurisdictions. But police agencies were often reluctant to ask even neighboring jurisdictions for help locating similar types of crimes, because agencies sometimes jealously guard their respective turfs. Therefore, in order to formalize the possibility of searches for similar offender patterns across jurisdictions, the FBI created VICAP.

Critics of the VICAP procedures complain about the reliability of some questions on the VICAP form and the value of any linkage produced by that analysis (Godwin, 2000). What these critics don’t realize is that VICAP was not intended to provide any sort of expert linkage or sophisticated statistical analysis. Its main function is that of a pointer system to help detectives find similar cases so they can communicate with each other one-on-one about the “possibility” that cases are linked. Then, those informed detectives decide whether or not to pursue a cooperative investigation to find the same killer. The VICAP system and its data were conceived by homicide detectives for the use of homicide detectives, not as an information source for academic research, self-proclaimed profilers, or talking heads frequently seen on television documentaries.

THE VIOLENT CRIMINAL APPREHENSION PROGRAM (VICAP)

VICAP, a national data center housed at the FBI Academy, Quantico, VA, is designed to collect, collate, and analyze information regarding the following:


	Solved or unsolved homicides or attempted homicides, especially those that involve an abduction, are apparently random, motiveless, or sexually motivated, or are known to be part of a series.

	Missing persons, where the circumstances indicate a strong possibility of foul play and the victim is still missing.

	Unidentified dead bodies where the manner of death is known or suspected to be homicide.

	Cases in which the offender has been arrested or identified should be submitted to the National Center to permit unsolved cases in the VICAP system to be evaluated for possible linkages with known offenders.



VICAP staff determines if similarities exist among the individual cases newly reported and those already in the VICAP database. The recognition of patterns of murders is made by analyzing similarities or changes in MO, victimology, physical evidence, suspect description, and suspect behavior exhibited before, during, and after the crime.

It is the objective of VICAP to provide all law enforcement agencies reporting similar pattern violent crimes with the information necessary to initiate a coordinated multiagency investigation so that they may expeditiously identify and apprehend the offender(s) responsible for the crimes. (Multiagency Investigative Team Manual, 1988).

TRACKERS

The VICAP program has encouraged the development of local, regional, and statewide violent crime information programs. The usefulness of systems like VICAP is highlighted by the way the TracKERS program was developed in Orange County, CA. Late in 1995, Deputy District Attorney Michael Jacobs was assisting Costa Mesa and Tustin police departments in the review of four murders of young sexually assaulted women that had occurred in 1979. Investigators were confident back in 1979 that the same unknown offender had also committed two sexual assaults. The cases are listed as follows:


	04-01-79, Costa Mesa Police Department, murder of Kimberly Rawlins

	05-24-79, Orange County Sheriff, rape of Kim Whitecotton

	07-20-79, Costa Mesa Police Department, rape of Jane Pettengill

	09-15-79, Costa Mesa Police Department, murder of Marolyn Carleton

	10-07-79, Tustin Police Department, murder of Debbie Kennedy

	10-21-79, Costa Mesa Police Department, murder of Debra Senior



Since then, DNA has become a useful tool to the investigator worldwide. The state DNA database at Berkeley, CA, had been building an RFLP database for some time. Mr. Jacobs facilitated the forensic reviews of the cases at the Orange County Sheriff-Coroner’s Crime Laboratory.

During the reviews, Jacobs inquired about police resources and databases in order to identify other possible victims or offenders. He determined that investigators had no local hands-on access to a database of sexual assault and homicide information. Additionally, law-enforcement efforts were fragmented among the many different police agencies, which made information almost inaccessible among departments. Worse yet, caseloads, transfers, retirements, and other such issues prevented adequate followup on violent crime investigations.

During Jacobs’ inquiry, he discovered that a local police investigator had developed a database based on similar criteria collected by the California’s Violent Crime Information Network (VCIN) and the FBI’s VICAP databases. That database had been used to track murder investigations for the city of Garden Grove. Arrangements were made to use that database to assist in the Costa Mesa and Tustin police murder investigations. A collection process of homicide and sexual assault information began, focusing on females murdered and sexual assault cases prosecuted in Orange County for the past 30 years. The review included solved and unsolved cases. During that process the following observations were made:


	Orange County’s population was approaching 3 million people.

	Orange County was experiencing approximately 100 murders and more than 500 felony sexual assaults annually.

	The law-enforcement community consisted of more than 25 agencies.

	In 1996 Orange County had an estimated 1000 unsolved murders.



By May of 1996, the database had approximately 240 murder cases. A variety of reports had been prepared for the investigators to review. A report of females murdered by blunt force to the head resulted in a list of 33 cases. The report included solved and unsolved cases. Twenty of those cases occurred in homes or apartments. One case had resulted in the conviction of Kevin Green for the murder of his unborn daughter and the assault of his wife. Investigators met to discuss the results aided by database summaries.

Supervising Deputy District Attorney Mel Jensen recognized the similarity of the Kevin Green case and the unsolved murders. He also had been to State Parole Board meetings where Kevin Green had denied having committed the crime when an acknowledgment would have facilitated his parole.

In the meantime, the sheriff’s lab had completed analysis of the first Costa Mesa murder. The results were submitted to the state laboratory at Berkeley, and Gerald Parker was identified as the donor of the semen evidence collected from the victim. His DNA had been submitted due to a conviction of kidnap and rape occurring in county territory adjacent to the city of Tustin on February 15, 1980. Parker had kidnapped a juvenile off the street and raped her in his Dodge van.

Gerald Parker was in prison at the time of the “cold hit,” but was due to be paroled in a few weeks. Arrangements were made to conduct interviews. Investigator Thomas Tarpley, Tustin Police Department, took with him the summaries of cases similar to the cases now known to have been committed by Gerald Parker. Skillfully, Investigator Tarpley obtained confessions to the four known cases and, by extracting significant details of other cases, Investigator Tarpley was able to identify two other cases listed in the database summaries: the murder of Chantel Green and Sandra Fry.

During the interviews, Gerald Parker provided details that convinced investigators and the prosecutor that Kevin Green was innocent of the murder for which he had been incarcerated nearly 17 years earlier. Part of that interview even accounted for the misidentification of Kevin as the killer by his wife. The following is an excerpt of the interview conducted on June 14, 1980:


Parker: She’s in the bedroom, okay, first when I opened the door, she’s in bed and she sits up.

Inv. Tarpley: Okay.

Parker: Almost as if, in recognition, of somebody that she thought that I was, but I wasn’t.

Inv. Tarpley: Okay. What was she wearing? Do you remember?

Parker: I don’t remember, I think, it could have been a negligee or something of that fashion.

Inv. Tarpley: Okay. And what happened?

Parker: And she laid back down, as if she recognized me, I guess she thought it was her husband or boyfriend, whichever, whichever the case it was.

Inv. Tarpley: Okay.

Parker: And then I just hit, I rushed into the room and hit her over the head with the board.

Inv. Tarpley: Okay, did that knock her out right away?

Parker: Right.

Inv. Tarpley: Okay, so she’s knocked out, then what happened?

Parker: Then I raped her.



As a result of the first series of DNA tests identifying Gerald Parker as the killer in four cases and the detailed confession of the Green killing, Jacobs immediately sought Kevin Green’s release from prison. The sheriff provided a plane and the district attorney sent two investigators to return Kevin Green immediately to court where he was judged innocent and released. At a press conference that afternoon, Sheriff Brad Gates received DNA confirmation that Parker was the donor in the Green murder.

Subsequently, the Kevin Green acquittal on the basis of a DNA analysis 17 years after he had been wrongly convicted based on evidence provided by his wife became a landmark case in California. The eyewitness identification of Kevin Green’s wife, although she still refused to change her testimony, had been completely reversed by the evaluation of DNA evidence showing that not only could her husband not have been the donor but that another person, already in the state criminal database, had committed the crime. The DNA had been the basis for obtaining Parker’s confession, which combined with the DNA results, showed just how faulty eyewitness identification could be, especially when made under the stress of an impending attack and the posttraumatic stress after the attack.

Now, imagine applying the specifics of this case to a serial murder case in which there are a number of living witnesses, and victims who survive the attack but who give different descriptions of the attacker and his MO. Imagine the frustration of detectives trying to pull together a composite of the attacker, but who have no database of similar attacks in nearby or contiguous jurisdictions and have to rely only on information from within their own department. The handicaps they must bear in order to investigate the case prove frustrating and may ultimately paralyze their investigation, even though they may have DNA evidence as well as descriptions from witnesses and victims. That was one of the underlying reasons for VICAP and the subsequent databases HITS and TracKERS.

The TracKERS database serves many purposes, but most significantly it is available for investigators do their own searching. Cases are not buried, but can be queried and sifted, enabling investigators to constantly review facts of cases as new information is collected. Of interest in the Kevin Green case is that he had reported a suspicious male by a Dodge van in the area of his apartment. Had TracKRS been available then, possibly investigators could have linked that information to the rape committed a few months later by the man Green saw in the darkness.

TracKRS is available to investigators from their desktop and laptop computers via an Internet connection. The database now has nearly 5000 murders and felony sexual assault cases online. Security is provided by the District Attorney’s Office. Since the Parker case, other cases have been solved; the oldest, a 1975 robbery-murder. Sex crime investigations regularly benefit from current data.

Recently, Stephen Morales was sentenced to 101 years for eight rapes. Those cases were linked using TracKRS and the cooperative efforts of local police searching for behavior that identified Morales. The arrest was based upon circumstantial evidence later corroborated by DNA. Noteworthy is the fact that Morales had never been convicted of an offense that would have permitted a submission to the state DNA laboratory. TracKRS is committed to being the advocate for local investigators to ensure them the best tools for the job in a timely manner (Shave, 2001). The TracKERS program is a replica of the HITS program in Washington State.

HITS

With the assistance of the Washington Association of Sheriffs and Police Chiefs, the Washington State Attorney General’s Office sought and was awarded a U.S. Department of Justice grant in September 1987 to conduct research and develop a computerized homicide investigation and tracking system (HITS) for Washington State. The HITS program (1) evaluates the critical factors necessary to solve murder investigations; (2) identifies the salient characteristics of homicides; and (3) records information unique to a particular offender, the offender’s method of operation, or physical evidence. Any or all of this can be used to determine if a suspect or item of evidence is associated with murder cases in Washington State. After the grant was completed, the Washington State Legislature funded the continuation of the HITS program.

The HITS program is a Pacific Northwest, computerized information system designed to improve the investigation of murder and sexual assault and the apprehension rate of violent offenders. Its primary objective is to assist local law-enforcement agencies in solving murder and sexual assault investigations. The objective is accomplished by collecting murder and rape information from the 274 law-enforcement agencies in Washington State. Most of the information entered into HITS is collected from individual case files with a data collection instrument (HITS form) designed for investigative purposes.

The 1990 session of the Washington State Legislature supported the expansion of HITS to include other serious violent crimes and sexual offenses. The appropriation increased the HITS budget to $941,000 and the total number of personnel to 11. The HITS program structure is being progressively expanded and modified to collect sexual assault information. Five HITS investigators/analysts are each assigned a geographical area of the state to coordinate the submission and analysis of murder and sexual assault information with local law-enforcement agencies.

Currently, there are over 7000 murder cases and 8000 sexual assault investigations, mainly from the states of Washington and Oregon, in the HITS program. These cases represent 100% of the murder cases from 1981 to the present in Washington State. Every law-enforcement agency in the state that investigates murders and sexual assaults participates in the HITS program.

The activities of HITS’ complement the FBI’s VICAP program. The HITS murder report form contains many of the fields of the VICAP form plus over 80 additional fields. In addition to the VICAP fields, HITS also contains information from many different, yet related, sources. The information from the HITS form constitutes the most vertical file. Another database is Crime Data, which contains information from teletypes, newspapers, and bulletins. Detectives’ requests for information are maintained in the Homicide Inquiry Section for record-keeping purposes, and in the event information becomes available in the future to answer a prior request. The Victim List includes basic case information on all murder and sex crime victims. The Crime Line file records the chronological activities of known murderers, particularly emphasizing their movements. The various databases are cross-indexed in HITS and can be searched simultaneously for information that may be relevant to a murder investigation.

The most important feature of the relational-based data management system which operates the HITS is its ad hoc interactive search capability. A homicide investigator can design queries from the 227 fields of the HITS form or from the information contained in other HITS data files. Since the summer of 1988, the HITS program has received about 500 requests for investigative assistance in murder cases per year. Almost one-half of the queries have resulted in some form of assistance, meaning that information was provided that facilitated the investigation.

Finally, the HITS unit of the Washington State Attorney General’s Office has demonstrated the critical role of comprehensive, accurate, and accessible information in improving murder and sex crimes investigations. The cooperative effort of federal, state, and local law-enforcement agencies is proving effective in delivering this valuable assistance through HITS. This cooperative effort was highlighted by the arrest of serial killer Scott William Cox.

SCOTT WILLIAM COX

In the latter part of 1990 and early 1991, the Portland, OR, area was the grim setting for the murder of two prostitutes. The first, Reena Ann Brunson, was last seen November 24, 1990, walking the streets in downtown Portland. She was 34 years old and had a prior arrest for prostitution in Seattle. At about 9:15 p.m., she collapsed in front of the Safeway Store on Martin Luther King Drive and Northeast Ainsworth. She died at Emanuel Hospital a short time later. Brunson was severely beaten about the face and died from a single stab wound to the chest. She also had sustained several cuts to her neck, lower chin, and back which appeared to be the result of someone pressing a knife against her, perhaps torturing her. She was found fully dressed and had a pair of police-grade Peerless handcuffs attached to one wrist. The other handcuff loop was closed, and it appeared she was able to slide her hand out, as evidenced by the severe lacerations on her hand.

The second victim, Victoria Rhone, was 32 years old and had a history of prostitution. She was last seen on February 19, 1991, and was found murdered the next day in a railroad cargo carrier in a Portland rail yard. She had been severely beaten. Torn strips from the suspect’s T-shirt was found binding the victim’s wrists behind her back. Also, a strip from the T-shirt served as a strangulation device and was found around her neck. These two homicides remained unsolved until members of the HITS went to work.



On May 30, 1991, at 12:30 a.m., a female prostitute was sexually assaulted, beaten, and left for dead in downtown Seattle, WA. A witness had observed the victim being thrown out of a tractor cab-over truck in a parking lot under the monorail that leads to the Space Needle. The victim was not a pretty sight; she had been badly beaten and had had a ligature around her neck. She sustained numerous bite marks all over her body. Her assailant forced a Bartles and Jaynes Wine Cooler bottle up her rectum. As a result, the victim required hospitalization for some time.

Seattle detective, Dan Fordice, had contact with HITS investigator Dick Steiner. Fordice related that the victim was uncooperative and did not want to prosecute. Steiner insisted that the case be pursued because the characteristics of this assault were similar to what he had seen other serial killers do to their victims. This assailant was either already a serial killer or was on his way to becoming one. Detective Steiner knew what some of the telltale psychological calling cards were of a serial killer and understood that even if this living victim didn’t know it, she had been beaten and tortured at the hands of someone who was already acting out like a serial killer. If he hadn’t yet killed, it was only a matter of time before he did.

Witness information revealed that the truck had a logo on the side of Woodland Trucking in Cowlitz County, WA, two counties to the north of Portland, OR. Follow-up investigation with the trucking firm identified a Seth Scott Cutter as the driver in Seattle that day. Detectives interviewed Cutter and were told that he was only trying to help the victim. With the results of DNA analysis weeks or months away and the fact that the victim had fled, Cutter had to be released. Further investigation uncovered that Cutter reportedly had previously assaulted a prostitute on November 26, 1990, at 3:15 a.m.. According to witnesses, he was driving his Mazda pickup with Oregon plates. Cutter gave an address of the Town and Country Motel in Newberg, OR.

Detectives feared the worst with Cutter, so a police informational bulletin was sent to law-enforcement agencies in Washington and Oregon, warning them of Cutter’s presence on the street. Detective Ken Summers of the Newberg Police Department received the bulletin and recognized the photograph of Cutter, but he knew the person as Scott William Cox, a 28-year-old local resident of his city. Summers immediately informed detectives with the Portland Police Bureau and a protracted investigation into Scott Cox began.

Cox ultimately confessed to detectives that he had killed Brunson because he was mad at his 53-year-old girlfriend. He said he drove to Portland to take his anger out by severely beating a prostitute. He drank whiskey, used cocaine, and picked Brunson up. He drove her directly to the Safeway Store and parked in the recessed side of the loading dock area. Cox claimed not to want to have sex, so he immediately started beating Brunson with his fists. He handcuffed her but was uncertain if he got both cuffs around her wrists. As Brunson was escaping from his truck, he stabbed her one time. Brunson collapsed near the store entrance and Cox drove back to Newberg. He also confessed to the killing of Rhone and talked of beating several other prostitutes in Oregon and Washington, but would not admit to any other murders (Steiner, 2001).

This information coupled with Cox’s mobility made detectives feel that he may have been responsible for many more murders throughout the routes where he had driven his semi-tractor. Detectives from the Portland area, Seattle, and HITS began contacting agencies along the route that Cox traveled. Eventually, 22 agencies identified in the list below contributed information about Cox’s travels.

Washington:


	Attorney General’s Office HITS Unit

	Grays Harbor County Sheriff

	King County Police

	Lewis County Sheriff

	Pierce County Sheriff

	Snohomish County Sheriff

	Bellevue Police

	Mount Lake Terrace Police

	Seattle Police

	Spokane Police

	Tacoma Police

	Vancouver Police

	Woodland Police



Oregon:


	Oregon State Police HITS

	Oregon State Police Crime Lab

	Yamhill County Sheriff

	Newberg Police

	Portland Police



California:


	Riverside County Sheriff

	San Diego Police

	Oakland Police



Canada:


	Royal Canadian Mounted Police



Detectives from those agencies collected data on Cox from many sources including truck logs, telephone records, social security records, weigh stations for trucks along freeways, state vehicle records, NCIC Offline information, police computer databases, U. S. border crossings, and credit cards. Using these sources, an extensive timeline file was constructed detailing Cox’s whereabouts. His timeline file is the largest one in the HITS program, over 4000 entries.

The apprehension of serial killer Scott Cox highlighted the importance of a violent crime information system and how that system encourages and fosters cooperation among law-enforcement agencies. It wasn’t the HITS computer system that helped solve the case; it was the detectives communicating with each other about common crimes and, utilizing the technology, recognizing and acknowledging the nature of Cox’s criminal career. The vehicle for their communication was vital to arousing enough police interest throughout at least three states so that Scott Cox was stopped from killing any longer. Therefore, right from the outset, the investigative process consisted of the following elements of recognition:

1. Identifying a potential victim of a serial killer even though she lived through the experience

2. Distributing the information to law-enforcement agencies

3. Officers taking that information and solving a series of murders

Because one of the key detectives who had recognized that the crime scene and victim evidence correlated in his mind with what he’d seen serial killers do, he made sure the information was circulated to different agencies. An informational hit with a local agency provided the information that the suspect had been using a false name. When confronted with a police interview, the suspect confessed and, in so doing, opened the door to a wider investigation. As successful as this investigation turned out to be, it could not have begun without the recognition that a nonfatal assault on a prostitute was really the work of a serial killer operating in the Oregon-Washington area. A long, and possibly frustrating and fruitless investigation into prostitute murders was successfully cut short by translating an early recognition of serial killer psychological behavior into a wide informational distribution process.

The utility of homicide information systems monitoring the frequency and types of murders is important for recognition purposes. The conclusion is that a more thorough and comprehensive analysis by an information system may detect the workings of a serial killer much earlier, and, therefore, help prevent future murders by catching the killer.
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Once recognition is confirmed, an even greater question faces police administrators: Are they willing to tell others that a serial killer is on the loose? The best argument for acknowledging that a serial killer is in operation is that by releasing this information, the investigation can create its own luck. The strategy to inform the public about elements of the murder investigation is that the public may have key information to help in the solution. So disseminating this information will help in the investigation.

For example, in one murder case the killer shot a convenience store clerk. The follow-up investigation revealed that the killer had stolen or eaten beef jerky. Detectives had talked to associates and friends and even the suspect in the third week, but they elected to hold back the beef jerky information. No strong suspicious feelings were discovered, so they moved on. In hindsight, information about the beef jerky should have been publicly released. Later on, this information led to the identity of the offender who was contacted, and many hours of investigation would have been saved.

A second strategy for release of case-essential information is that it is a way to put the heat on the killer. In one such case, the killer was pulling over vehicles driven by females on a freeway. This information was published and led to a female motorist who escaped from the killer, but had never reported the incident until information about the freeway abductions were published in the paper. When the killer either makes a mistake in his own pattern by failing to abduct and kill who he has approached or has a change of heart because the victim doesn’t fit his profile and he releases her, information about the killer in the hands of the public can become more than helpful; it can play an essential role in the investigation. As we will see later, living witnesses or victims play a crucial role in the apprehension of serial killers.

Once a series of murders is recognized as the responsibility of a serial killer, resistance to acknowledgment may follow. The most common reason to not release the fact that a serial killer is in operation is that investigative resources are not available. This became blatantly evident when the enhanced Green River Task Force was formed in January 1984. It consisted of 44 personnel from the King County Police, 2 detectives from the Seattle Police, 2 detectives from the Port of Seattle Police, 1 crime analyst from the Washington State Patrol, and 1 consultant—myself—from the Washington State Attorney General’s Office. The obvious conclusion here is that the King County Police dedicated major resources for the task force, even though this series was a Seattle regional issue. Why didn’t the Seattle Police dedicate more manpower and resources? After all, the Seattle Police Department was over twice the size of the King County Police at the time. Also, there were over 13 missing prostitutes who disappeared off the streets of Seattle while the King County authorities had located 7 murder victims within their jurisdictional boundaries. It was common knowledge among police investigators at the time that those ten missing victims from Seattle were part of the series. It would prove out in the next two years that all ten missing persons from Seattle were eventually linked to the Green River series because their bodies were found in remote areas of King County and within the city limits of Seattle. The question still remains: Did the decision by the Seattle Police Department to resist acknowledgment by providing inadequate resources severely inhibit the performance of the Green River Task Force?

Mixed in with this resistance to acknowledgment of the Seattle Police Department was another strange phenomenon that occurred relating to the recognition issue of the Green River murders. From January through July 1982, there were five prostitute murder victims found on the streets of Seattle before the published start of the Green River series in July of 1982. These victims were found outdoors, strangled, bludgeoned, or stabbed and nude or partially nude. Were they also victims of the Green River Killer? Why weren’t these victims part of the same group of Green River killings? The reason was related to the hesitancy to recognize or, worse yet, cooperate fully. Seattle police supervisors refused to admit or consider whether those victims were killed by the Green River Killer.

The strongest argument for resisting acknowledgment is that the suspect will know what we know if we reveal certain facts. Concealing information is a way to avoid linking copycat crimes with the series at hand. After Kenneth Bianchi was arrested for two murders in Bellingham, WA, his girlfriend attempted a kidnapping to mimic the crimes of the Hillside Strangler. She wanted to demonstrate that the Hillside Strangler was still on the loose, and Bianchi was the wrong man. Because she was unfamiliar with the details of the cases, she failed and was apprehended quickly.

Acknowledging that a serial killer is on the loose brings on the good, the bad, and the ugly of an investigation. It is good because the telephone call you may get might help solve the case. It is bad because you may not be ready for the multitude of incoming information. It could get ugly if members of agencies who once resisted the idea that a serial killer was operating are forced to join the investigative effort.

One might think that the police would be as close-mouthed about a serial killer investigation as possible, because they know the killer is listening to every piece of news about the case. Too often just the opposite is true, because the media tracks whatever the task force does, publishes it in morning editions and weekly tabloids, and broadcasts it on the evening news. Most police departments feel obligated to talk because of the media pressure, and this alerts the killer. While the serial killer can lurk in the shadows until he’s ready to strike, the members of the task force must do their work under the glare of camera lights and must respond to the media even when they don’t want to. High-profile homicide investigations are often so burdened by the media overhead that they make mistakes or even break down. In the case of JonBenet Ramsey, for example, the pressure from the media was so great that police officers never had the opportunity to assess what they had before they had to present it in a public forum and wound up squabbling among themselves.



Acknowledgment warns the public that there is a dangerous situation in the community. Take the case of the Vampire Killer, for example. Richard Trenton Chase was a 27-year-old paranoid schizophrenic who terrorized Sacramento from 1977 to 1978. He began his series with a victim who was murdered with a single shot from a .22 caliber weapon in his front yard. Over time, Chase would cut birds, cats, and dogs and inject and drink their blood. Two weeks later, Teresa Wallen was shot, her midsection cut open, and blood was scooped from her body cavity.

Physical evidence in the form of lead bullet comparisons confirmed recognition that the same killer was at work. Evelyn Griffin was taking bath. She was murdered and blood in the bathtub gave evidence that the killer took a bath in her blood. Her son Daniel, 6 years old, was at her feet. Her new baby was missing from its crib and a .22 caliber hole was found in the crib. There was evidence that the killer was barefoot. There were differences between the Griffin and Wallen cases, but the match of the .22 caliber cartridges gave it away.

Acknowledgment was made public to warn those in the neighborhood that a vicious killer was on the loose. Police conducted an extensive canvass, but nothing developed from that. What did solve that case was that a witness observed a subject leaving the scene of a burglary. The public was reporting everything out of the ordinary until the killer was caught. The witness was able to provide investigators with a detailed description. Based on that description, a former classmate of Richard Chase recognized him as the person in the drawing and notified police. Richard Chase was contacted and the gun he was carrying matched the bullets from the shootings. Richard Trenton Chase eventually died in San Quentin prison of a drug overdose (Biondi, 1987).

Another factor in favor of acknowledgment is that it gives the police a chance to show that they are doing everything possible to solve the cases. It is up to the investigative staff to advertise their successes and problems by getting this information to the public so the public supports the police effort. Some agencies err by wanting to control the press—don’t tell them anything, but work the leads the media provides. This is the cart before the horse argument. Sometimes warning the public about the killer is necessary.

The question is what details should the police release? As we will see in our discussion of the DC Beltway Snipers, releasing too much information about who the killer(s)’ targets were actually might have encouraged the shooting of a school child. In the case of the Green River investigation, the task force, while they might have watched as the press speculated about various suspects, never released the name of any of their prime suspects in four of the murders until they actually arrested the killer in 2001. Any competent public information officer will tell you that if you set rules early regarding public disclosure, adhere to them as much as you can, and be honest and forthright to the press when you have to deviate, even the most skeptical reporters will cut you some slack. However, if the press smells blood and defensiveness, and they think you’re trying to manipulate them, they will be relentless in confronting you with the sources they’ve developed and will wind up either forcing you to disclose something you don’t want to or force you into admitting you’re withholding information. Disclosure is a process of balance and honesty driven by trust.

Recognition and its subsequent acknowledgment are the beginning moves in a very complicated psychological game of strategy in which the serial killer investigators are players—whether they want to be or not—pitting themselves and their task force against the psychology of the killer. The sociopathic killer can have certain advantages in this game such as his compulsion to kill, which is almost animalistic in its primal nature. For the killer, who lives in a universe of one until he identifies his next victim and, through his crimes brings her into his universe, his strategies are those of a creature in the wild surviving in his element. He’s not a wild-eyed babbling freak running through the streets with a bloody knife. He’s a cunning predator who knows how to conceal himself from crime to crime. For police who don’t understand the nature of this type of offender—and most police still don’t—his elusiveness can be the undoing of any institutionalized attempt to apprehend him.

Absent recognition and acknowledgment, the police almost always defeat themselves because their collective efforts to marshal the resources to track the killer down, while at the same time trying to cut him off at the next pass, are doomed to failure. How can you catch someone you don’t even recognize? How can you apprehend a particular type of offender without even acknowledging his presence? On the most elementary of levels, this argument sounds simplistic, but there is a deeper level of purpose at work here.

Recognition and acknowledgment are psychological processes that commit the task force to the job at hand. Without a collective commitment to what has to be done, and an admission that not to succeed would be damaging to the institution, the psychological resources will not be available to the police. The killer will win the psychological game because what drives him is far more vital than simply a set of police strategies put into motion to solve a case. For the killer it’s survival. For the police task force on the trail of the killer, survival must be the issue as well if the task force is to have any hope of succeeding.

As we will now see in the Yorkshire Ripper case, strategy itself is the least guarantee of success. The following set of rules and procedures only guarantees that—and not always—the rules and procedures will be followed. Like blind men following a pathway down a maze which actually changes before them, police who only follow rules almost always wind up against a wall. The key commitments of recognition and acknowledgment that put the police squarely in the face of failure have to be made at the outset for them to begin the investigation properly. The more recognition and acknowledgment are delayed, the greater lead the killer will have on the police. At some point in the investigation, whether police want to or not, they will have to recognize what they’re chasing; at some point they will have to acknowledge that recognition. It is only at that point that the chase really begins.
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