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  About the Book


  Probably the best thing of its kind since In Cold Blood … a classic study in criminal mentality’ -Colin Wilson, Yorkshire Post


  On February 9th 1983 Dennis Nilsen was arrested at his Muswell Hill home, after human remains had been identified as the cause of blocked drains. Within days he had confessed to fifteen gruesome murders over a period of four years. His victims, all young homosexual men, had never been missed. Brian Masters, with Nilsen’s full cooperation, has produced a study of a murderer’s mind which is unique of its kind.


  ‘Killing For Company must stand as one of the most remarkable and accurate accounts ever written of the singular relationship between a mass murderer and a society. Brian Masters, in the writing, has achieved the impossible. Though dealing with sensational and horrific matters he has managed, God knows how, to treat his material with such objectivity and restraint that what we have is not a penny dreadful from the Hammer House of Horror, but a bloody masterpiece’. -Beryl Bainbridge, Observer


  ‘A truly awesome tale, brilliantly told’ -Literary Review
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  Killing for Company


  Brian Masters’s work is eclectic, to say the least. His prize-winning study of the multiple murderer Dennis Nilsen, Killing for Company, is now recognised as a classic. More recently he has published The Shrine of Jeffrey Dahmer. His biography of John Aspinall involved living with gorillas, and his history of all twenty-four ducal families of Britain, The Dukes, is a source of reference and amusement. He has written the only complete biographies of Marie Corelli and Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire. He is also a well-known journalist and reviewer.
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  ‘Masters has written an extraordinary book, and his achievement has been the ability to recount horrific details without descending to the lurid sensationalism of the instant books and Fleet Street reports’


  Police
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  Spectator


  ‘Simultaneously gripping and repellent … I feel confident in believing that I will not read again in 1985 a more fascinating and repulsive tale, be it fact or fiction’


  Literary Review
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  I have now a guilt and punishment complex. I am convinced that I deserve everything that a court can throw at me.


  – D.A. Nilsen, 13 April 1983


  PREFACE


  This has been in many ways a disturbing book to write, and some will no doubt find it an unpleasant one to read. Dennis Andrew Nilsen, having started life unremarkably enough in a fishing community in Scotland, at the age of thirty-seven admitted to the wilful murder of fifteen men over a period of four years, thus becoming the biggest multiple killer in British criminal history. This book attempts to show how such a calamity could occur.


  The courts have already dealt with Nilsen by imprisoning him for life. In this there can be but scant comfort for the families of his victims, who must forever wonder why their sons were cut down before they had time to grapple with life’s problems in their own way, in order to satisfy the obsessive needs of a stranger who has been adjudged sane. With this in mind, there can be no ambiguity about the moral response to his crimes.


  By examining in detail Nilsen’s life and attitudes, his emotions and reflexes, it might be possible to reach an understanding, albeit a scrappy one, of one dark and mysterious aspect of the human condition. That, at least, is my purpose. Any faulty interpretation of the facts is entirely my own responsibility.


  I have used the biographical method to build a portrait of Nilsen before the crimes were committed, in the hope that one might discern clues in his life which point to the simmering of a latent conflict. As the biographer must select, I have given special weight to these ‘clues’, which were insignificant or unnoticed at the time but which assume gravity in retrospect. It is not until Chapters 6 and 7 that the murders themselves and the disposal of bodies are related. These are followed by a chapter on Nilsen’s behaviour on remand in Brixton Prison, an account of his trial at the Old Bailey, and a final chapter on the various possible explanations for such gross distortion of conduct offered by psychiatric, philosophic and theological inquiry. My own amateur explanation is offered in conclusion.


  I have tried throughout to be neither indignant nor exculpatory, but objective. I am aware that this aim is rendered difficult in two respects. Firstly, I grew to know Nilsen very well during the eight months preceding his trial, and this personal contact must necessarily have some hidden influence upon my own attitudes; I can only hope that, being aware of the danger, I have managed to avoid it. Secondly, my account of Nilsen’s life is derived largely from his own words and reflections, written for me at great length in his prison cell. Wherever possible, I have corroborated his memory by researches in outside sources, and there are large sections (for example in Chapters 2 and 10) which owe nothing to Nilsen’s own writing. Moreover, though he has given me full and extensive information, he has had no control over the text, and I have been free to discard or expand, to make my own assessments and draw my own conclusions.


  Nilsen’s co-operation has, I believe, been an advantage rather than a chain. It is extremely rare for a murderer to talk about himself as frankly and as extensively as Nilsen has done. In the nineteenth century Lacenaire revealed something of his motives in print. The Düsseldorf sadist, Peter Kürten, spoke openly to Dr Karl Berg in 1929 and their conversations appeared in a short book. Latterly, the American murderer Theodore Bundy has speculated about his crimes (while still maintaining his innocence) to two journalists. Most recently Flora Rheta Schreiber has examined in depth the case of Joseph Kallinger in her book The Shoemaker. But Nilsen is the first murderer to present an exhaustive archive measuring his own introspection. His prison journals are therefore a unique document in the history of criminal homicide, and afford us some opportunity to enter the mind of a murderer. He knows that some of his revelations are so candid as to be horrifying, but we must wonder whether, without them, we should ever be able to determine what forces operated to disfigure his emotional grasp of the world about him. And if we cannot so determine, then we are left with the miserable conclusion that a man becomes a murderer merely by chance.


  A number of other people have helped me in the compilation of this narrative, and to them all I should like to express my gratitude. Dennis Nilsen’s mother, Mrs Scott, has patiently shared her contemplation of a painful subject, and his step-father, Adam Scott, has been a source of strength to her and, by extension, to myself. Nilsen’s two successive solicitors, Ronald Moss and Ralph Haeems, have been unfailingly courteous and helpful at times when they themselves were under strain. Detective Chief Superintendent Chambers and Detective Chief Inspector Jay have given me much co-operation and encouragement. Colin Wilson shared his allusive ideas on the subject of murder and directed me towards several useful books. The staff of the British Medical Association Library were constantly helpful. Juan Melian has listened to my reading the text for many hours and made helpful suggestions. My agent, Jacintha Alexander, has worked tirelessly to see the project through, and my editor, Tom Maschler, has curbed my excesses and consistently suggested improvements, some of which I accepted gratefully; if I did not accept more, that, I suspect, is my loss. Professor John Gunn and Dr Pamela Taylor were of particular assistance in pointing me towards some specialist journals, while Professor Robert Bluglass and Professor Keith Ward kindly responded to my request for advice. For sustaining encouragement, I must thank Michael Bloch, Selina Hastings, Ian Romer, Stephen Tumim and Beryl Bain-bridge.


  I should like to express my gratitude to Messrs Chatto & Windus and to Miss Iris Murdoch for permitting me to quote one paragraph from The Philosopher’s Pupil.


  Others who have asked to remain anonymous include psychiatrists, social workers, and friends. My gratitude to them is not less for being addressed collectively.


  Brian Masters


  London, 1984
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  ARREST


  The north London suburb of Muswell Hill is middle-class, residential, and almost intolerably placid. No events disturb its peaceful, thoughtless routine; there are no marches in the street, no pickets on the corner, rarely even the sound of a police and ambulance siren. The inhabitants of Muswell Hill get into their cars every morning, drive to work in central London, and drive back home at night. Their wives prepare dinner. They sometimes entertain. They enjoy a gin and tonic and pride themselves on knowing a little more about wine than the average supermarket shopper. And their weekends are spent gardening. Gardens are very important in Muswell Hill. As the name implies, it sits on relatively high ground overlooking the London basin and enjoys good, fresh air and full exposure to sun. Many of the roads slope, climb and undulate, making them unattractive to cyclists but enticing to the leisurely walker. More than one street is called ‘gardens’ rather than ‘road’. One such, Cranley Gardens, has given its name to a kind of sub-district of Muswell Hill, marked on maps of London as a focal point. Cranley Gardens itself is long, fairly wide, bright and cheerful. You could quite easily imagine children disporting themselves with skipping ropes along the pavement, except that Muswell Hill mothers do not approve of children playing in the street.


  The houses of Cranley Gardens, built before the First World War, are semi-detached and stylish, with pointed roofs. Mostly painted white with beams and woodwork picked out in another colour, they are separated from the street by noticeably pretty front gardens, well tended and self-consciously aware of their charm. Gently they compete with each other. Except for one. The garden of Number 23 is woefully neglected, dank and brown without a splash of colour, overgrown and entangled by weeds. Even a daffodil would find it hard to thrust its way through to the sunlight. The house behind, too, is not in keeping with the rest of the street. White and pale blue, it looks rather scruffy, in need of a wash, lacking in the sparkle which emanates from neighbouring houses of the same shape and size. It looks haggard and forgotten.


  While most of the houses in Cranley Gardens served their original purpose as family homes, Number 23 did not. At the beginning of 1983 it had for many years belonged to an Indian woman whose address was given as New Delhi and who may never have seen it since the day she bought it. The house was divided into six flats and bedsitting-rooms, and managed by Mr Roberts of Ellis & Co., an estate agent on Golders Green Road. Turnover of tenants was rapid and frequent, so that it was easy for the landlady and her agents to fall into the habit of neglect. No one was proud of the house, or gave it any attention. The stairs and hallways were unpainted and shabby, even unlit, for nobody took care to replace lightbulbs, and one had to use a torch in the winter months to find one’s way upstairs.


  In February 1983, there were five people living at 23 Cranley Gardens. Two rooms on the ground floor were occupied by Fiona Bridges, a barmaid at the Royal Oak pub in St James’s Lane, Muswell Hill, and her boyfriend Jim Allcock, a builder. Miss Bridges had been there since the summer of 1982, and Mr Allcock had joined her some months later. Another bedsitting-room on the ground floor was shared by Vivienne McStay, a dental nurse from Wellington, New Zealand, and Monique Van-Rutte, a youth welfare worker from Holland. It was a room actually sandwiched between the two rooms let to Fiona Bridges, as she had taken over an extra room from a previous tenant who had moved out. Monique and Vivienne had moved in on 28 December 1982, and so had been tenants for only five weeks.


  Nobody was living on the first floor, which had been vacant for some time, but right at the top of the house was an attic flat of two rooms, kitchen and bathroom, occupied by a civil servant and his dog. He had been in the house longer than the other tenants, over a year by now, but none of them knew him at all well, or had exchanged many words with him. Jim Allcock had lived downstairs for two months before he even saw him. Monique and Vivienne had been to his attic flat once for coffee and a chat, which was unusual, but no friendship had evolved from this. Judging by letters left in the hall on the ground floor for ‘Des Nilsen’ they had assumed his name was Desmond. But they had not asked. In fact his name was Dennis Andrew Nilsen, and he was an executive officer at the Jobcentre in Kentish Town, London. He simply preferred to be called ‘Des’. The dog, a black and white mongrel bitch with a bad eye, was called ‘Bleep’. The only time you could be sure to see Mr Nilsen was in the morning before he went to work at 8 a.m., or on his return at 5.30 p.m., when he would invariably put Bleep on the lead and take her for a long, healthy walk, after being left in the flat for hours. The mutual devotion of man and dog was obvious to behold, and not a little humbling. If one were tempted to feel sorry for this lonely, rather distant man, who appeared to have no friends, one remembered the dog and her loyalty. Yet there was always a lingering hint of despair about him.


  Dennis Nilsen was tall and slim, slightly stooped, with shoulders that tended to jut forward, and thick brown hair. He habitually wore dark trousers and a pale grey tweed jacket, blue shirt, dark blue tie. Though clean and tidy, he was obviously not prone to sartorial vanity, for his wardrobe was severely limited. One rarely saw him wear anything new or different, except perhaps a scarf which might suddenly appear. He wore rimless spectacles and was clean-shaven. Now thirty-seven years old, he was good-looking enough for one to judge he had been handsome when younger. A wide, generous mouth with a full bottom lip was spoilt only when he laughed, revealing uneven teeth, brown at the edges, which could do with some attention from a dentist. But that would be cosmetic, and vanity was not in Mr Nilsen’s character. He struck one as sincere and straightforward, for there was nothing shifty in his eye. Unlike many people who avert their glance after a few seconds’ concentration, Dennis Nilsen would look directly at you, and you would feel the penetration of his gaze. There would be little point in trying to dissemble. He had, too, a firm and honest handshake.


  None of this was apparent, of course, to the other inhabitants of 23 Cranley Gardens, who had virtually no knowledge of the aloof tenant with the dog in the attic. But his colleagues at work were aware of his qualities. In his eight years as a civil servant he had interviewed hundreds of people looking for work, where his direct approach was a valuable asset. He was never known to shirk his duties, but would rather undertake a workload which would make less addicted colleagues tremble. Work did indeed appear to be an obsession with him, and some wondered whether his life might hide some crucial emptiness which work attempted to fill. In addition, he had until recently taken on the unpaid duties of branch officer for the civil service union (C.P.S.A.) and seemed to relish the responsibility. In any dispute with the management before an industrial tribunal he would always support the workers’ cause with the passion of a born advocate. He quickly had gained the reputation of a ‘trouble-maker’ because his labours on behalf of the underdog would often make the dispute more acrimonious than it had been before. No one questioned his motives, only his manner. He was so articulate and fluent in debate that it was difficult ever to win a point against him. His intelligence and his powers of marshalling essential arguments were admired, as was his capacity for organisation. His sense of equilibrium was secretly deplored; there appeared to be no allowance made in his mind for the virtues of compromise. He was later to call himself a ‘monochrome man’, all black and white with no gradations between extremes. Dennis Nilsen was also known at work for an anarchic, surprising, and often hilarious sense of humour.


  None of Nilsen’s colleagues visited the attic flat in Cranley Gardens which he shared with his dog. They were not invited, and they did not feel inclined to suggest dropping in. Des was amusing and bright, but not cosy; he was not the sort to attract a confidence. Besides, he tended to talk so much, about matters of political or union interest, that there would be little promise of an intimate chat. So he was left to go home alone, passing the strangers on the ground floor as he climbed three flights of stairs to his own front door. The scene beyond the door was frankly squalid. A tiny hall, immediately before you as you opened the door, served as a kitchen, with a gas stove on the left against the wall, and next to it a sink. The stove was thick with grease and fat left by a succession of previous tenants, which Nilsen had not bothered to clean. He never used the grimy oven, but confined his cooking to the rings on the top. Immediately opposite was the door to his bathroom, the bathtub on the right beneath a sloping ceiling in which was a large, square roof window, kept wide open. The two doors on the right of the hall/ kitchen led to a front room and a bedroom at the back, both with sloping attic ceilings. Nilsen lived in the bedroom, which contained a double bed, a large television set, stereo equipment, some posters on the wall, pot plants, and a thick, tall candle with months of molten wax cascading down the sides. The room at the front had two plain wardrobes, a tea-chest in the corner, and two armchairs either side of the window. Little else. The carpets were not fitted, but lay squarely on the floor, dull, brown, patterned, not alluring. This room appeared never to be used, but was distinguished by one feature, clearly visible from the street and often commented upon; the front windows were always flung wide open. What you could not see from the street were the occasional joss-sticks in the room which struggled to disperse an indeterminate, unpleasant smell.


  During the first week of February 1983, a problem arose at the house which was initially to affect all the tenants and eventually to have repercussions which would be felt far beyond the confines of Cranley Gardens. It was Jim Allcock who first noticed that the toilet, which he shared with Fiona and the two other girls on the ground floor, would not flush. This was on Thursday, 3 February. Twice he tried to clear the blockage, using an acid preparation which he bought from the ironmongers, but whatever was causing the obstruction resisted the acid poured down the lavatory pan and could not be made to budge by any amount of prodding with sticks. The water would rise in the pan but would not fall again. There was a danger of overflowing, a danger to health. Jim decided he would call Ellis & Co. the following day.


  On Friday, 4 February, Fiona Bridges left a note in the lavatory to warn Vivienne and Monique not to use it in case there was a risk from the acid. She then tried to use another lavatory next to her usual one, and noticed that when this was flushed it made the water rise in the other one. It was especially inconvenient as her parents were coming to stay for the weekend (and Jim would have to move out). There seemed to be no lavatory in the house which was working properly. Jim called Ellis & Co., who gave him the number of a plumber, Mike Welch, who could see to the job quickly; he had been to the house before. At 4.15 p.m. Fiona called him and left a message with his wife. A couple of hours later, she bumped into Des Nilsen in the hall and asked him if he was having any trouble with his toilet, as hers was blocked. He said no, he had no trouble, and went upstairs to his flat. Mike Welch was home by 8.30 that evening, received the message about 23 Cranley Gardens, and determined to investigate the matter first thing on Saturday morning. Miss Bridges had been told not to expect him until then anyway. On Friday night they would just have to make do.


  That same Friday night upstairs in the attic, Dennis Nilsen had other problems to cope with. In one of his wardrobes in the front room was the dead body of a young man he had met eight days before. Nilsen took a black plastic disposal bag, slit it up the side to make a sheet of it, and laid it on the floor of the front room, right in the middle. From the wardrobe he hauled the body and laid it face upwards on the plastic sheet. He went to the kitchen and selected a long kitchen knife with a brown handle, which he sharpened briefly, then took it with him into the front room. Kneeling on the floor, he carefully cut off the young man’s head. There was rather more blood than he anticipated, some of it flowing off the sheet on to the carpet, so he had to prepare another plastic sheet. From the bathroom he brought in a large cooking pot, placed the young man’s head in it, filled it with water, and took it to the kitchen stove. He lit two burners so that the pot would boil more quickly, from the sides as well as from underneath. Back in the front room, he moved the headless body from one sheet on to the other, and took up the first. Some of the blood spilled off on to the white bathroom carpet as he was carrying it through. He tried to mop this up with paper towels, unsuccessfully, then covered the stain with a spare bit of brown carpet. By now he was getting fed up with his chore. He felt he needed a drink, and as he had the whole weekend in front of him to complete the job, why hurry? In the kitchen, the head was beginning to boil furiously, so he turned it down to simmer, called Bleep, and showed her the lead. She was naturally excited at the prospect of a walk. He did not pass any of the people downstairs on his way out.


  Dennis Nilsen and his dog walked down to Muswell Hill Broadway and went to Shepherd’s supermarket. While Bleep stayed tied up outside, Nilsen bought some cigarettes, a bottle of Bacardi rum and some Coca-Cola. They walked back to Cranley Gardens at a leisurely pace. They saw no one on the way upstairs, and the young man’s head was still simmering gently. Nilsen listened to some music through his headphones (classical orchestral music had appeal at times like this, being soothing and peaceful; his favourite pop music, particularly Laurie Anderson’s ‘Oh Superman’, was too suggestive of recent memories). He also watched some television, and managed to polish off three-quarters of his new bottle of rum. At the end of a long evening he switched the gas off under the simmering pot, and left the head there overnight. The rest of the body still lay in the front room. Dennis Nilsen went to bed, tired and slightly drunk.


  He did not wake up until 11 a.m. the next morning, Saturday, 5 February, by which time the plumber Mike Welch was already investigating the blockage downstairs. He had arrived at 10.30 a.m. and having tried to clear the lavatory pan with his usual tools, which did not work, he went home to get a ladder so that he could have a look under the inspection cover on the wall outside where the pipes from all lavatories in the house converged. He cleared the junction of accumulated excrement and tried to reach down further into the vertical pipe but failed. At that point Mike Welch decided that this would have to be a job for specialists with sophisticated equipment; ordinary plumbers’ tools were clearly unequal to the task. He told Miss Bridges and Mr Allcock that they should call Dyno-rod.


  Jim Allcock called Dyno-rod at 12.40 p.m. on Saturday afternoon, while Fiona Bridges contacted Ellis & Co. Although Ellis & Co. agreed to pay the bill, they could not give authority for any work to be carried out until the following Monday. In view of the fact that they would all be stuck with a blocked drain for the rest of the weekend, Jim left a note on Des Nilsen’s door asking him not to use his toilet lest it cause overflowing in the others. ‘Plumber has been don’t flush the loo,’ it said. Later on Saturday Fiona saw Nilsen on his way out and explained the meaning of the note; she said she would let him know on Monday when it was all right to resume use of the toilet. Nilsen acknowledged and walked off, pensive. ‘I began to realise that it could be something to do with my activities,’ he later admitted.1


  Those ‘activities’ had already caused Nilsen some embarrassment that afternoon. His doorbell had rung unexpectedly. He couldn’t possibly let anyone in with a decapitated body on the floor. He turned the television down and held Bleep to keep her quiet. A little later there were knocks at his door. He waited until he heard footsteps down the stairs. ‘I thought it could be someone I knew. It would have been silly of me to say “You can’t come in,” so I stayed quiet.’2 The visitor was an old friend whom he had not seen in months, Martin Hunter-Craig. Hunter-Craig was one of the few people who had demonstrated to Nilsen that he enjoyed his company, and he would normally have been a very welcome guest. He was passing through (he lived in Devon) and decided to surprise Des. According to his recollections, Des did answer the door without opening it. ‘Don’t come in, I’m tied up with someone here,’ he said.3


  Nilsen spent the entire evening on Saturday watching the television. On Sunday afternoon, 6 February, he braced himself to finish off the job of dismemberment. By this time he knew that on Monday some awkward questions might be asked. The least he could do was hide things away in the wardrobe. He took the knife again, sharpened it, and cut the body into four pieces: two sections of arm and shoulder, the rib cage, and the lower half of the torso up to the waist and including the legs. The first three sections he placed in plastic bags and put them in the cupboard. The legs were put in another bag and stuffed under an upturned drawer in the bathroom. He removed the partially boiled head from the pot, and put this into a plastic carrier bag and then into one of the black plastic bags which contained the other remains. On top of everything he placed a deodorant stick and locked both doors to the wardrobe. For the moment the problem was locked away and could be forgotten. But time was running out; Nilsen’s mind would not be allowed to rest for many more hours. A few hours would make little difference to a mind which had been in sporadic and secret turmoil for over four years. The moment was approaching for taking stock and reaching decisions.


  Monday, 7 February, did not bring the promised resolution of the drainage problem. Fiona Bridges called the agents again and was told the matter was in hand. Yet it was not until Tuesday afternoon at 4.15 p.m. that Ellis & Co. instructed Dyno-rod to conduct a thorough investigation of the premises. Meanwhile Nilsen went to work as usual at the Jobcentre in Kentish Town, where he was observed to dispatch his desk-load with his customary assiduity and energy. He was however a trifle short with colleagues, rather more impatient than usual. To one he apologised, remarking that he was under great pressure at the moment.


  The Dyno-rod engineer eventually appeared at 23 Cranley Gardens at 6.15 p.m. on Tuesday, 8 February. He was Michael Cattran, thirty years old and relatively new to the staff. After a cursory examination of the pipes he decided that the problem was most likely below ground level and would have to be properly investigated in daylight. It was already dark, but with the help of Jim Allcock, who held a torch, Cattran went to the side of the house, where there was a manhole cover, cracked across the top, leading directly down to the sewers. The drop inside was about twelve feet, and access was made possible by iron rungs in the wall of the manhole. Cattran went down the steps while Allcock held the torch. They both noticed a peculiarly revolting smell, which Cattran knew not to be the usual smell from excrement. To Allcock he said, ‘I may not have been in the game for long, but I know that isn’t shit.’ In fact, he was convinced it was the smell of rotting flesh. There was a porridge on the floor of the sewer, eight inches thick, composed of about thirty or forty pieces of flesh, greyish-white in colour and of various sizes. As Cattran moved, more of the thick white substance fell out of the pipe leading from the house. He was deeply worried and knew straight away that he would have to report the matter to his superiors. Back in the house at 7 p.m. he telephoned his manager, Gary Wheeler, and told him his suspicions. By this time all the tenants were surrounding Michael Cattran and heard the conversation. Monique and Vivienne came out of their room, Des Nilsen came downstairs. Wheeler said they would have to take a closer look together in the morning, if the tenants did not mind waiting, but there was no need yet to call the police, in case they were making a fuss about nothing and the blockage could be satisfactorily explained. Cattran put down the telephone and said to Nilsen, ‘You’ve got a dog, haven’t you? Do you put dog meat down the toilet?’ Nilsen replied that he did not, but the remark suggested to him a possible course of action.


  Nilsen had already written and posted a letter to Mr Roberts of Ellis & Co., dated 8 February, asking that ‘routine upkeep and maintenance’ of the house be attended to in order to keep ‘living standards at a tolerable level’. He specifically complained about lack of lighting in the common areas, and further, ‘When I flush my toilet the lavatory pans in the lower flats overflow (since Friday 4 February). Obviously the drains are blocked and unpleasant odours permeate the building.’4 Did he write this as a demonstration that he was as bewildered as everybody else in the house, to deflect the finger of suspicion? Or did he wish to bring matters to a speedy conclusion? His motives were undeniably mixed and confused. The desire to survive was almost irresistible, yet stronger still, perhaps, was the need to seek release from an intolerable nightmare. The struggle of opposing forces continued within him until about midnight, by which time he had made up his mind.


  Before he left, Cattran took both Allcock and Nilsen to look once more at the blockage down the manhole, shining his torch and commenting that it looked like flesh. Nilsen went upstairs to his flat and pondered. At midnight he came down again, removed the manhole cover and climbed down to the debris, carrying a torch and carrier bag. ‘I cleared the particles of white flesh and dumped them over the back garden hedge,’ he later wrote.


  I had planned to go to the supermarket or Kentucky Fried Chicken and purchase a few pounds’ weight of chicken pieces. These I would soak, cut up into similar chunks as that removed (being careful to leave easily identifiable wing-tips and drum-sticks). Any close examination in the morning would reveal in the open stretch of pipe an ordinary shattering of the imagination. The police and Dyno-rod would lose interest. The Dyno-rod man would not wish to appear foolish when the police were called again. I could see this plan easily succeeding. I could also see before me a situation where I could not guarantee that another death would not occur at some future time. I was sickened by the past, the present, and a doubtful future. I had found the whole mad burden of guilt intolerable.5


  Nilsen drank lots of Bacardi that night. He thought of suicide, but rejected the idea because nobody would believe what he had to say in any note he might leave, so incredible would it seem, and besides he owed it to ‘all the others’ to let their fate be known; that fate would never be revealed if he were dead. ‘Someone’s got to know the truth about what happened to them,’ he thought. He would also have had to kill Bleep, if he killed himself, and he knew he would never be able to do that. He could run away, disappear, but he could not escape from himself; he could not live with the notion that he was a coward, nor could he feel content that his deeds should forever remain undetected. A peculiar and paradoxical desire that he should not ‘get away with it’ compounded the torment of his mind as the hours dragged on. But at last he knew what he would do. He finished the rum, ‘listened to some music and kept Bleep close to me (the last warm and lovely influence left in my life)’.6 Finally, he slept.


  Fiona Bridges and Jim Allcock were by now more than apprehensive; they were seriously alarmed. They had heard the footsteps on the stairs, the front door opening, the manhole being removed, more clanking and scraping, the sound of someone walking down the side of the house towards the garden. Fiona had said to Jim, ‘There’s somebody having a go at the manhole. I bet it’s him upstairs.’7 Jim took a pole and went to investigate, catching Nilsen as he came back in, his shirt sleeves rolled up above the elbow, a torch in his hand. ‘Just went out to have a pee,’ he said, but Jim had not believed him. Neither he nor Fiona slept well.


  At 8.30 the next morning, 9 February, they heard Nilsen walk down the stairs. Jim looked out of the window and watched him disappear down the street. At 9.15 a.m. Michael Cattran arrived with his manager Gary Wheeler and went straight to the manhole. Cattran lifted the cover, shone his torch down, and to his utter consternation saw that the drain was clear. ‘It’s all gone,’ he exclaimed. It didn’t make sense; no amount of rainfall could have dislodged such a large amount, and he already knew the lavatories were not functioning well enough to have any effect. Cattran rang the front door bell; Jim Allcock had seen all the stuff last night, he could confirm it. In fact, Jim had gone to work, but he had seen all the confirmation he needed before he left. At the side of the house, he noticed that the crack in the manhole cover was now in a different position.


  Cattran went down the manhole to have a closer look. He put his hand in one of the drains which led into the sewer and pulled out a piece of meat from the back of the interceptor. ‘I’ve got something,’ he said. Wheeler told him to bring it up. They put it on the ground and thought for a moment; it smelt like something from a slaughter-house, was greyish yellow, wrinkled, about six inches long, like a piece of chicken. There were also four pieces of bone which Cattran retrieved from the same source. Fiona Bridges came out and told the men about the noises she had heard coming from the manhole during the night. She admitted she was scared. At that point it was decided to call the police.


  Dennis Nilsen turned in at the office as usual and tried to behave normally. But he knew he would never be back there. He tidied his desk and left a note in a plain brown envelope tucked at the back of the drawer, on which he wrote that should he be arrested, there would be no truth in any announcement saying that he committed suicide in his cell. This was all he left. He seemed cheerful enough, and was even wearing a blue and white football scarf, a quite uncharacteristic dazzle of colour. No one knew he possessed such a scarf. Later, he wrote about his thoughts on that day.


  I was sure that I would probably be arrested when I came home or some time that evening. I was through running. I was totally resigned to this inevitability. I was worried about what was going to happen to Bleep. I was also worried about the shock my revelations would bring to the next of kin of those who had died. The night before I had thought of dumping the remains left in my flat but decided to leave everything exactly where it was. I even thought an arrest might not come until the next morning (10/2/83). By the time I arrived home on the evening of 9 February I was tired and prepared for what lay ahead. I thought that the police would either be outside waiting in a car, in another flat, or actually outside my flat.8


  Detective Chief Inspector Peter Jay was waiting just inside the front door. He had been to Cranley Gardens at 11 a.m. following the call from Fiona Bridges, had seen the flesh and bones hauled up from the drain, taken them in a plastic bag to Hornsey Mortuary, and finally taken them to Charing Cross Hospital where David Bowen, Professor of Forensic Medicine at the University of London and consultant pathologist, had examined them at 3.30 in the afternoon. Professor Bowen declared that the tissue was human, probably from the region of the neck, and the bones were from a man’s hand. By 4.30 p.m. D.C.I. Jay was back at 23 Cranley Gardens, accompanied by Detective Inspector Stephen McCusker and Detective Constable Jeffrey Butler. They waited for Dennis Nilsen to appear. He arrived home at 5.40 p.m.


  D.C.I. Jay introduced himself, saying that he had come about the drains. Nilsen expressed surprise that such a matter should be of concern to the police, and asked if the other two gentlemen were health inspectors. He was told they were police officers and given their names. All four men walked up to Nilsen’s flat and entered the bedroom at the back. Mr Jay told Nilsen he was interested in the drains because they contained some remains which had been identified as human. Nilsen expressed surprise (‘Good grief! How awful!’), but not for long. ‘Don’t mess about,’ said Jay, ‘Where’s the rest of the body?’ ‘In two plastic bags in the wardrobe next door,’ said Nilsen. ‘I’ll show you.’ They went into the front room where Nilsen pointed out the wardrobe and offered his keys. Jay said he would not open the wardrobe for the moment, as the smell was confirmation enough. ‘Is there anything else?’ he asked. ‘It’s a long story,’ said Nilsen. ‘It goes back a long time. I’ll tell you everything. I want to get it all off my chest, not here but at the police station.’ D.C.I. Jay then cautioned him and arrested him on suspicion of murder. For Nilsen it was the end of a road fraught with bewilderment, anxiety, horror, and the keeping of a desperate solitary secret. For Inspector Jay it was the beginning of a case unlike any he had encountered in twenty-six years as a policeman. Indeed, it was to prove unlike any in the history of criminal investigation in Britain. He had a suspected murderer, and as yet had no idea who had been murdered. The investigation would have to go backwards towards detection, rather than forwards towards arrest.


  Butler was left at the flat, while Jay and McCusker took Dennis Nilsen by car to Hornsey Police Station. Sitting in the back of the car next to Nilsen, McCusker said, ‘Are we talking about one body or two?’ Nilson replied, ‘Fifteen or sixteen, since 1978. I’ll tell you everything. It’s a relief to be able to get it all off my mind.’ In the charge room at Hornsey Jay was still incredulous. ‘Let’s get this straight,’ he said. ‘Are you telling us that since 1978 you have killed sixteen people?’ ‘Yes,’ replied Nilsen, ‘three at Cranley Gardens and about thirteen at my previous address, 195 Melrose Avenue, Cricklewood.’ ‘That was the end of the beginning and the end of the killing,’ wrote Nilsen later. ‘The wheels of the law were beginning to spin and speed up down the long slope accelerating under the weight of their new unexpected load. It was all out.’9


  The signs of shock sustained by experienced policemen who might have been impervious to such revelations was palpable. The causes were many. There was the apparent readiness of Dennis Nilsen to talk freely, openly, even volubly, about events which it was not to his advantage to reveal; his seeming emotional indifference; the fact that it was possible to kill undetected for four years in a London suburb. There would be later press allegations that the police had been offered clues over the past years which they had failed to recognise, clues often strewn by Nilsen himself.I But this is to anticipate. The implications of these thoughts revealed themselves gradually over the next few days. For the moment, on 9 February, shock derived from the grisly evidence found at 23 Cranley Gardens in the wardrobe.


  That evening, while Nilsen remained in a cell at Hornsey Police Station, Professor Bowen accompanied the detectives Chambers and Jay to Nilsen’s flat at 9 p.m. They removed from the wardrobe two plastic bags which they took to Hornsey Mortuary; Professor Bowen opened the bags and conducted the examination. In one bag he found four smaller bags, three of them the kind of light shopping bag in everyday use and supplied by cashiers at supermarkets; one was a Sainsbury’s bag. In the first shopping bag he found the left side of a man’s chest, including the arm; in a second there was the right side of the chest, also with the arm attached; the third contained a headless, legless and armless torso, with no evidence of fractures or wounds but clear signs of skilful dissection. The Sainsbury’s bag carried perhaps the most frightening load of all: a heart, two lungs, spleen, liver, gall bladder, kidneys and intestines, all mixed together in a disgusting, impersonal pottage. The stench, released from long-sealed bags, was overpowering.


  Professor Bowen identified a knife wound in the heart, but drew no conclusions from it. When he read Bowen’s statement weeks later, Nilsen reflected upon this himself, with unbelievable detachment: ‘The stab wound to the heart was probably caused accidentally when I had my hands and knife inside the rib cage working blind and trying to cut it out [the heart].’10


  In the second large bag, which also had many smaller ones within it, Professor Bowen discovered another torso, this time with the arms attached but the hands missing; a skull whose flesh had been boiled away, and a head which still retained much of the flesh and some hair at the back, though the hair from the top and front of the head had gone. It looked as if it had been subjected to ‘moist heat’, quite recently. This was the head that Nilsen had started to boil at the weekend, in a final rush to get rid of it.


  At a quarter to eleven the next day, 11 February, the questioning of Dennis Nilsen began, in Mr Jay’s first-floor office at Hornsey. It was to last over thirty hours, spread throughout the coming week, and was distinguished by a most unusual degree of full and thorough co-operation by Nilsen, who offered details, descriptions of technique, and aids towards identification calculated to help the police. Not only did he make no hindrance, but positively swamped the detectives with information faster than they could seek it. He barely required questioning; he spoke in an almost unbroken autobiographical monologue, as if to purge his conscience of a burden which he could no longer bear alone. Yet there were no irrelevant details, no digressions into personal life, no pleas for comfort or understanding. It turned out that one of Nilsen’s previous jobs had been as a probationary police officer, which gave him some knowledge of how interviews of this nature should be conducted, and he had himself interviewed hundreds of people in the course of his work as a civil servant. Another striking aspect of this week was Nilsen’s apparent lack of any hint of remorse; he admitted that he was astonished he had no tears for the people who had died at his hands. In the interviews he displayed no more emotion than the chair on which he was sitting. The police officers found this self-control chilling, but Nilsen would later reveal that he had to remain dispassionate in order for the evidence to be taken down in a proper manner, that his professional training enabled him to feign calmness and rationality while, privately, the rehearsal of his past actions disturbed a long-suppressed whirlpool of fear, pity and self-lacerating remorse within him. ‘Nobody must see me weep for victims,’ he wrote, ‘that is our private grief.’11 The question as to whether or not this ‘grief’ was genuine would prove crucial to an understanding of the man and to an assessment of the causes which diverted his personality down a path strewn with ghastly encounters. But for the moment, facts were all.


  Within the first few minutes of the first interview, Nilsen had told the police that there were the remains of three different people at his flat, one whom he called John the Guardsman, one whose name he did not know, and the third, Stephen Sinclair, a young drug-addict and social outcast whom he had met on 26 January and killed that same evening. This meant that the police had a name and could, if they worked quickly on identification, keep Nilsen on one charge pending deeper investigation; otherwise they would have had to release him within forty-eight hours, and they knew enough already to view that prospect with alarm. He also told them, after they had challenged him with the contents of his wardrobe, examined the previous night, that they should look in the tea-chest in the corner of the front room, and under the drawer in the bathroom. Disconcertingly, he expressed relief that he had been caught. ‘If I had been arrested at sixty-five years of age there might have been thousands of bodies behind me.’ 12


  Accordingly, on 11 February Dr Bowen had the task of opening the tea-chest and a bag stuffed in the bathroom. The bag contained the lower half of Stephen Sinclair, from the waist down and including the legs. In the tea-chest, beneath a thick velvet curtain, sheets, and pages from the Guardian, there were several bags, including one from Woolworth. In these were found another torso, another skull, various bones, mothballs and air-fresheners.


  It was now possible to assemble various pieces of Stephen Sinclair on the floor of the mortuary, a ghoulish reconstruction which caused D.C.I. Jay, for the first time in his professional life, to feel faint. D.C.S. Chambers, too, was affected as never before, although his years of experience outnumbered even Jay’s. The remains were identified as belonging to Stephen Sinclair by fingerprints, which were on police files, Sinclair having been wanted for minor offences at the time of his death. Fingerprints from hands of dismembered arms matched.


  On the same day, Nilsen went with the police to a house at 195 Melrose Avenue, Cricklewood, where he had lived from 1976 to 1981 and where, according to him, another twelve men had met their deaths. He pointed out an area of the garden where they might find some evidence of human remains. Furthermore, he told them that there were another seven people he had tried to kill and failed, some because he had stopped himself, others because they had escaped.


  By the evening of 11 February, police evidence was sufficient for them to bring a charge against Dennis Nilsen, and he was advised that he should have a solicitor with him. (He had been offered this facility earlier, but had declined.) Accordingly, Ronald T. Moss of Moss, Beachley was approached and asked if he would represent Nilsen. Moss, an ebullient, cheerful man around forty years of age, had been involved in murder cases before, but never anything of this magnitude. Initially hesitant, fearful that the implications of the case might prove an unusually harsh emotional burden, Moss needed only a few seconds’ reflection before he accepted. ‘I knew it was going to be the most worrying responsibility I would ever have,’ he said, ‘but it’s my job.’ As it turned out, his comparative youth and his straightforward approach, lacking any of the traditional deviousness one sometimes finds in lawyers, won Nilsen’s confidence from the start, although the relationship was to collapse when the pressures of Nilsen’s long remand began to tell. At 5.40 p.m. precisely, Nilsen was charged with the murder of Stephen Sinclair.


  At 10 a.m. the next morning, Nilsen appeared at Highgate Magistrates’ Court and was remanded in police custody for three days. Ronald Moss wanted to satisfy himself that Nilsen understood what was happening. Of this there could be little doubt. ‘Defendant calm and rational,’ he noted. Nilsen had been brought to the court at 8 a.m. in order to avoid the hordes of pressmen and photographers who were expected to gather. Gather they did, for the case, already reported in the newspapers as a result of police activity in Melrose Avenue, and also owing to the awkward coincidence that one of the witnesses who had just made a statement was related to a journalist, was arousing frantic interest. Some of the tabloid newspapers merrily referred to the ‘House of Horrors’ before there was any evidence that anything horrific had taken place within its walls. (‘The only House of Horrors I know’, wrote Nilsen in his cell, ‘is Number 10 Downing Street.’)13 Within an hour of his having been charged, reporters had tracked down his mother in Aberdeenshire, a white-haired, attractive and extremely friendly woman, and invaded her house, demanding photographs. Bemused by such an overwhelming piece of news, she went upstairs to fetch what she could find, and had the precious snaps snatched out of her hand by people eager to get a ‘scoop’. She insisted that she was only lending the pictures, not giving them away, but she later received word that some had been sold for large sums of money. (She herself would not accept a penny.) She later discovered that one man had a tape-recorder in his pocket which was switched on to capture her response at the moment she was told her son had been arrested for murder. When they dispersed, she was left trembling with shock. Other careful reporters, proud of themselves for having noticed that all the victims were said to have been men, hunted down people who had been at school with Dennis Nilsen twenty-five years earlier and asked if they had ever masturbated together. All this frenzied activity erupted long before the police had finished questioning their suspect, and on one occasion a Japanese crew was located in a house opposite the police station training highly sophisticated sound equipment on the walls and eavesdropping on Nilsen’s amazing revelations.


  Gradually, the newspapers ferreted out some basic clues to his past: he was homosexual, he came into contact with young men in the evenings, he was a radical left-wing trade unionist with a reputation for militant attitudes, and he appeared cold. Angry at the simplistic press attention he was receiving, Nilsen penned his own pastiche of a tabloid news report, a week after his arrest:


  RED MONSTER LURES YOUNG MEN TO THEIR DEATHS IN HOMOSEXUAL HOUSE OF HORROR Dennis Andrew Nilsen, 37, once believed to have close links with the Militant Tendency and the Socialist Workers Party (and personal supporter of Red Ken) appeared at the Old Bailey today to face 15 charges of murder and 9 charges of attempted murder.


  Nilsen, who has been to East Berlin, sat in court in sombre suit and tie. He appeared unmoved and emotionless as the prosecution evidence was read out. It was revealed that Nilsen, a misfit and extremist trade union agitator, had butchered his helpless victims on his kitchen floor and burnt the pieces in front of neighbourhood children.


  It is believed that during the Garners Steak House dispute he had ‘bullied’ staff at the Jobcentre into blacking of legal job vacancies. ‘He always intimidated us,’ said a spokesman for the staff at the Jobcentre. While maintaining a respectable front in the civil service he prowled the streets of London.14


  The humour, which might appear misplaced, was to prove a welcome antidote to the catalogue of killing which Nilsen revealed in the course of that week. Policemen are as vulnerable as the rest of us to the shock of such a story, especially when delivered fluently, in a factual manner indifferent to its effect. Chambers, Jay and Nilsen all smoked ceaselessly throughout the interviews, leaving the non-smoker Ronald Moss to breathe his way through the fumes as best he could. Moss was perceptibly upset by what he heard. Nilsen told how he had cut up a body in the bath into small pieces of flesh, a few inches long, and flushed them down the toilet. When he asked what he should do with his cigarette butts in his cell, where there was no ashtray, and was advised by a junior constable to put them in the lavatory, he said that the last time he did that he was arrested. The police officers must be forgiven for bursting into relieved laughter. They needed it. They did not understand what manner of man they had before them and welcomed any respite, however short and however tasteless, from the labour of concentrating upon the dilemma with which they were faced. Who was he? How could he? What possible motive could there be? How was it possible that he escaped detection for so long? Why was he now telling them so much? Why did his long and vivid statement to the police make them feel sick, even physically ill at some points, and seem to leave him unmoved? Why, finally, in spite of his obvious self-confidence, the hint of arrogance, his unattractive stubbornness, did Messrs Chambers and Jay find that they did not dislike him, that they naturally fell into the habit of calling him ‘Des’?


  There is no doubt that one of the reasons Nilsen co-operated so totally was that he felt at ease with Chambers and Jay. Before beginning the interviews, the two detectives discussed privately what sort of approach they should take with him. Should they be firm, authoritarian, heavy with him, or should they aim at a relaxed atmosphere? Mr Chambers instinctively felt that they would elicit more information from this man by the second approach, and Mr Jay confirmed that that was his impression too. They further recognised that his long experience in the army (see Chapter 4) would make him respect rank, but resist coercion. It was a professional decision born of long experience, and it paid off. Had they assumed a posture of attack, Nilsen would almost certainly have clammed up.


  Still, the enigma deepened with each hour, the mysteries multiplied. Chambers and Jay tried to cling to the central threads of motive and manner, but could see no consistency. Superintendent Chambers, who asked all the questions throughout the week of interviews, at one point challenged Nilsen with the view that he was a cold, calculating killer: ‘I think you went out looking for these people with the express intention of luring them back to your flat, plying them with drink and then killing them.’ This, at least, would make sense, and would clearly establish, if true, that there was premeditation. Without hesitation, Nilsen replied:


  I can agree with a part of what you say. I do go out in search of company. When I voluntarily go out to drink I do not have the intention at that time to do these things. Things may happen afterwards drinkwise but they are not foreplanned. I’m certainly not consciously aware of what you are saying. I seek company first, and hope everything will be all right.15


  Under further questioning, it emerged that there were far more people who had been to Nilsen’s flat for a drink without any harm coming to them than there had been people who finished the evening dead. ‘I’ve killed people, but I can’t understand why those people. There’s no common factor.’ That was the problem, precisely: no consistency of purpose, no repetition, no easily recognisable pattern. Here was a man who had, by his own admission, performed monstrous acts, yet resented being called a ‘monster’ and was never treated as such by those who arrested him, a man whose company some had sought and paid a terrible price for, while others crossed his path unscathed many times, and yet others had been saved from death by him. Here was a man who until 1978 had been an estimable citizen and was still, in every other respect, a normal London resident going about his work. His activities had not terrorised the community; on the contrary, no one noticed the disappearance of most of his victims, a circumstance which astonished him as much as anyone; had it been otherwise, he would in all likelihood have been caught earlier, and would, again as far as one can make out, have welcomed arrest. (Superintendent Chambers was however convinced that he would never have walked into a police station and given himself up, which is also probably true.) Had they been privy to the poem which Nilsen wrote about his attitude towards the dismembered body of Stephen Sinclair on his last day before arrest, they would have been even more confused. The poem, entitled ‘Sweet’, indicates a softness and a gentleness which nobody who had come into contact with Nilsen in the past few days would have credited as being natural to him. It also shows a strange identity of murderer and victim forming an alliance against the authorities, and it undeniably shows a heart-stopping distortion of personality:


  Here in the hall of plenty there is nothing now.


  Just you


  Lying under my hands,


  With shadowy figures approaching


  With some formalities


  To take you into their ‘system’,


  And me.


  Think over


  The lonely life of you.


  It is tomorrow soon enough


  And they will meddle in our business.


  Privacy has no boundaries


  Which cannot be breached


  By the law’s charges.


  After this, wrote Nilsen,


  I dress and prepare for a final day of freedom. I take Bleep to the back garden. I replace the cracked manhole cover having refused to complete the cover-up. I knew the form to follow that evening but would act as normally as I could. I put on his blue and white scarf, lit a Marlboro and stepped out into my last legend.16


  Dennis Nilsen wrote more about his state of mind, as he understood it, after Sinclair had been killed, and this reflective confession will find its place later in this narrative.


  He told the police everything they needed for a conviction, but no more; the rest, he felt, was still ‘private’ and not the business of the law to understand. Besides which, he was by no means sure that he was himself able to understand. ‘I cannot unravel the complexities of this case.’17


  When the interviews were completed and Ronald Moss had sat through days of graphic and awful description of death, pinching himself to regain the comfort of normal pain against a recital of Dostoievskian horror, he asked Nilsen one question: ‘Why?’ The reply was disarming. ‘I am hoping you will tell me that,’ he said.


  The accused was removed to Brixton Prison on remand, whence he wrote an elegant letter of thanks to D.C.S. Chambers commending the Hornsey team on a professional job well done, producing yet another ripple of surprise from this enigmatic man. Attention from the press was now necessarily subdued, the case being sub judice. The newspapers could afford to keep silent for the next few months, having successfully implanted in the public mind an image of unmitigated depravity. In Brixton, Nilsen wrote:


  The train of words’ digestion


  And answers from my head


  Cannot give the answer


  Or hope to raise the dead.


  Everyone wants labels


  Pinned neatly on my skin,


  A comfortable judgment


  Casting their stones at sin.


  Foaming Tory ladies,


  ‘Rule Britannias’ sung,


  ‘Nilsen is a monster,


  Should be bloody hung.’


  Screaming mobs aplenty


  Never knew Sinclair,


  Wouldn’t give him gutter-room,


  Here or anywhere.18


  To the present author he wrote, ‘What can I ever say to turn the unproductive past away?… my best moments of public service may still lie ahead … I have judged myself more harshly than any court ever could.’19 Even before his arrest, he had resigned himself to the humiliating realisation that his many years of service, in the army, the police force, and the Manpower Services Commission, would be judged much less valuable than his necessary immolation as a result of his crimes. At last the world was taking notice of him, listening to every word, watching every move. The sad paradox of his unremarkable life was to discover that he was, after all, remarkable.


  Nilsen warned me that I should find a full inquiry into his life and deeds distressing; he admonished me with a quote from Georges Dandin – ‘Vous l’avez voulu, vous l’avez voulu.’ Certainly, there is always the possibility that if one seeks to understand how such events as are related in this book occurred, and even more if one seeks to feel from within the motive forces of the man who caused them, one might oneself become infected or contaminated by deeply-hidden streams in the human psyche which are, in the normal course of events, severely inhibited. Nilsen himself thought that public interest in his case (which genuinely took him aback) was suspect:


  I am always surprised and truly amazed that anyone can be attracted by the macabre. The population at large is neither ‘ordinary’ or ‘normal’. They seem to be bound together by a collective ignorance of themselves and what they are. They have, every one of them, got their deep dark thoughts with many a skeleton rattling in their secret cupboards. Their fascination with ‘types’ (rare types) like myself plagues them with the mystery of why and how a living person can actually do things which may be only those dark images and acts secretly within them. I believe they can identify with these ‘dark images and acts’ and loathe anything which reminds them of this dark side of themselves. The usual reaction is a flood of popular self-righteous condemnation but a willingness to, with friends and acquaintances, talk over and over again the appropriate bits of the case.20


  A just and subtle reflection, one might think, and not at all uncommon in people accused of vile murders who regard themselves as a cathartic release from the accumulated wickedness of mankind, and deeply resent the additional burden. Sympathy with murder is unthinkable. It is even safer not to understand.


  And yet not to attempt an understanding is to abnegate a crucial responsibility. The murderer takes his place in the jumbled kaleidoscope of the human condition. So, too, does his audience. For them to enjoy the display of crime, detection, retribution, while refusing to be drawn into a steady contemplation of themselves as audience, and of the subterranean echoes which the case disturbs, would be fruitless and arid. To understand the steps which brought Dennis Nilsen and his victims to a lingering four-year catastrophe, one must go back to a fishing village on the coast of Aberdeenshire, Scotland, and beyond, and come forward to the war years in Fraserburgh, to school in Strichen, through bereavement, the sea, and on to a life of corrosive loneliness.


  ‘No one wants to believe ever that I am just an ordinary man come to an extraordinary and overwhelming conclusion.’21


  i See Appendix.
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