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1. Police intensify the hunt for serial killers



Serial killers are people of habit who often kill according to established patterns, a fact exploited by the police. With the help of forensic analysis, personal profiles and communication strategies, investigators are constantly honing their methods to catch those who are driven to kill again and again.

By Gorm Palmgren

Three people disappeared without a trace in the Canadian metropolis of Toronto between 2010 and 2012. Local police routinely investigated each case, but there was nothing to immediately indicate that the missing people had been victims of a crime. Perhaps they had committed suicide, or maybe they just wanted to start over in a new place, somewhere no one knew them?

But something caught the attention of the police. The three missing people had a lot in common. They were all middle-aged with roots in Central or Southern Asia, and they were all well-known in Toronto’s Gay Village, its homosexual community. The common denominators might have been random, but they created a pattern. If the three men had been victims of a crime, it was likely that the same perpetrator was behind all three. And if so, and they had been murdered, the culprit was a serial killer.

The FBI defines a serial killer as someone who murders at least two people on different occasions, with a certain amount of time between the attacks. The time aspect distinguishes a serial killer from a mass murderer who, for example, goes into a school and kills several people over a short space of time.

But even though a serial killer waits weeks or months between their killings and often takes long breaks, the number of murders over the years can easily exceed even the most horrific mass murderer. In the 1990s, Colombian serial killer Luis Garavito – also known as La Bestia (The Beast) – wreaked havoc in three South American countries. He ended up being convicted of 138 murders, but police suspect him of killing more than twice as many people.

Although it’s not part of the definition of a serial killer, they are often characterised by carrying out murders in a specific way and going after a certain type of victim. Luis Garavito’s victims were always easy to recognise. They were boys between the ages of six and 16, who were often homeless city dwellers or poor farm workers, and they were tied up, tortured and raped before being stabbed to death with either a knife or a screwdriver.

Police use such commonalities to create a profile of a serial killer and his victims. The profile helps investigators link relevant cases together and get a sense of what the offender is like and where they can find him. The missing men in Toronto suggested someone that frequented the same places as middle-aged, gay immigrants, so the police started their investigation in the city’s Gay Village.

No body, no crime

In 2013, an anonymous tip sent police on the trail of 61-year-old self-employed landscape gardener Bruce McArthur. The source said that McArthur had had an affair with two of the missing men, and he didn’t deny it. He even said that one had been employed by his small company for a while.

The police didn’t target McArthur, but saw him as a witness who could give them insight into the missing men’s comings and goings. They found nothing suspicious, and since no bodies had been found, they couldn’t even be sure a crime had been committed. So the police dropped the case.

But just two years later, in 2015, the case files were dusted off as, one by one, middle-aged men began to disappear again in Toronto. Although they didn’t all perfectly fit the profile, the police were no longer in doubt that there was a link between them. Then, in June 2017, a 49-year-old gay man disappeared without a trace during Toronto’s Pride festival, and it became a turning point in the police investigation.

When police searched the man’s apartment, they discovered that the name “Bruce” was written in his calendar for the day he disappeared. In addition, a surveillance camera revealed that the man had got into a red car – a 2004 Dodge Caravan – the same day. There were more than 6,000 cars of that model in Toronto, but only four of them were registered in the name Bruce – and one of those was Bruce McArthur, whom police had spoken to four years earlier.

McArthur had subsequently sold his car, but the police managed to track it to a scrapyard and impound it. Once they examined the vehicle, they found traces of DNA that matched the man who’d disappeared during Pride, as well as traces from another man who’d been reported missing two months earlier.

The net was tightening around McArthur, and when police secretly searched his house and cloned the hard drive of his computer, forensic investigators found pictures of the two missing men. In the photos, both men were dead.

The landscape gardener was put under surveillance, and when a Middle Eastern man knocked on his door in January 2018 and was let in, the police decided to act. It probably saved the man’s life: he was already tied to McArthur’s bed when officers entered. Police searched the apartment and found photos of several of the missing men. But the most macabre discoveries came to light when police dogs were unleashed in five gardens where McArthur had previously worked as a gardener. Several large plant pots attracted the dogs’ interest, and the skeletal remains of six different men were found in the potting compost.

Everything now suggested that the landscape gardener was a brutal serial killer who had sexually exploited his victims, killed and mutilated them, then hidden their body parts around the city. In the ensuing trial, McArthur confessed to eight murders, but he gave no explanation as to what drove him to commit his crimes.

In February 2019, he was sentenced to life, and men in Toronto’s Gay Village breathed a sigh of relief and finally began to feel a little safer.

Profile trapped perpetrator

Bruce McArthur is one of history’s more recent serial killers, but he’s far from the only one. Serial killers are found in all guises, such as Chinese Yang Xinhai, who around the turn of the millennium broke into isolated houses and killed all those inside with an axe, hammer or shovel, and Austria’s “Black Widow”, Elfriede Blauensteiner, who in the ’80s and ’90s talked elderly people into including her in their wills, then killed them with poison.

In many cases, police have a hard time detecting a serial killer because the bodies have been hidden and never show up, making it uncertain whether a crime has taken place or not. Although McArthur was careful to cut up his victims and bury them in plant pots, he was exposed because police could draw a profile of the killer and victims. With the profile as a tool, the investigators could link the crimes together, and with the help of skilled police work, focus on McArthur and arrest him after a fresh offence.

Dahmer confessed to murders

However, in other cases, it’s almost a matter of luck that the serial killer is unveiled and arrested. On 22nd July 1991, two officers were patrolling the streets of Milwaukee in the US state of Wisconsin when a 32-year-old man with handcuffs hanging from one wrist, begged them to stop. Close to hysteria, he explained that a man had tried to kill him, and he directed the police to a nearby apartment. Here they were greeted by a man of the same age who introduced himself as Jeffrey Dahmer and invited them all inside.

The officers didn’t think anything was amiss at first as they looked around the apartment. But then one of them opened the fridge and found a human head staring back at him. The formerly mild-mannered Dahmer was suddenly not so mild anymore and tried to fight his way free, but eventually was handcuffed and arrested.

Police then conducted a thorough search of the apartment and made a number of gruesome finds. There were three more decapitated heads in the freezer, two skinned skulls on a kitchen shelf, a metal box in the bathroom filled with decomposing hands, a jar of male genitalia preserved in formalin in the kitchen, and a photo of one of his unfortunate victims split open from the neck to the crotch.

Jeffrey Dahmer confessed to 15 murders. They were committed between 1978 and 1991, and were usually performed in particularly cruel ways. He described, for example, how he tried to turn his victims into zombies by drilling holes in their skulls and injecting hydrochloric acid or boiling water into their frontal lobes while they were still alive.

It was a clean confession — all the police had to do was identify the victims.

Fibres were vital clues

However, 11 years later, in the southern United States, the police didn’t get off so lightly. A 15-year-old girl was watering flowers in a friend’s front yard when a man in a car stopped. He threatened the girl with a gun, and forced her to crawl into a large plastic container on the back seat of the car. The assailant gagged her with paper towels and drove her back to his home, where she was raped for hours.

In the evening, he tied the girl to his bed with ropes and put her in a pair of blue, fur-lined handcuffs, which he’d bought in a sex shop. Then he lay down to sleep next to her. Once the rapist had fallen asleep, the young teenager managed to untie the knots and escape, still wearing the handcuffs. These manacles would later play a central role in the revelation of a triple mass murderer.

The girl alerted the police and was able to set them on the trail of her assailant. It turned out to be 38-year-old Richard Evonitz. Officers went to his apartment, but he’d woken up and taken flight before they arrived.

Three days later, he was recognised in Florida, and when police surrounded him after a high-speed car chase, he shot himself. But the police were not about to close the case. They wanted to know whether Evonitz could be linked to previous unsolved aggravated rapes and murder cases. The police were particularly interested in three similar cases from 1996–1997, in which teenage girls had been abducted from their front yards. After a few days or weeks, the girls’ bodies had been found in streams and lakes, each bearing clear signs of rape.
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