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AUTHORS’ NOTE

As always, our deepest and most profound gratitude go
out to the “first team” that made this book possible: our
visionary, sensitive, and nurturing editor, Lisa Drew; her
assistant, Jake Klisivitch; our research director, Ann Hen-
nigan, who shaped and organized the entire book; our
agent, manager, and confidant, Jay Acton; and Mark’s
wife, Carolyn, our in-house counsel and Mindhunters
chief of staff.

It’s about time we gave special thanks to Scribner
publisher Susan Moldow, who suggested this book
theme to us, was critical in the development process,
supported and guided us at every step, and has always
kept the faith. Publishers like her are rare and we feel
extremely fortunate to have come into her orbit.

Thanks also to our many friends and colleagues in
law enforcement, forensic analysis, victims’ rights, and
the related fields. Your work is vital and your inspiration
enormous.

To Bobby Acton, keep on plugging. You're the next
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generation of Mindhunters and we need you out there.

To Sean Lee Hennigan, your obvious love, good
humor, and unfailingly sunny disposition have been a
constant source of strength and encouragement.

Finally, we’d like to take a moment to remember
Suzanne Collins, Stephanie Schmidt, Destiny Souza, and
all the rest of our angels. And if we’re worthy, we hope
they’ll put in a good word for us.

—]JoHN DOUGLAS AND
MARK OLSHAKER
February 1999
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The key to the period appeared to be that the mind
had become aware of itself. . . . The young men
were born with knives in their brain, a tendency to
introversion, self-dissection, anatomizing of
motives.

RaLPH WALDO EMERSON,

Life and Letters in New England
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PROLOGUE

DUNBLANE

Why did he do it?
I just happen to be in Scotland when I hear about the
massacre.

It’s the morning of Wednesday, March 13, 1996, and
I'm in a television studio in Glasgow as part of a promo-
tional tour for my book Mindhunter, at the invitation of our
British publisher. For the last hour I've been interviewed
about criminal profiling on the ITV television program
This Morning by a very personable team of cohosts named
Richard Madeley and Judy Finnigan. How did I begin in
the field? they ask. How did I learn what I know, and
who did I learn it from? How did my Investigative Sup-
port Unit in Quantico, Virginia, go about creating and
using a profile of an unknown subject or UNSUB, as he
is known in FBI and law enforcement circles? Through-
out the tour I've been really pumped up by the Brits’ fas-
cination with the subject and the interest they’ve shown in
my career of studying and hunting killers, rapists,
bombers—men whose evil and depraved acts challenge
the bounds of the human imagination. Fortunately for the
people of the United Kingdom, their society is not nearly

1
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2 THE ANATOMY OF MOTIVE

as violent as ours in the United States; but they come by
their fascination understandably. The first known serial
killer—Jack the Ripper—terrorized the East End of Lon-
don in a grisly mystery that’s remained unsolved for more
than a hundred years. On this tour, interviewers still ask
me if the killer could be profiled and the case closed. I tell
them that it would be difficult to come up with the Rip-
per’s specific identity at this late date, but that even after a
century we can very legitimately profile the UNSUB and
say with reasonable assurance the type of individual he was.
In fact, I tell them, I've done it several times in the Ripper
murders—both in training exercises at Quantico and on a
live international television broadcast with Peter Ustinov
some years ago.

I'm back in the TV station’s green room when the
producer comes in. I assume she’s going to thank me for
appearing, but when I look at her she’s grim, and her
voice is urgent.

“John, can you come back on the show here?”

I've just done an hour—what more could they possi-
bly want? “Why?” I ask. “What’s happened?”

“There’s been a horrible murder in Dunblane.”

I'd never even heard of the place. It turns out to be a
traditionally peaceful village of about 7,300 people, mid-
way between Glasgow and Edinburgh, that goes back to
the Middle Ages. I've got about five minutes before the
producer wants me back on, and she quickly hands me
the wire service copy.

It says there’s been a mass killing of children at the
Dunblane Primary School. Reports were frantic and
details sketchy, but it appears that a gunman walked into
the school at about 9:30 in the morning and began
shooting four-, five-, and six-year-olds in the play-
ground. There’d been multiple gunshots, and some of
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DUNBLANE 3

the children had definitely been killed. Others were
injured, their teacher fatally wounded. The news reports
didn’t have a name or age, but apparently the killer had
more than one weapon with him—high-caliber military-
type weapons, it seemed.

From these brief news flashes, it sounds like a scene
of utter and appalling horror. For a father of three—even
with all I've seen—it’s difficult not to become sick at the
thought of small children being massacred on the play-
ground of their own school.

This is all the information we have when we come
back on the air a few minutes later, still reeling from the
news. The story is broadcast, and Richard Madeley turns
to me and says something like, “Well, John, what do we
have here?”

“Well, first of all, you’re dealing with a mass murder-
er,” I tell them, then explain how that’s different from
serial murderers and spree killers. A serial killer is hunt-
ing human beings for the sexual thrill it gives him and
will do it over and over again, believing he can outwit
and outmaneuver the police, never expecting to be
caught. The spree killer kills a number of victims at dif-
ferent locations in a short period of hours or days. But a
mass killer is playing an endgame strategy. Once he com-
mits himself to his course of action, he does not expect
to come out of it alive. He will generally either kill him-
self after he’s “made his statement” or commit what we
call “suicide by cop”—forcing a confrontation in which
the police or SWAT team will have no choice but to open
fire. I expect that later reports will say that this individ-
ual died at the scene. These killers are such inadequate
people, such losers, that they know they cannot get away
and won’t give others the satisfaction of controlling
them or bringing them to justice.
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4 THE ANATOMY OF MOTIVE

But what kind of person would do this? Judy
Finnigan wants to know, genuinely bewildered.

“Well,” I respond, “the first thing you have to under-
stand is the motive, and the key to that is in the victi-
mology.” Who has he chosen as his victims, and why?
Are they victims of opportunity, or was a careful and
deliberate choice made?

“Generally speaking, mass murderers are white
males, ranging from their mid-to-late thirties to their
mid-to-late forties. In your country you don’t have that
large a percentage of blacks, so the white-male guess is a
pretty good one. But even in our country, where we have
many more blacks, it’s still going to be a white male, and
he’ll be an asocial loner. That’s what this gunman is
going to turn out to be.”

But these things don’t happen in a vacuum. I know
very well that even though we have few details at this
point, a pattern is going to emerge as soon as we know
more, and I already feel I can say what that pattern is
going to be. The identity of the person who’s responsi-
ble for this crime, I state, should not come as any sur-
prise to his community. This is someone who’s had a
history of turmoil in this locale. And because it’s a
school that is the target, there must have been some
problem in his relationship with the children in the
school, with the school itself, or with the parents.
There must be something related.

“In this kind of case,” I say, “you would know that
there has to be a reason why this subject would pick
schoolkids—something in his life connecting school-
children and himself. And he’ll pick a place he’s familiar
with, where he feels comfortable.”

Children are sometimes victims in a mass murder,
but normally they will be either incidental victims

9780671023935text.indd 4 6/7/18 3:16 PM




DUNBLANE 5

(such as when someone shoots up a fast-food restau-
rant) or members of a targeted family. This was a dif-
ferent type of crime altogether, and its perpetrator, I
predict, will adhere to a defined pattern of behavior.
Leading up to the crime, these people are very, very
frustrated; very, very angry. You would look for this one
in Dunblane to have written letters—perhaps to the
school principal or headmaster, the local newspaper, or
some municipal authority. These types are much more
comfortable with the written form of communication—
and so they’ll express themselves in diaries, express the
hate or anger they feel about whatever it is that’s bother-
ing them. When they feel they are not getting satisfac-
tion, they may escalate and address their grievances at an
even higher level. In the United States, it could be to the
president. In Britain, it might be to the queen or prime
minister. Then they reach a point in their lives where
they feel no one is paying attention. So they take it upon
themselves to perpetrate this type of crime.

I tell my television hosts that this crime appears to me

to be a kind of revenge. Because the victims were very
young children, I suspect it was retaliation for some per-
ceived wrong—real or imagined—perpetrated against
the killer. The children themselves were too young to
have been targeted individually, too young for the guy to
conceive that any of them had personally wronged him.
The main target was not the teacher, though. Had that
been the case, he would have shot her, then left. She was
probably heroically defending the children and he elim-
inated her merely to get to his primary prey. In my mind,
it is as if innocence itself is the target—as if he has
decided to take something very precious from either
their parents, the school officials, or both.

He will turn out to be single, I say, without any sig-
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6 THE ANATOMY OF MOTIVE

nificant relationships with women in his own age
range. He will have had something to do with young
children, either as a teacher himself or, more likely, as a
scoutmaster or volunteer of some sort. This is the only
sort of sexualized relationship he would feel comfort-
able with; he couldn’t relate to his own peers, or they
to him. He may be homosexual and prefer boys to girls,
but not necessarily, since the victims are so far prepu-
bescent. But parents or teachers will have become sus-
picious or wary of him, enough so that he’s been
removed from his position in charge of young children.
He will think this is unfair, uncalled for; after all, all he
is doing is giving them love and attention. That’s what
his letters will have been about: complaining that his
reputation has been damaged.

When no one will listen, he realizes he has nothing
of importance left in his life. And if these precious
innocents are taken away from him, then he will take
them away from those who are causing him this grief.
He will take it upon himself to punish the authority
figures, his own peers. And it doesn’t matter whether
the boys and girls in the Dunblane Primary School this
morning were the specific focus of his grievance or not.
The entire community is to blame, his entire peer
group is at fault. No parents or school leaders trust
him, so they are all deserving of his wrath. This is a
retaliation. This is what we classify as a personal cause
homicide. Most likely, too, there was a specific precip-
itating stressor to cause him to act when he did.

This is not someone who ever blended into the com-
munity. So often, when a serial killer in the United
States is apprehended, neighbors, acquaintances, or
coworkers will express shock, saying that he was the last
person in the world they would have suspected of being
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DUNBLANE 7

a vicious murderer. He seemed so charming, or he
seemed so ordinary. He seemed to get on so well with
his wife or girlfriend.

Not this guy. Mass murderers are different from serial
ones. Those around him thought of him as weird or
strange. They’ve had an uncomfortable feeling about him
that they might not even have been able to place or artic-
ulate. In the United States, I wouldn’t be able to attach
much significance to the choice of weapon or weapons.
There, guns are all too easy to obtain, so the killer could
either be a gun nut or someone who just recently pro-
cured the firearms for this one intended purpose. Here in
Britain, though, guns and rifles are much more tightly
controlled. If he wasn’t in the military or a specialized
wing of the police force, he would have to be a member of’
a gun club of some sort to have access to these weapons.
And given his “odd” personality, this preoccupation with
guns should have raised some red flags in itself. This guy
was a pressure cooker waiting to explode, and these inno-
cent children paid the price.

I'd already left Scotland by the time the definitive
information was made public.

Sixteen children, ages four to six, died that morning,
fifteen at the scene and one at the hospital. So had their
teacher, forty-five-year-old Gwen Mayor, who coura-
geously tried to stop the attacker as he entered the
school and headed for the children’s exercise class in
the gymnasium—not the playground as we originally
understood. Twelve other children were injured. Only
one escaped unscathed, and two others, by the grace of
God, were out sick that day. The killer had tried to get
to the school during a time when hundreds of students
were in the gym for the morning assembly, but he had
received incorrect information when he asked a student
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8 THE ANATOMY OF MOTIVE

about the schedule; so when he arrived, only one class
was present. He had four guns with him, including two
revolvers and two nine-millimeter semiautomatics.
Headmaster Ronald Taylor called in the emergency
and was credited with keeping the others in the seven-
hundred-pupil school calm and safe as gunshots
echoed throughout the building. The massacre took
three minutes in total.

The gunman, Thomas Watt Hamilton, forty-three
years of age, white, and unmarried, was a former scout-
master said to be obsessed with young boys and bitter
over the community’s rejection of him. He’d become a
Scout leader back in July of 1973, but there had been
complaints about his behavior and he was asked to leave
the organization in March of the following year. His
repeated attempts to get back in were unsuccessful. In
addition to young boys, his other primary interest was
guns. He was a member of a local gun club and held the
appropriate permits to fire them under the club’s aus-
pices.

Neighbors described the tall, balding Hamilton as pri-
vate, a loner. Some compared him to Mr. Spock on Star
Tiek and all thought he was weird. According to their
reports, he was invariably dressed in a white shirt and
parka with a flat cap covering his receding hairline. He’d
originally run a Do-It-Yourself shop called “Wood Craft,”
then decided to become a professional photographer. Tivo
female neighbors described the walls of his two-bedroom
house in the Brachead district of nearby Stirling as being
full of color photographs of scantily clad young boys.
When he couldn’t get back into organized scouting,
Hamilton formed his own boys’ club, called the Stirling
Rovers, and took groups of eight- to twelve-year-olds on
outings and day trips, during which he would take
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DUNBLANE 9

extensive pictures, home movies, and, later, videos. One
of the two neighbors was once invited in to watch a
home movie of young boys frolicking in their swimsuits.
In 1988, he tried yet again to get back into the
Scouts, with the same lack of success. Between 1993
and 1994, local police requested information on
Hamilton from scouting organizations after spotting
him in a gay red-light district. Around the same time,
he sent letters to Dunblane parents, denying rumors
that he molested young boys. In the weeks before the
massacre, he had been turned down as a volunteer at
Dunblane Primary School. He wrote to the media to
complain about the police and Dunblane teachers
spreading lies about him, and he wrote to the queen
that the Scouts had damaged his reputation.

All in all, my profile stood up in every significant
detail. Several Scottish newspapers ran headlines such as
G-man shares insight into mind of a maniac and Train Police
to Spot Potential Killers, Says Expert.

So how was I able to do this? How was I able to peg a
man [ knew nothing about except his final explosive act,
in a place many thousands of miles from where I've lived
and worked? Is it because I have a psychic gift when it
comes to crime and criminals? I wish I did, but no, 1
don’t and never have. It’s because of my two decades’
experience in the FBI dealing directly with the experts
themselves—the killers and other violent offenders—
hunting and profiling them. It’s all in what I learned
along the way.

And it’s because behavior reflects personality. If
you’ve studied this segment of the population as long
and as intensively as I have, you come to realize that even
though every crime is unique, behavior fits into certain
patterns. Why should it not be surprising for a man like
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10 THE ANATOMY OF MOTIVE

Thomas Watt Hamilton to become a mass murderer of
children, but highly surprising for him to become, say, a
serial killer or bomber, even though those two categories
often involve antisocial loners as well?

If you've seen enough and experienced enough to be
able to pick out the significant pieces of those patterns,
then you can begin to figure out what’s going on and,
more important, answer the question Why? That, then,
should lead to the ultimate answer: Who? That’s what
every detective and FBI agent want to know. That’s what
every novelist and reader wants to know. What makes
people commit the crimes they commit in the way they
commit them?

It’s like the old staple of 1930s gangster movies: why
does one person become a criminal and the other a
priest? Or from my perspective, why does one become a
serial killer, another a rapist, another an assassin, anoth-
er a bomber, another a poisoner, and yet still another a
child molester? And within these crime categories, why
does each commit his atrocities in the precise way he
does? The answer lies in one fundamental question that
applies to every one of them:

Why did he do it?

The who? follows directly from there.

That’s the mystery we have to solve.
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CHAPTER ONE

WHAT | LEARNED
FROM THE BAD Guys

WHO done it? and WHY?

That’s what we all want to know.

Let’s look at two relatively simple, straightforward
crimes. On the surface they appear very similar, but
they’re really very difterent. They even happened near
each other, and in one of them I was the victim.

It wasn’t long after I retired from the FBI, while we
were redoing our house.

We’re practically camping out, sleeping on the floor
for weeks. I joke to my wife and kids that they’re start-
ing to get a sense of how the Manson family lived. Most
of our furniture and nearly all of our possessions are
being stored in the garage. Finally, when it’s time to do
the floors, we have to move out into a nearby motel.
One night the FBI gets a call from the local police;
they’re trying to track down Special Agent John
Douglas. When they find me, a detective gets on the
phone and says, “We found some of your property dur-
ing an arrest here.”

I say, “What property? What are you talking about?”

11
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12 THE ANATOMY OF MOTIVE

He says, “Well, we don’t have all of it that was taken.
We found a wooden box with the FBI seal on it.”

“Yeah, that’s mine,” I confirm. It contained a special
presentation Smith & Wesson .357 magnum with my cre-
dential number engraved on it, commemorating the fifti-
eth anniversary of FBI agents carrying service weapons. A
number of special agents had them. “You have the gun?”
I ask anxiously.

“No,” he says. “The gun’s not here.”

Oh shit, I'm thinking. Even though it was a com-
memorative piece, it was still capable of firing. Readers
of Mindhunter may recall that shortly after I began my
Bureau career as a street agent in Detroit, I lost my
Smith & Wesson Model 10 revolver—had it stolen right
out of the glove compartment of my Volkswagen Beetle.
This was one of the worst things you could do as a new
agent, especially while J. Edgar Hoover was still alive.
And now, here I am, retired after what I think is a dis-
tinguished twenty-five-year career, and I'm still unwit-
tingly supplying weapons to the enemy!

I didn’t even know anything was missing. I ask the
name of the suspects, and two out of three immediately
ring a bell: they’re the teenage sons of two of the men
working on my house. One I don’t know much about,
but the other is a nineteen-year-old college freshman
who’d been a standout high school athlete. I'm sur-
prised, disappointed, and pissed off.

The cops ask me to go home and inventory what’s
missing. In addition to the gun, the missing items
include a TV, a stereo, that kind of thing. Even if the sus-
pects hadn’t been caught, we’d know these were small-
time amateurs from what they took. The arrest came
after the police figured out a pattern: all of the people
reporting similar types of burglaries knew one another.
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WHAT | LEARNED FROM THE BAD GUYS 13

These three were stealing only from places they knew
and felt comfortable in. When the cops executed a search
warrant on the apartment they shared, they found much
of the stolen stuff.

The motive: they wanted to furnish their apartment.

As I said, I was angry, but not as angry as the father of
the nineteen-year-old.

He tore into his son. “Are you nuts! Not only is this
man my client, he’s an FBI agent. He’s licensed to carry
a gun and knows how to use it. What if he came home at
night while you were there? You could have gotten your-
self killed!”

“I wasn’t really thinking,” the young man sheepishly
replied. The oldest of the three was the ringleader and it
was clear to me that this guy just went along.

When the cops questioned him, he swore that they’d
gotten worried about my .357 and thrown it into the
river. The rest of the property was returned. He pleaded
guilty, made restitution, and, I think, got the crap scared
out of him.

From a criminal profiling perspective like mine, when
you’re investigating a break-in the first thing you ask, as
the police did here, is, what was taken?

If it’s the normal stuff—cash, credit cards, and jewelry
on one level, TVs, stereos, and VCRs on another level—
then you’ve got a straight criminal enterprise burglary
and the only thing you’re going to be able to do is deter-
mine the sophistication and experience of the burglar
based on his choice of target and the loot taken. If you
haven’t already picked him up, you’re not going to catch
him until he surfaces in connection with another theft, as
happened in my case.

Contrast this, though, with another breaking and
entering, which took place only a few miles away.
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In that case, a woman reported that her apartment had
been broken into, and when police questioned her about
what was taken, all she could determine was missing was
some of her underwear. Shortly before this, there had
been several incidences of women in the same garden
apartment complex suspecting that a Peeping Tom had
been staring into their windows. On some of the occa-
sions in which the cops came out to investigate, they
found evidence that someone had been masturbating
just outside the windows in question.

Two cases of breaking and entering. The first offend-

er (or in that case, offenders) took a gun and some valu-
able property. The second one didn’t. And yet, while
neither one of these crimes makes us happy, most of us
are going to realize instinctively that the second is more
dangerous. But how do we know this?

Because of motive. And how do we know from his
motive—even though we haven’t apprehended him and
learned his identity and personal details—that he poses
the greater danger? Because of the research we’ve done
and our experience with other similar types of oftenders.
A criminal enterprise burglar—someone who steals
with a profit motive in mind, or in our case, simply
because he wants merchandise someone else owns—is
either going to persist in his unlawful pursuit or he isn’t.
I didn’t feel this kid would. He’d faced the consequences
of getting caught, and that clearly was not the turn he
wanted his life to take.

On the other hand, police all too often dismiss
panty thieves, or fetish burglars, as nuisance offend-
ers—and all too often they’re not. This second guy
didn’t take women’s underwear to fence it, or because
he couldn’t afford to buy any of his own. Clearly his
motive had to do with the sexual images it conveyed
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and the charge it aroused. The motive had to do with
fantasy. And if we stop to consider that the evidence
suggests this guy has already graduated from
voyeurism to breaking and entering and theft—a far-
higher-risk enterprise—there is no reason to assume
he is going to be satisfied at this level. A fetish burglar
is not likely to stop on his own.

Sometimes nearly identical crimes, such as burglaries,
are actually the result of vastly different motivations on
the part of the offenders. Recognizing these motivations
is key to understanding the crime and the criminal and
to evaluating the danger to society. Consider the case of
one burglar I came across in my career. We'll call him
Dwight. At sixteen, he, too, was arrested for burglary,
and the motive was clearly the desire for money. But
Dwight had also been arrested recently for assault. In
fact, his first arrest came at age ten, for breaking and
entering. By the time he was fourteen, his rap sheet
included more B&E charges, as well as aggravated assault
and grand theft—auto. He stole his first car before he was
even old enough to be eligible for a learner’s permit,
much less a driver’s license. Sent to a juvenile facility, he
was consistently judged a behavior problem. Therapists
and counselors described him as hostile, aggressive,
impulsive, lacking both self-control and any sense of
remorse. He repeatedly blamed others for his own prob-
lems and wrongdoing. He admitted using both alcohol
and marijuana. He was labeled an antisocial personality.
Whereas “my” burglar came from a stable two-parent
home with a mother and father who were horrified to
learn of their son’s crime and got involved immediately
in getting him back on track, Dwight’s home life was
considerably more problematic. He had been left by his
mother with her parents, who formally adopted him
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when he was four months old. The mother kept one son
with her but for some reason left Dwight behind. His
grandfather was in the Air Force, so they moved around
a good deal; but when Dwight was nine his grandparents
separated, and he stayed with his grandmother, which
left him with no male role model.

He had frequent trouble in school and was sus-
pended several times from junior high. Sadly, in his case,
time would bear out a prediction many could have made
from observing him early on—after years of run-ins
with the law, he was ultimately sentenced to death for a
horrific rape-murder.

Similar burglaries, but vastly different perpetrators.
One did it because it seemed casy and he didn’t think
much about it. The other did it because he felt that no
one else mattered.

It was sometime ecarly in 1978 when it occurred to me
that the only way to figure out what had happened at a
crime scene was to understand what had gone on inside
the head of the principal actor in that drama: the
offender. And the only way to find that out, so we
could apply the knowledge to other scenes and other
crimes, was to ask him. Amazingly, with all the research
that had been done in criminology, no one had
attempted that before in any but the most casual and
haphazard way.

I was a thirty-two-year-old instructor in the FBI
Academy’s Behavioral Science Unit, pulled back to
Quantico after tours as a street agent in Detroit and
Milwaukee. I was teaching applied criminal psychology
both to new agents and to National Academy fellows.
The new agents generally weren’t much of a problem for
me; they were younger and knew less than I did. But the
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NA fellows were another story. These were all experi-
enced upper-level police officials and detectives from
around the United States and a number of foreign coun-
tries, picked by their own departments for eleven weeks
of advanced training at Quantico. I'd be lying if I said I
wasn’t intimidated by the prospect of purporting to speak
with the authority of the Federal Bureau of Investigation,
standing up in front of seasoned men and women who’d
been on the job a lot longer and worked many more cases
than I had. As a defense mechanism, before I covered a
given case I started by asking the class if anyone had any
firsthand experience with it. That way I'd invite him or
her to give us the facts so I wouldn’t stick my foot in my
mouth.

But then the question was, what can I tell these peo-
ple that they don’t already know?

First, I thought, if we could give the law enforcement
community some insight into the process, the internal
logic, of how violent oftenders actually decide to commit
crimes and why they come up with their choice of
crimes—uwhere the motive comes from—then we could
provide a valuable tool in pointing investigators toward
what for them must be the ultimate question: Who?
Stated as simply as possible: Why? + How? = Who.
How? Why? Where? Who? These are the questions
pursued by novelists and psychiatrists, by Dostoyevsky
and Freud, the stuft both of Crime and Punishment and of
Beyond the Pleasure Principle. These are the questions
asked by philosophers and theologians, by social workers
evaluating cases, by judges in sentencing hearings. In
fact, they compose the central issue of what we call, for
want of a better phrase, the human condition.

But we had to come to grips with these questions
from our own perspective, in terms that would be useful
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to us in the business of law enforcement and crime
detection. Technically speaking, a prosecutor doesn’t
need to demonstrate a motive to get a conviction, as long
as he has compelling evidence that amounts to convinc-
ing proof. But in actual practice, most prosecutors will
tell you that unless they can show a jury a logical motive,
they’re not going to get an appropriate verdict, such as
murder instead of manslaughter.

Whether or not you come right out and say it, the
study of applied criminal psychology all gets down to
that key question: why do criminals commit the crimes
they do the way they do?

This was the mystery I felt we had to solve.

I was doing a lot of “road schools” at the time, part-
nered with Robert Ressler, a somewhat more experi-
enced instructor who’d been a military police officer
before becoming an FBI special agent. The road school
was just what it sounded like. Instructors from
Quantico would go out and teach local departments
and sheriff’s offices a compressed, weeklong version of
the courses we taught at the Academy. They would take
the weekend off, then teach somewhere else the fol-
lowing week before heading home with a suitcase full
of laundry.

Being on the road gave us the perfect opportunity to
try out my idea of getting incarcerated violent criminals
to talk to us. Wherever I was going to be, I'd find out
which state or federal prison might be nearby, then see
who was in residence there who might be interesting.
Altogether, over the next several years, my associates
and I interviewed more than fifty violent offenders
in American prisons and penitentiaries, including the
thirty-six sexually motivated killers we included in a
landmark study funded by the National Institute of
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Justice, ultimately published in 1988 as the book Sexual
Homicide: Patterns and Motives. Coauthor on that study
was Dr. Ann Burgess, professor of psychiatric nursing at
the University of Pennsylvania, who worked with us
practically from the beginning, helping to organize,
analyze, and make sense of the voluminous amount of
information we collected. Ann also developed the para-
meters and rigorous standards that helped us transform
our anecdotal forays into this heart of darkness into a real
and useful study.

We didn’t take notes during the interviews, so as soon
as we left the prison we raced back to the hotel to debrief
and fill in all the empty spaces on the questionnaire.
Some of it we’d been able to fill in ahead of time just by
examining the case file and studying the subject’s record.
But the key details—the ones that made the difterence to
us—were those we had to get right from the subject
himself.

At the beginning, all I was trying to do was to get
these people to talk to me, to ask them the questions I
hoped would help us learn more about real applied
criminal psychology, not in an academic sense but in a
way that would help in the field, in finding real oftend-
ers and solving real cases.

Even now, this many years later, there is a lot of sur-
prise and wonder that so many hardened inmates (most in
for long sentences, with little to gain) not only agreed to
talk to us but came clean about so much of their per-
sonal life, development, and evolution as violent crimi-
nals. Why did they agree to talk? I think there were a
number of reasons, depending on the individual in ques-
tion: curiosity, boredom, remorse, or an opportunity to
emotionally relive predatory crimes that remained, for
some, among the most satistying experiences of their
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lives. My own personal feeling is that we appealed to the
egos of some men who were pretty ego-driven; they had
a lot of time on their hands and didn’t see much apparent
interest in their lives or exploits coming from anyone else
in the outside world.

Not everyone was emotionally suited to carry out
this kind of research. Though you’d have to steep your-
self in the details of the hideous crimes, you couldn’t
show that you were appalled or come oft as judgmen-
tal; otherwise you’d get nothing. You had to be a good
listener and you had to be a good actor—to know how
to play the game.

As to why so many agreed to get so personal with us,
exposing so many raw nerves, I think that had to do
with the depth and thoroughness with which we
approached each interview. By the time a man is incar-
cerated for a violent crime, he’s usually faced a number
of interview situations: interrogation by detectives,
questioning by lawyers, evaluation before sentencing,
interviews with psychiatrists or psychologists in prison.
And in all but the first situation, where interrogators
are looking to pounce on any inconsistencies or indica-
tions of untruth, what we’re really talking about is self-
reporting: the offender telling the interviewer not
what’s really going on in his own mind but what he
thinks he needs to get across for his own advantage or
benefit.

We did two things difterently. First, we’d immerse
ourselves in the complete case file so we couldn’t be
fooled or misled by the subject about what he’d done
and the way he’d done it. Along with the crime details,
we’d go over psychiatric reports and prison evaluations,
IQ tests, anything available on the subject. The only way
you're going to be able to get to the truth with one of
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these offenders is to be able to say, for instance, “Wait a
minute! How can you say you had some affection and
sympathy for the victim when you stabbed her twenty-
seven times, way past the point needed to kill her?” And
to be able to do that, you have to know the facts of the
crime backward and forward.

The second factor that made a difference was our
commitment to spending as much time in the inter-
view as it would take to move through the small talk,
the bullshit, and the phony sentimentality to wear the
subject down, so that we could find out what was actu-
ally going on in his mind. Sometimes they would come
right out and tell us. Sometimes we’d have to figure it
out from clues they’d give us. But the more we heard,
the more we could correlate and the more we under-
stood.

Who were the men we went after? There were the
“celebrity criminals,” like Charles Manson, as well as
Sara Jane Moore and Manson follower Lynette
“Squeaky” Fromme, both of whom attempted to change
the course of American history by trying to kill President
Gerald Ford. We talked to Arthur Bremer, who, having
stalked President Richard Nixon with the hope of assas-
sinating him, finally gave up in frustration and turned
his obsessive energies to presidential candidate George
Wallace in 1972, managing not to kill the Alabama gov-
ernor but condemn him to a lifetime of paralysis and
pain. And we met with David Berkowitz, so-called Son
of Sam “.44 Caliber Killer,” who terrorized New York
City for a year until he was apprehended in July of 1977.
We spoke to Richard Speck, the low-life thief who made
national headlines in 1966 when he broke into a Chicago
town house occupied by a group of student nurses and
murdered eight of them.
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But there were also many others not as well known,
though every bit as vicious, who taught us at least as
much about the inner workings of personalities whose
main goals in life are to kill and to hurt—or as I've
stated many times in my career, to manipulate, dominate,
and control. These were men like Ed Kemper, who
killed his hated mother in her own bed and cut off her
head. Before he got up the courage to do that, he took
out his anger and frustration on his grandparents and,
years later, six young women around the campus of
the University of California at Santa Cruz. Jerome
Brudos had had a fetish over women’s shoes since
childhood before he, the married father of two in
Oregon, killed four women and cut off their feet and
breasts, after dressing them in his own collection of
female clothing. Richard Marquette graduated from
attempted rape, aggravated assault, and robbery to the
murder and dismemberment of a woman he met in a
Portland, Oregon, bar. Paroled after twelve years, he
killed and dissected two more women before being
captured. As grisly as their crimes were, all of these
men—and they were all men; women rarely commit
this type of crime—had something to teach us if only
we could figure out how to interpret their words and
actions.

Now it’s one thing to decide you’re going to try to
interview these guys, but it’s quite another to go face-to-
face with them. Ed Kemper is six feet nine and well over
three hundred pounds. If he wanted to—and at one point
he suggested that he might—he could have twisted our
heads off'and set them down on the table for the guard to
find. When we went to interview Arthur Bremer in the
Baltimore City Penitentiary, we had to walk a gauntlet
through an open yard where violent prisoners roamed
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freely, a scene that reminded me of Dante’s Inferno. And
before we were let into any of these correctional estab-
lishments, we had to give up our service revolvers and sign
waivers that we would not hold the prison liable if any
harm should befall us. If we were taken hostage, we were
on our own. As Ed Kemper put it, he was in for life, so
what more could they do to him if he killed one of us—
take away his dessert? Whatever punishment might be
exacted would be a small price to pay compared with the
prestige among his fellow inmates for having murdered an
FBI agent.

So, though we didn’t exactly know what we’d be get-
ting out of the project when we began, we definitely had
an idea of what we’d be getting into if we undertook it.
We adjusted and perfected our own M.O. as we went
along. We learned that if we dressed down, the subject
was likely to relax with us faster. I could often tell I was
about to get what I needed from an offender when he
would start talking about the crime and a look would
come into his eyes as if he were in a trance, as if he were
having an out-of-body experience. The crime—what he
did to another person, the way he exerted power and
control—was the most intense, stimulating, and memo-
rable experience of his life. By reliving it this way, he was
reliving the peak sensation and bringing me with him
inside his mind.

The more we learned, the better we got. We discov-
ered, for instance, that assassin types tend to be paranoid
and don’t like eye contact. The grandiose types, like
Manson, want to dominate you, so you position yourself
below them (Manson sat on a table), where they can talk
down to you. Some just want sympathy. As I said, you
have to put your own emotions on hold and play the
game. We would commiserate with guys who would
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bemoan the fact that their lives were ruined, tears
streaming down their faces—ruined, in their minds, not
because of what they did but because they were caught.
That taught us a lot, too.

The interviews revealed some interesting and, we
thought, telling commonalities, commonalities that
surfaced in my later dealings with violent offenders I
profiled, and helped catch, interrogate, and prosecute.
My theory was that recognizing the basic elements
most have in common was the first step. The next
would be to understand how their differences in per-
sonality, criminal sophistication, and motive led one
individual to become a mugger, for example, and
another a mass killer. First, I had to learn what qualities
and experiences they shared: where they came from,
literally and figuratively.

All of them, on one level or another, came from dys-
functional backgrounds. Sometimes this was overt:
physical and/or sexual abuse; alcoholic parents or
guardians; being shuttled—unwanted—from one foster
home to another. In other cases it was more subtle: the
absence of a loving or nurturing atmosphere; inconsis-
tent or nonexistent discipline; a kid who, for whatever
reason, never adjusted or fit in. Ed Kemper’s parents
fought violently throughout his youth, until they
divorced, after which he was ridiculed and dominated by
an alcoholic mother who made him sleep in the locked
basement when he reached puberty, claiming she was
afraid of what he would do to his sister. David Berkowitz
was born illegitimate and told by his adoptive parents
that his mother died giving birth to him. He always felt
guilty and responsible. When he later learned his birth
mother and sister were alive, he went to see them and
found they wanted nothing to do with him. He was dev-
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astated and began blossoming into the serial killer he
became.

When later, at the FBI Academy, we began studying the
backgrounds of other violent and serial criminals, we
found they all tended to conform to the models we con-
structed from the prison interview project. Albert De
Salvo, the early 1960s “Boston Strangler,” had as a role
model an alcoholic father who broke Albert’s mother’s fin-
gers in anger. The man regularly beat him and his six
brothers and sisters, and brought home prostitutes. John
Wayne Gacy, the Chicago-area builder who dressed as a
clown to entertain sick children in the hospital when he
was not raping and murdering boys and young men—
more than thirty—was regularly beaten and belittled by his
own alcoholic father. I could go on and on with these
examples.

Why one boy grows up to be a rapist or killer, anoth-

er grows up to be a bomber or extortionist, and another
who seems to have just as bad a background grows up to
be an admirable, contributing member of society is a
mystery we’ll learn more about as we go along. But we
did find that in addition to unstable, abusive, or deprived
family situations, which understandably produced a
severe lack of self-worth and self-confidence, most con-
victed sexual predators had relatively high 1Qs, much
higher than you would expect to find in the general
criminal population.

The prison interviews also revealed equally signifi-
cant differences in what might appear to be, on the sur-
face, a similar type of crime—think again of the very
different burglars described at the beginning of this
chapter.

Here’s another example: the rape and murder of
young women in our society is all too common, and all
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rapists would appear to be angry, aggressive psychopaths.
On one level, I would certainly not disagree with this
appraisal. But it doesn’t tell us much about why the
offender committed the particular crime, and it doesn’t
help us very much in trying to profile his personality. So
let’s start looking at the behavioral clues we find at the
scene.

First, what was the state of the body when it was
found? I don’t mean the state of decomposition
(although that can tell us a lot, too), but what did
the killer do with and to the corpse? If the
cause of death was stabbing and there were a lot of con-
centrated knife wounds—what we refer to as
“overkill”—particularly around the face, then I know the
chances are very good the killer knew the victim well;
the crime was a personal cause. And that points us
toward motive—toward IWhy? If the body is wrapped up
in a sheet or blanket, say, or obviously cared for after
death, that’s going to suggest that the killer had some
tender feelings toward the victim, maybe even remorse.
On the other hand, if the body is mutilated and/or left in
plain sight, or casually dumped by the side of a road, that
tells me the killer had contempt for the victim, maybe
even a disdain for women in general.

How do I know all this? Not because as a profiler
I'm some kind of psychic, but because the oftenders
themselves told us. And after we’d heard the same
thing a few times over, we could start telling them. If a
rape-murder victim was left lying on the floor, covered
by a sheet, we knew that wasn’t an attempt to hide the
body, at least not by a sane offender. It was a feeble
attempt to give that victim some dignity, or to physical-
ly hide her from the sight of someone who did not feel
good about what he’d just done. We’d simply heard that
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truth from enough killers who’d covered their victims’
bodies.

I had a recent experience that confirmed our ability

to “predict” what the killer was thinking. I'd been
retired from the FBI for a couple of years and I was
back in a large Eastern state penitentiary, interviewing a
convicted killer on behalf of the state parole board. The
board wanted my opinion on whether the subject was a
suitable candidate for parole. As far as I'm concerned—
and I told my clients this—that means only one thing:
is he likely to commit another violent act if he’s let out?
I spent many hours with the guy, wearing down his
resistance, making him more and more vulnerable to
the truth, trying to find out to my own satisfaction (a)
whether he had any sense of the moral dimension of
what he’d done, and genuine contrition for it; and (b)
whether he still found overwhelming emotional satis-
faction in manipulating, dominating, controlling, and
exerting life-or-death power over another person. Each
thing he told me fit into a pattern I had heard many
times before from many other men in his situation,
men whose thinking, crimes, and motivations I had
studied for more than two decades. And so, when 1
made my recommendation to the parole board, I was
very confident I was giving them solid information.
When people in the field of criminology or forensic
psychology tell you they can’t predict future violence,
what they really mean is that they can’t predict future
violence, because they haven’t done the direct study
and don’t have the direct experience. I don’t claim I can
tell you whether each and every previously violent
predator is going to strike again if given the chance, but
I can sure as hell tell you whether parole is a risk worth
taking or not.
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