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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to all the victims of domestic abuse and random senseless violence.






AUTHOR’S NOTE:

Ed Kemper has often told wildly conflicting details about his life, background, and murders, apparently to play with the heads of law enforcement, journalists, broadcasters, and authors. Either that, or he has embellished, merged fantasy with reality, or told different stories to different entities, depending upon how he felt it might benefit him. For example, over the years, when he’s been up for parole, Ed has sometimes denied the more gruesome and sexually perverted acts that he once freely admitted to, on the slim hope of earning his freedom.
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QUOTES FROM, AND ABOUT, EDMUND KEMPER III

[image: ]

Edmund Kemper III has granted scores of interviews over the years. Here are some of his most noteworthy quotes.

“I remember being told as a kid, you cut off the head and the body dies. The body is nothing after the head is cut off. . . . Well, that’s not quite true: there’s a lot left in the girl’s body without the head.”

[image: ]

“I just wanted the exaltation over the party. In other words, winning over death. They were dead and I was alive. That was the victory in my case.”

[image: ]

“. . . It [decapitations] was very exciting . . . there was actually a sexual thrill. . . . It was kind of an exalted triumphant type thing, like taking the head of a deer or an elk or something would be to a hunter. I was the hunter, and they were the victims.”

[image: ]

“What is it like to have sex with a dead body? . . . What does it feel like to sit on your living-room couch and look over and see two decapitated girls’ heads on the arm of the couch? The first time, it makes you sick to your stomach.”

[image: ]

“One side of me says, ‘Wow, what an attractive chick. I’d like to talk to her, date her.’ The other side of me says, ‘I wonder how her head would look on a stick.’ ”

[image: ]

“I hate to get into such detail on that [his slaughters and mutilations], but my memory tends to be rather meticulous.”

[image: ]

“As I’m sitting there with a severed head in my hand talking to it, or looking at it. And I’m about to go crazy, literally. I’m about to go completely flywheel loose and just fall apart. I say, ‘Wow, this is insane.’ And then I told myself, ‘No, it isn’t, you’re saying that and that makes it not insane.’ I said, ‘I’m sane and I’m looking at a severed.’ . . . Wait a minute, wait a minute, I’d seen old paintings and drawings of Viking heroes . . . talking to severed heads and taking them to parties, old enemies in leather bags. Part of our heritage. . . . That’s just me back then.”

[image: ]

Toward the end, I became sicker, bloodthirsty, and yet these streams of blood annoyed me. It’s not something I want to see, but what I long for is to witness death, and to savor the triumph that I associate with it, my own triumph over the death of others. It’s like a drug, which I want more and more. I want to triumph over my victim. Overcome Death. They are dead and I’m alive, it’s a personal victory.”

[image: ]

“I lived as an ordinary person most of my life. Even though I was living a parallel and increasingly sick life.”

[image: ]

“I imagine myself committing mass murders, where I gather a large number of pre-selected women in one place, killing them before passionately making love to them. Taking their life, possessing everything that belongs to them. All that would be mine. Absolutely everything.”

[image: ]

“I was trying to gain control. . . . I was convinced she was in control of it. . . . For twenty minutes we were arguing back and forth over what was going to happen. . . . I was trying to keep it away from what was going to happen. Which was murder. . . . I was suicidal. Very disturbed . . . but I manipulated that to allow them to help me to the point of resolving their [fearful] behavior until we got to a place where they could be killed. I have the biggest problem with that from a guilt basis, because that entailed unusual trust. . . .”

[image: ]

“I was supposed to see my parole officer every other week and a social worker the other week. I never did. I think if I had, I would have made it.”

[image: ]

“I always felt intimidated by women. I always felt overpowered by them as a kid. . . . I was doing great sociality on the job base, making friends locally. Having buddies and stuff. Have a pizza and a beer and stuff. No problem. I got friends for that. But making women friends was real tough.”

[image: ]

“I taught women not to hitchhike.”

[image: ]

“There’s somebody out there that is watching this and hasn’t done that—hasn’t killed people, and wants to, and rages inside and struggles with that feeling, or is so sure they have it under control. They need to talk to somebody about it. Trust somebody enough to sit down and talk about something that isn’t a crime. Thinking that way isn’t a crime. Doing it isn’t just a crime, it’s a horrible thing. It doesn’t know when to quit and it can’t be stopped easily once it starts.”

[image: ]

“When you were a child, I’m sure you asked yourself this question: How would I react on a desert island, with three other people and without any food? If one of us is sick? All these come from stories of the Second World War. I had heard about it from former Marines. And then, in a way, I own my victim once again by eating her.”






QUOTES ABOUT ED KEMPER

“I would be less than honest if I didn’t admit that I liked Ed. He was friendly, open, sensitive, and had a good sense of humor. As much as you can say such a thing in this setting, I enjoyed being around him.”

—FBI Behavioral Science pioneer Special Agent John Douglas, author of Mindhunter
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“What haunted me is he had sex with both the heads and the decapitated bodies. That’s just awful.”

—Bonnie Ring, counseling psychologist, University of California at Santa Cruz, 1969–1973

[image: ]
“The killing alone is not psychosexually sufficient.”

—Forensic psychologist Dr. Louis Schlesinger
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Edmund Kemper III, 24, six foot nine inches tall and 280 pounds, looks at the camera as he is led through the hall of the Pueblo City police station after being questioned by California officials in connection with the unsolved murders of six coeds, April 25, 1973. Pueblo police were holding Kemper after they said he admitted killing his mother and her friend.






WHAT MADE ED KEMPER GO HORRIBLY WRONG?

“Extreme height at a very early age. An absence of normal sexual education. Rejection by peers and family, causing him to turn more and more to destructive fantasies. Poor evaluation and treatment by psychiatrists and others assigned to help him. Extensive training in the use of guns by the National Rifle Association. Easy availability of guns to buy and borrow despite his homicidal history. And police negligence in not apprehending him earlier.”

—Dr. Joel Fort, presenting the judicial system with a laundry list of psychological and political factors after examining Ed extensively

[image: ]

“I found it interesting that Ed Kemper and Charlie Manson had similar dysfunctional backgrounds—mothers they hated—then fed off the same niche of people . . . young women. After that, the differences were dramatic. Ed killed his women because he had no personal interactive skills, no rap or confidence, while glib Charlie abounded with such. Charlie recruited, bewitched, brainwashed, drugged, and fornicated in the dirt with his living minions, then sent them out to kill others for him. The only thing the pair—one a giant, the other a shrimp—had in common from the end-result aspect was they aborted the lives of a lot of good innocent people.”

—Former California prison administrator Ed George, who was both Charles Manson’s and Ed Kemper’s prison administrator, along with other notorious inmates






INTRODUCTION
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In his book Serial Killers: The Horrific True Crime Stories Behind 4 Infamous Serial Killers That Shocked the World (2017), author Ryan Becker opened the section on Robert Berdella, the Butcher of Kansas City, by writing:


Sick individuals have always plagued humanity—monsters that have lost all empathy for their fellow humans and cannot see past their own personal desires. These include the murderous dictators of recent, as well as those long dead in the past, the leaders of organizations who have taken lives for perverted or unforgiveable reasons such as political or racial preferences, or finally those particular beasts who are disguised by human flesh that have seen fit to experiment on their own species as if they were cattle. The subject of this book is one such figure who fits into the latter group.



The author was referring to Berdella, who tortured and slaughtered six men, possibly more, over a three-year period from 1984 to 1987. But he very well could have been referring to Big Ed Kemper, butcher of nine women, including six young college coeds, his grandmother, his mother, and his grandparents.

Unlike most serial killers, however, Kemper’s extremely high intellect, combined with his willingness to painstakingly describe his kills, his damaged upbringing, and his motivations in extraordinary detail, make him a valuable case study, to the degree that the FBI’s innovative Behavioral Science Unit has long studied Kemper—up close and personal.

Amid the copious amounts of blood and gore that have given testament to Kemper’s dark history lie some extremely important lessons in how to survive, in case you should find yourself cast in a real-life horror movie. These critical details amplify the deadly mistakes made by Kemper’s victims, along with his own searing insights into what his prey did wrong and what they could have done to survive. Kemper offers vivid examples of those who unknowingly demonstrated the behaviors that helped them survive, as well as those who merely got lucky because Ed wasn’t in the mood and they hadn’t triggered him. Sadly, there were others who tried to ad-lib innovative survival tactics but died anyway because Ed was governed that night by an unbreakable lust to slaughter for blood.

The most crucial tip, so crucial that it should be relayed right up front, is to never leave the original scene of an attempted kidnapping, especially if you’re in a public or semi-public place. Do everything you can to stay where you are. Even if a would-be kidnapper is threatening you or a loved one at gunpoint or with a knife, chances are strong that the monster will get frustrated and not do his dirty work right then and there. He will not risk being recognized or captured for a meaningless quick kill or injury and the accompanying public body drop—none of which provides the emotional satisfaction he craves. A rapid all-risk, no-reward kill is not what sociopathic serial killers are after to satiate their insane bloodlust. Ed Kemper in particular craved the dead bodies of his victims more than he got off on taking their lives. He ached to play with the often-headless, compliant corpses of his female victims in secured privacy.

If a potential victim, terrified by the sight of a weapon, passively complies with the killer’s demands and literally goes along for the ride, unbelievable and lengthy torture will soon come into play. It’s better to roll the dice and make him or her show their cards immediately at the original location.

Books about the “particular beasts,” which Ryan Becker alluded to at the beginning of this introduction, often focus so much on the killer that his or her victims become nothing more than “cattle.” Although that is true, to some extent, with this deep dive into the savage madness of Edmund Kemper III—it is after all a comprehensive study of the atrocities he committed—the author has taken pains to remember both his long-ago victims and the unique “flower children” era in which they lived and died.

As legendary actress Mae West famously said (with a slight alteration at the end), “Fasten your seatbelts. It’s going to be a bumpy ride
.”






1

A SOCIOPATHIC GIANT IS BORN

[image: ]

Edmund Emil Kemper III, future giant serial killer, had an almost stereotypical budding-sociopath childhood that could have been ripped from the pages of a Law and Order television script. It was unhappy, to say the least. Mostly isolated and without friends, Kemper bounced from Burbank, California, where he was born on December 18, 1948, to Helena, Montana, Big Sky Country, where no animal was safe from his pre-teen and teenaged torture sprees, to the bustling college towns of northern California. Ed was nine when his parents separated in 1957, ending a tumultuous water-and-oil relationship. Edmund II, a World War II Special Forces combat veteran, expressed the same feelings that Ed III would later parrot: to wit, his mother, Clarnell Elizabeth Stage, was an incessant backbiter who made everybody’s life miserable.

“Suicide missions in wartime and the atomic bomb testings were nothing compared to living with her,” Sgt. Ed II once said about life with Clarnell, who constantly derided him for being a lowly electrician, instead of praising him for valiantly serving his country. She repeatedly let him know that she would have preferred a suit-and-tie-wearing, briefcase-carrying college man, not a blue-collar wire splitter. Henpecked into submission, Ed II added that living with her was worse than “three hundred and ninety-six days and nights of fighting on the front. . .” He frequently abandoned her for long spells, starting in 1953, when he first reached his wits’ end. He preferred working on atomic-bomb testing sites in the faraway Pacific islands to being at home with her in Burbank.

For Ed, the result of his severely broken family was the emergence of a distant, seemingly uncaring father, Edmund Emil Kemper Jr., a giant, who at the imposing height of six-foot-eight devoted what little fatherly attention he could muster, to his subsequent wife and stepson, all but abandoning little Ed and his two sisters to his first failed shot at domestic bliss. Ed’s brief attempts to live with his father in Van Nuys were wildly unsuccessful.

To compensate for the missing paternal figure, another woman might have done her best to shower her children with extra love and affection; but Clarnell Kemper, who young Ed viewed as a large, “ugly” six-foot-tall, lumbering beast of a woman, didn’t have that in her. A heavy drinker, she rolled through what some would describe as a meandering, never-satisfied “death march through life.”

Ed’s towering parents were both Avatar/Wookie-like creatures in an era when most American men were three inches under six feet tall, and most women stood under five-four. If young Ed had grown up in a later time, he might have viewed his parents as all but blue-skinned or covered with hair, depending upon his favorite sci-fi fantasy. As it was, there were more than enough Marvel and DC comic books during Ed’s youth to fuel a vision of them as mutant, giant, superhero/super villains.

Starting out as a whopping thirteen-pound baby, Ed III quickly sprouted up way beyond his classmates. One can imagine that Ed viewed himself much as he did his skyscraping parents. The only question was, would he use his physical superiority for good, or evil? He had mixed emotions about the direction his mother was pointing him in.

“She loved me in her way; and, despite all the violent screaming and yelling arguments we had, I loved her too,” Ed said of his mother in an introspective moment with the journalist Marj von Beroldingen in 1973. “She had to manage your life . . . and interfere in your personal affairs.”

Ed was apparently unaware that virtually all mothers are charged with doing just that, even the very good ones. However, the good ones don’t normally banish their eight-year-old sons to a dark, dank, granite-walled basement worthy of a horror-movie set, complete with creaky wooden stairs without guardrails—one of numerous reasons why a young, traumatized Ed often fantasized about killing her.

“My mother and my sisters would go to bed upstairs, where I used to go to bed,” he recalled in a 1991 interview. “I had to go down to the basement. . . . Why am I going to the basement? I’m going to hell, they’re going to heaven.”

Ed’s windowless, prison-like dungeon was minimally equipped with a small bed and a sleeping bag and featured exposed, clanging pipes on the ceiling and a bare light bulb at each end of the 35-foot-long cellar. An ominous old furnace loomed in a corner. The lights were so far apart, and the room so long and dark, that young Ed, after descending the stairs at one end of the basement, had to feel his way through the inky, cluttered passageways each night to locate the string to turn on the second bulb, which is where his bed was. Then he had to go back, turn off the first bulb, and head again for the proverbial distant light. It was a terrifying ordeal for an eight-year-old—and that was just the beginning of his long, lonely night.

Monsters, ghosts, and demons live in such basements. A future horror-movie icon, the hideously burned Freddy Kruger, would imprison and torture neighborhood children in a similar dingy basement. When Ed “sniveled” about it (according to his mother’s description), he said, “I got smacked in the head.” To cope, Ed spent long winter nights staring into “the fires of hell,” the furnace grate that shot eerie shadows on the walls. He made bargains with the resident demons to spare his life. One can imagine what those negotiations entailed.

Clarnell Kemper defended Ed’s banishment, saying she sensed that her odd boy, who was already displaying signs of unnatural thinking, might try to molest his sisters, one of whom was six years older than Ed; the more vulnerable sibling was less than three years younger. The girls tattled to their mom, telling her that Ed had told them he wanted to kiss his teacher, but could only do so if he killed her. Other versions of the story had him killing the teacher after the kiss, and that the teacher was his older sister’s teacher, not his own. Either way, it was a blinking warning red light flashing red-alert from the forehead of an abused child who was developing an extremely sick mind.

“I wanted to kill my mother since I was eight years old. I’m not proud of that.”

How specifically “sick” Ed might be was a question that haunted his mother. A relative’s family had recently been shamed when it was revealed that their son was a homosexual, a big deal in the 1950s. The reason, according to the rumor, was that the boy had grown up too soft and coddled in the post-war happy-days Baby Boomer era. Fearing that Ed III might be heading down the same path, Clarnell felt that she needed to toughen him up by riding him hard. Apparently it didn’t dawn on her that if she stopped riding Ed III’s father so hard, he might have stayed around to act as a manly war-hero role model for her son to emulate.

From Ed’s perspective, any attempts by his mother to make a personal connection with him invariably devolved into fits of rage against Ed’s frequently absent father. He remembered that when his family was together, there was a clear-cut war of the sexes that included his sisters. He and his dad were father/son close, and Ed eagerly absorbed the heroic war stories his towering father told him. The boy ogled the shiny medals his father had been awarded, along with the guns and knives he’d used, many of which he still had around or left behind during his long absences. As with many military fathers, Edmund II proudly showed his son the techniques he’d been taught to kill, up close in hand-to-hand combat, using knives, bayonets, or his bare hands.

Unlike young Ed, the females in the Kemper clan weren’t as enthralled by the horrors of war and weapons of death. His mother complained to her husband about telling such stories and displaying such items. She was also upset that he clearly favored Ed over the more squeamish girls. She railed that he was lenient with Ed—boys will be boys—while being strict with the girls. He argued that boys would be after the girls, so they needed tighter controls.

In turn, Ed II didn’t like the way his wife and daughters picked on Ed and ganged up on him. Clarnell Kemper was even said to sometimes egg on and reward her daughters for tormenting their brother; she seemed to get off on the estrogen-fueled sibling cruelty.

“My mother knew how to taunt men,” Ed once commented. “She knows that men won’t strike her and that a woman has the advantage.”

When his father had had enough of the one-sided taunting and left home temporarily—and permanently later on—Ed felt like he had been abandoned and thrown to the wolves—or, more like, a pack of yammering and taunting female lionesses. At that time, Ed began to wish, and actually pray, not only that his abusive mother and sisters would die, but that everybody else in the world would be erased as well, leaving him to exist in peace. When his father came back home in 1958, he put an end to the traumatizing basement “grave,” but quickly had enough of the same old woman’s world and fled once again. He never returned. The couple officially divorced in 1961.

A stand-in father appeared shortly after Ed II left for good. The forty-five-year-old plumber—Carnell once again married “beneath her,” not a good sign—tried to befriend the boy by taking him fishing and hunting, but they never bonded. On one fishing trip, Ed recalls that he contemplated killing the man with an iron bar, stealing his car, and taking off to be with his real father. Although Ed was only thirteen, the scheme he had in mind wasn’t as preposterous as it sounds. Like many rural and farm boys, he already had some level of experience driving various kinds of motorized vehicles. Since he was exceptionally large for his age, Ed had no trouble reaching the pedals or handling the steering wheel. He actually stood behind his stepfather, heavy plumber’s tool in hand, ready to put his master plan in motion, but thought better of the otherwise poorly formulated scheme and tossed the bar away. Fortunately for the plumber, the marriage crumbled after eighteen months, and he took off without getting brained.

As Ed aged, he began to look more and more like Ed II. As with so many grievously broken marriages, Clarnell Kemper viewed her son as a constant reminder of her failed marriage and missing ex-husband. She was, in Ed’s view, a “man-hater,” who “took her violent hatred of my father out on me.” In retrospect, a number of mental health professionals who have studied the Kemper family, including Dr. Christine Ann Lawson, author of Understanding the Borderline Mother (2000), suspect that Clarnell was a classic case of what is now known as borderline personality disorder. To put it simply, she demonstrated extreme, often violent mood swings, severe dissociative symptoms that might have been related to an abusive upbringing of her own and were fueled by alcohol.

Despite his mother’s poisonous characterization of his dad, Ed missed his father and began searching for celluloid substitutes. He gravitated to John Wayne, a legendary cowboy and action actor of international renown.

“John Wayne was very much like my father, both physically and in his behavior,” Ed would tell authors Margaret Cheney and Stéphane Bourgoin in separate interviews. “My father was a big guy who spoke loudly. Like John Wayne, he had very small feet. When I first went to Los Angeles, I immediately went to put my feet in the footprints of John Wayne, which are immortalized in front of Grauman’s Chinese Theater. I was proud to see that my feet were bigger than his.”

Despite all the churning family dysfunction, young Edward, who was sometimes referred to as “Guy,” to distinguish him from his father and grandfather, was able to develop traits of the normal fun-loving human he might have been, if he’d had a different upbringing. Emphasis on “might have been.” Psychologists have long debated the extent to which environment, nurturing, and DNA influence the violent misfits who shock us and capture our attention.

Whatever the cause, mixed in with Ed’s troubling persona, there was a child who could also display a joyful sense of self-effacing humor and a zest for life; a young boy who would one day feel brief moments of empathy for the families of the young women he slaughtered and hacked apart; a very impressionable young boy who stored away magic-show horror-scene images that burned in his consciousness for decades.

“When I was young—I was about eight or nine years old—I went to this little come-on, it was like a record store or something,” Ed recalled, gesturing wildly in an interview shown on French television. “And they had this crowd of kids there and there was a magic show. . . . You’ve probably seen it, the fake guillotine . . . and they put the potato there. And someone puts their neck in the brace, and they slam this thing down and the potato down below chops in two, but the person’s head doesn’t fall off, right? And everybody gets very fascinated by that: ‘Oh my god!’

“. . . He wanted a volunteer out of the audience. And some quite beautiful little sixteen-year-old girl gets up there, and this big laugh, and they’re all giddy and stuff. And I started getting caught up in this. . . . Right at that moment, I departed reality because, logically, I should have been able to ascertain that that could not happen. You’re not gonna get away with chopping somebody’s head off in the middle of Helena, Montana. But the concept of it was so raw and it was titillating. . . . He had her girlfriend come over and put her hands there to catch her head, so it wouldn’t fall in the basket, you know. And he was making jokes about this.

“I got caught up in this interplay between normal concerns—you don’t want to get a bump on her head—well, hey, if you’re chopping her head off, it doesn’t matter, right? . . . . Everybody let out a shriek and they’re all excited. . . . And as he chops and the potato falls, and her head doesn’t go any place and he unlocks the brace and she gets out laughing, and he gives her some little prize for coming up and participating in the experiment. That’s the first time I’d ever seen a show like that. . . . To be there and watch things like that, you get more caught up in it. And I went from there. That became another piece. That’s . . . the only event in my life that I can align that fascination with, was the fact that she was a very alluring young lady.”

The “fascination” Ed referred to was the concept of beheading. It would be a theme of his childhood. Dolls. Magic shows. Cats. Poultry.

“Something out of my childhood. . . . My father chopping the heads off of our two pet chickens and my mother insisting that I eat them for dinner. We can say it’s something that simple. I don’t think it was. . . . My dad heads out back with a hatchet. I tried to stop it. I got on my bike and rode around the block. I was crying. I’m sure that may have implemented something.”

Ed would display the same mixed emotions to his mother when he beheaded his little sister’s Barbie doll and cut off its hands—as if he didn’t want famed cartoon detective Dick Tracy and the fantasy police to identify the victim by its fingerprints. Ed argued that what he’d done was merely revenge for his sister angrily breaking his prized Mattel Fanner 50 cap gun, a gift from a cousin he had visited in New York. Since Barbie’s head popped off naturally and “could pop right back on” with no damage done, he had to cut off the doll’s hands with a pair of scissors to get his proper revenge. At the time, Ed’s behavior might have been chalked up to routine sibling rivalry; but in retrospect, perhaps it was not so routine.

The mutilation of his sister’s doll was doubly disturbing when Ed claimed to have the power to turn people, female people, into dolls. If what he had done to the Barbie was truly just the act of a child getting even for a ruined toy, the act itself was imprinted on his brain and inflamed something that was broken in his psyche.

During the previously mentioned New York trip, Ed shocked his relatives by making a mad dash to leap off the top of the Empire State Building in Manhattan, apparently wanting to skydive to the bottom, like King Kong. An aunt grabbed him just in time and pulled him back.

Similarly, Ed often stunned his friends by lying down in the street, spread-eagle, forcing cars to stop abruptly, much to the alarm of the motorists. A distracted or drunk driver might have rolled right over Ed. Luckily, the sober, alert driver and passengers, if there were any, would jump out of the vehicle, fearing that the boy had previously been hit and left to die. At that point, Ed would spring up, laugh, and sprint off. It was a dangerous game of “chicken” that Ed had taken to a new level.

Rationalizing, Ed would later conclude that it’s better that some children and teenagers commit suicide or recklessly kill themselves before they grow up to do antisocial things. That something inside them knows the dark path they are headed down. They sense what evil behaviors would manifest in the future. He suggested that society shouldn’t mourn these lost children, but rather understand that what they did was for the best, for the greater good.

As sibling rivalries intensified at home, Ed graduated to killing the family’s Siamese cats, one of which—screeching, clawing, and screaming—he buried alive. Ed was ten years old at the time. He later dug up the cat, which had suffocated, cut off its head, put it on a spike like a trophy, and prayed to it like it was an Egyptian god. Some have speculated that the horrific live burial reflected Ed’s anger at being “buried” in the basement at night; digging up the cat was symbolic of being set free each morning when the door to his dungeon opened; the spiked trophy was Ed’s celebration of a new day of freedom; and the prayers were meant to prevent his entombment from happening again.

Three years later, a second feline, or third, was suddenly attacked, dismembered with a machete and knife, its head displayed on a platter, and its body hidden in a closet. The act was a foretelling of things to come. Ed killed the animal because he felt it favored his little sister Allyn Lee, over him.

Ed sometimes downplayed the cat killings, saying that he’d read about other angry young boys going through similar phases in Dear Abby, a popular syndicated newspaper advice column—an observation that begged the question: Did all these youths grow up to be serial killers, or did they mature into police chiefs, doctors, and lawyers instead?

At other times, playing the Freud card, Ed went as far as to blame his mother’s nagging and favoring his sisters for taking out his anger against the cats. She would beat him with a belt, buckle side out, to inflict the most pain and injury, while threatening him not to scream or cry “ ‘so the neighbors don’t think I’m beating you.’ . . . She beat me senseless with that belt.”

As is often the case with children who aren’t spared the rod, Ed reacted in kind, by paying it forward.

“My mother was there . . . to beat me. She was there to humiliate me. She was there to use me as an example of how inferior men were. . . . It started [for Ed] with surrogates at a non-human level. Physical objects. My possessions. Other peoples’. Destruction of things that are cared about. Then the destruction of things that are living on a lower level. . . . Small animals. Insects. Animals. Then finally people. It started coming to a head again.”

Ed’s monstrous childhood behavior will forever supply the backstory for countless sadistic criminal-on-the-loose television series. Much of the now-routine depiction of pet torturing has been exploited by writers who have studied him. For his part, young Ed Kemper intently took in the cops-and-robbers shows of his era, like Dragnet, but only from the perspective of the criminals.

In rare moments of remorse, Ed would force his sisters, Susan Hughey and Allyn Lee, to play a game he invented called “Gas Chamber.” He had them lead him to a big overstuffed recliner and make believe it was in a gas chamber, or, alternatively, an electric chair. Once seated and tied with cords, Ed would seize up and tremble violently, in pretend agony, until he “died” for his sins.

For Susan, the death games weren’t punishment enough for her brother, who she increasingly saw as a sick demon-child brother. Twice she tried to avenge his violent, aberrant acts—once by pushing him in front of a train, which he managed to dodge, despite being not very fast on his feet. On a second occasion, she shoved him into the deep end of a pool knowing that the big lug couldn’t swim, but Ed’s survival instinct kicked in and, splashing wildly, he made it safely to the edge.

In retaliation, Ed’s rifle went off one day “by accident,” allegedly while he was cleaning it in the living room. The bullet whizzed by little Allyn Lee’s back and burrowed into the wall. Ed’s nonplussed reaction was merely “Oops,” as he went right back to cleaning his rifle.

Not long afterward, when he was thirteen, Ed shot and killed a neighbor’s dog, proving himself to be an equal-opportunity pet assassin. The subsequent outrage from his neighbors and school made Ed a pariah among his peers, who frequently chased and raged at him, to the degree that the police had to be called after one incident. It can be surmised that Ed made no mental connection between the outrage he’d committed and the reaction it had elicited—not then, or ever. Instead, Ed blamed his mental issues on a lack of treatment and proper youth counseling.

“When I was in school, I was called a chronic daydreamer. I saw a counselor twice during junior high and high school, and that was very routine,” he recalled in one of many taped and filmed interviews. “They didn’t ask me a lot of questions about myself, and that was probably the most violent fantasy time I was off into.”

He added: “I always felt like a social outcast. I never managed to find my place. . . . I had problems in public schools. I changed school several times. I was a difficult child at the time. . . . I didn’t kidnap classmates or break windows. I was insolent. I was disobedient and I didn’t do much work. But you know what, that was definitely better than my attitude in the following years, where I was troubled, very calm, and where I hardly spoke. . . . I remained locked in the basement with my dark thoughts. I became interested with everything related to morbidity. I was fascinated by lots of things that revolved around death, destruction, and evil with a capital E.”

Ed’s mental angst followed him into his teens.

“As I started puberty, these fantasies had continued to grow when I was approached by a girlfriend, not physically or sexually, but emotionally. We are the same age, but she is ahead of me, she is aggressive, she is very beautiful. But I was not ready for this type of relationship. She really wanted a physical relationship, kisses, flirting. It terrified me because I didn’t know how to react or control the emotions that germinated in me.”

When Ed wasn’t blaming educational or medical professionals for his issues, he blamed his parents and grandparents for playing ping-pong with him for much of his youth, bouncing him from one home to another. He’d run away from his mom to be with his dad, only to be shipped back home. With mom again, it wouldn’t be long before he was sent to his grandparents. Escaping them, he’d be back with his dad. Then, from his mom’s house, he’d end up with his grandparents again. A clear sense of being unwanted anywhere began boiling up in him.

On Thanksgiving Day, 1963, Ed stole his mother’s car, drove to Butte, Montana, and hopped a bus to Los Angeles. He called his father, then living with his second wife in nearby Van Nuys, to come and fetch him. Explaining the misery and angst of living with his mother—to a sympathetic father—Ed was overjoyed when Ed II said he could live with him for “a while.” What Ed didn’t reveal was the true reason he’d run away from home: the fact that he’d been consumed with an overwhelming, relentless urge to kill his mother.

The elation of the escape and new surroundings didn’t last long. A Christmas trip to his grandparents’ magnificent Sierra Foothills farm in North Fork, California, did not end happily. Ed would be left there by his dad when the visit was over, a decision that crushed him.

“He didn’t want me around, because I upset his second wife,” Ed explained to journalist Marj von Beroldingen in 1973. “My presence gave her migraine headaches.”

Worse yet, after staying with his grandparents, Ed discovered that his father had changed his phone number and kept it unlisted. He was living out the cliché of the child who, coming home from school, discovers that his parents have moved away without leaving a forwarding address.

Unbeknownst to Ed, his mother had rung up Ed II and told him about the cat mutilations and dog shooting. Then, suspecting what he might do, she added: “This ‘Guy’ is a really funny bird. You’re taking a risk by leaving him with your parents. You may be surprised to wake up one morning to learn that they have been killed.”

Ed, of course, viewed things differently.

“I went to live with Dad, and he sends me up to Grandma,” he told the Court TV program Mugshots. “Now she’s going to undo all the terrible things that my mother did to me. I’m going to be a showpiece. She’s going to show the world that my mother was a lousy parent. I’m going to be a pawn in this little game.”

The second Mrs. Kemper’s ominous sixth sense about the boy and her refusal to tolerate his being around proved to be dead on the money. Elfriede Weber was a very attractive Marilyn Monroe-like platinum blonde from Wuppertal, Germany—everything Ed’s mother wasn’t—so it was obvious who his father was going to side with. After all, her glamorous appearance trumped any misgivings Ed II might have had about falling in love with and marrying a woman from an enemy country he had so recently fought against.

Had Ed III been a little bit older and less crazy, he might have understood and tried to get on his beautiful stepmother’s good side, instead of staring creepily at her. The problem was, the only thing he knew about females was that they were extremely mean and intolerant. Beauty aside, a woman with a Brünnhilde-like German accent couldn’t have been what the psychiatrist ordered.

Despite all the misgivings about Ed’s mental state, he was allowed to have a rifle in his early teens, common among rural lads, to satiate his growing affection for shooting things. He celebrated his prize acquisition by blasting every animal he encountered in the surrounding Montana and California neighborhoods and countryside.

The disturbing signs of a violent sociopath in the making were effectively veiled by Ed’s engaging, friendly, gentle-giant personality. The people around him saw what they wanted to see. Few, not even the psychiatric professionals, whom Ed encountered then or later, could clearly see the staggeringly dark places where his “inability to communicate socially, sexually,” would lead him. “I wasn’t impotent,” Kemper said. “I was scared to death of failing in male-female relationships.”

“I knew long before I started killing that I would be killing, that it was going to end up like that. The fantasies were too strong. They were going on too long and were too elaborate.”
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TO GRANDMOTHER’S HOUSE WE GO
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In 1963, within days of his fifteenth birthday, both Ed’s mother and father had had enough of the very troubled teen, and, following a time-honored practice, they dispatched the boy to his paternal grandparents’ seventeen-acre farm in North Fork, California, a rural community in the Sierra Nevada foothills where, presumably his grandparents would reform the miscreant by instilling down-to-earth, old-school values and habits. Prior attempts to move the youth to his father’s residence in Van Nuys had been vigorously rejected by his insightful stepmother. Now at six feet four, 160 pounds, and growing fast, Ed was more than his mother and sisters could handle.

Ed recoiled at the thought of moving to the isolated farm but was left with no choice. Edmund Kemper Senior, seventy-two, and his wife Maude, sixty-six, weren’t thrilled with the decision either.

Initially, things were okay—at least at school. Ed was enrolled in Sierra Joint Union High School in Tollhouse, California, the school district that encompassed the farm. He behaved there and kept mostly to himself, getting average grades. Despite his attention-grabbing size, he did everything he could to ghost the school—making himself nearly invisible—possibly because he knew he wouldn’t be there very long.

At the farm, it was a different story. Things got off to a rocky start and went downhill from there. The .22-caliber hunting rifle Ed brought with him—a gift from Ed Senior the previous Christmas—was taken away by the practical patriarch, at the behest of his grandmother, who didn’t see the point in killing things just for the sake of killing them. And Ed the Third was killing everything in sight—rabbits, gophers, and much to his grandparents’ extra displeasure, every manner of pretty songbird. His grandmother’s scolding and eventual punishment infuriated Ed. Taking the gun away from him was the logical (and usual) punishment for a kill-happy teenage boy; but in Ed’s case, the weapon served as an outlet for his growing aggression.

At his grandparents’ farm, Ed also felt that he was back in the same unpleasant situation he’d endured at home, watching a big man like his grandfather cower and succumb to the whims of a bitter, haranguing woman. It was clear that Maude Kemper wasn’t happy with Ed’s presence. She soon began complaining about the expense of his feeding and upkeep, charges that didn’t make much sense. If there’s one thing large farm families tend to have in abundance, it’s food.

Maude kept a tight rein on her grandson and refused to allow him to go into town to hang out with other kids his own age, who she thought of as rogues and delinquents—the proverbial “bad influence.” Isolation only made Ed feel more trapped. His anger started to simmer, and he began to transfer his hatred of his domineering mother to his domineering grandmother. At the same time, decapitation fantasies were filling his mind again, with vivid memories of the pretty teenager—of her head in the guillotine and the startling sound of the potato as it was chopped in half.

Psychiatrist Donald Lunde, who would later treat Ed, wrote in Murder and Madness (1976) that young, unwanted Ed once again envisioned a world where everyone was dead—all four billion humans. It was a fantasy in which Ed saw himself as the means to that end. Such thoughts prompted Ed to repeatedly describe himself as “a walking time bomb.”

Ed’s beloved weapon of death, the rifle he had learned to operate expertly by taking National Rifle Association classes, was hidden where he couldn’t find it, but during his searches he discovered that his grandfather had an especially cool weapon of his own, a steely .45-caliber pistol, which he’d hidden under a pile of clothes in a bureau drawer. Ed filed away that knowledge and often checked to make sure the pistol was still where he’d found it.

Summertime brought on more dysfunction, as Ed was now around the house all the time. A trip home to momma didn’t go well, as their raging arguments over anything and everything sprang up anew. The reprieve lasted only two weeks until he was dispatched back to the hated farm.

To compound his problems, Ed viewed his grandfather as “senile” and directed his growing hatred of women at his “nagging” grandmother, who “thought she had more balls than any man and was constantly emasculating me and my grandfather to prove it.”

“I couldn’t please her. . . . It was like being in jail,” Kemper told Santa Cruz journalist Marj von Beroldingen in 1974. “I became a walking time bomb.”

Ed began to work over in his mind ways to kill the woman. One death fantasy had him blowing her apart in the outhouse with the rifle he’d retrieved, as she relieved herself. When she wasn’t looking, he often lined her up in both real and imaginary gun sights.

Following what had become a pattern, it was the more attuned female in the household who first began to fear the grandson she had inherited. Possibly because Maude was the object of Ed’s deadly glares, she sensed that he was plotting against her. She suspected that Ed had discovered the hidden pistol and had been tampering with it, so she began taking it with her on her monthly shopping trips into town.

“I saw her big black pocketbook bulging as she went out the door and I said to myself, ‘Why, that old bitch, she’s taking the gun with her, because she doesn’t trust me,” he told von Beroldingen. “I toyed with the idea of calling the chief of police in Fresno and telling him ‘there’s a little old lady walking around town with a forty-five in her purse and she’s planning a holdup,’ and then give him my grandmother’s description.”

Such a “prank” would have paled in comparison to what Ed eventually did, considering the fact that he had far more fulfilling options. It was the summer of 1964, after all, and much of America—and the world—was still buzzing over the Beatles, a new rock and roll band from England that had recently completed their fourth record-setting appearance on the Ed Sullivan television show. The Beatles, whose seminal performances had been viewed by more than 200 million people, were in the process of changing the world, from music to entertainment to hairstyles and fashion. The band’s emergence on the American scene would kick off an era—the counterculture of the 1960s—when youth was king. Unlike any time before or since, teenagers and young adults influenced every aspect of society from the arts to politics, and even war.

Ed Kemper, at fifteen, was the perfect age to embrace and experience it all. Literally millions of unhappy and rebellious young people, many from dysfunctional homes, would soon find new meaning for their existence in causes and interests as disparate as the anti-war movement, religious cults, communes, and the sexual revolution. Not least of all, they embraced LSD guru Timothy Leary’s call to “turn on, tune in, drop out.”

The Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco was destined to be the epicenter of the movement, with young adults and runaway teenagers flocking to the northern California city in droves from all over the nation and world. It was a fabulous time to be young and alive.

Although Ed Kemper was close enough to this vibrant explosion of psychedelic hope and mind-blowing altered states to literally feel the vibe, none of it was sinking in. He was too far gone. Angry at his personal world, bored, and growing more and more deranged, Ed boiled over one late summer afternoon, on August 27, 1964, while angrily watching his grandmother peck away at her typewriter. Maude had experienced some success writing adventure stories about young boys and was working on a new tale for Boys’ Life magazine titled “Fire in the Cannon.” Ed no doubt found it wildly and maddeningly ironic that the fictional characters his grandmother created were having a much better life than the meager existence she was providing for him.

Maude Kemper noticed Ed staring at her with the horrifying expression she had observed before. She snapped at him to cut it out. Ed angrily grabbed his beloved .22 rifle from a rack by the kitchen (he had talked his way into getting it back from his grandfather), summoned his eager dog, and said he was going out to shoot some rabbits and gophers. Maude scolded him again about shooting birds, which enraged Ed even more. After leaving the house, he turned and peered at her through the screen door. This was the moment of truth, the moment he had dreamed about. He raised his rifle, aimed at the back of her head, and fired through the screen. Maude slumped forward onto the table where she’d been typing. Feeling a rush, Ed fired two more times, hitting Maude in the back.

Initiating the modus operandi—overkill—which would one day be identified as his particular hallmark, Ed then went into the kitchen, retrieved a carving knife, and stabbed the elderly woman in the back a few times for good measure.

“I didn’t think she was dead and didn’t want her to suffer,” he later explained.

But Ed was an expert shot, and the first bullet had done the trick. He wrapped his grandmother’s bloody head in a towel and then unceremoniously dumped her body in the bedroom.

Pivoting from the first phase of a full-blown sociopathic meltdown, Ed realized that slaughtering his grandmother was only part one of a necessary two-part murder spree. Part two didn’t take long. Returning home from running errands in his coughing and sputtering old farm truck, an unsuspecting Edmund Emil Kemper Sr. nodded, smiled, and waved to his grandson as he began unloading food and supplies from the truck. Ed returned the greeting and then sneaked up closer to his grandfather, blasting him in the back of the head. To hide the carnage from any pesky neighbors—although they lived at a distance from the farm—Ed dragged his grandfather into the garage and washed the blood from his hands with a garden hose. He tried to do the same with a puddle of sticky blood that had accumulated in the dirt by the side of the truck but was frustrated when he had only moderate success.
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A remote farmhouse in Madera County, California, circa 1910. Kemper’s paternal grandparents’ seventeen-acre farm in North Fork, California, was similarly isolated, although the surrounding community was tight.

Back inside the house, Ed had a passing thought about undressing his dead grandmother and exploring her body sexually to satisfy his carnal curiosity, but he shook it from his mind as being too perverted.

Down the road, with a string of other murders, Ed Kemper would demonstrate the same resistance to confronting his victims face to face. He had shot both his grandparents in the back of the head to avoid witnessing the terror in their eyes when they realized what was about to happen. This avoidance was perplexing for a boy—and then the man he would become—who craved killing and got off on experiencing the death of animals and people up close and so very personal. And yet it would be part of Ed’s cowardly MO from that point on, even during the shocking post-mortem rapes he’d commit later.

At that moment, however, the teenage Ed had more pressing concerns—what to do about the bloody, skull-shattered corpses of his grandparents. Emerging from his sociopathic stupor, Ed lifted his grandfather’s body from the floor of the garage, dragged it into the farmhouse, stuffed it in a closet, and then contemplated his next move. His first thought was to shoot and kill whoever eventually came by and discovered what he had done.

“Anybody that came up there that gave me a funny look, or a fisheye, or a quizzical look, I would have blown their brains out. If I had been in a [crowded] city, I would have been a mass murderer at fifteen. . . . My back hit that wall and I came out screaming and kicking and shooting. I was raging inside.”

Volcanic emotions on that level can be difficult to maintain, and young Ed was no exception. As his blood stopped boiling, he simultaneously experienced a biological crash.

“It made it worse to be on top of a mountain . . . I was literally on top of a mountain when it happened. And I could sense everybody in the world would stop what they were doing, turning around, saw what I did and were coming to get me.”

Oddly, instead of waiting to shoot it out with neighbors and police, Ed had thoughts of his mother. His much-hated mother. Surely she would know what to do. He uncradled the receiver of a heavy rotary phone and spun the numbers on the dial that would connect him to mommy in Helena, Montana. Not quite the hardened monster he would mature into, Ed was overcome with fear, sobbing wildly while fessing up to what he had done. Almost as if she’d expected it, Clarnell calmly told him to sit tight while she alerted the local Madera County sheriff. Always distrustful of his parents and grandparents, Ed doubled down and called the police himself, while they were en route, just to make sure.

Clarnell Kemper wasted no time in calling her despised ex-husband to tell him “I told you so.” She had earlier warned her scoffing ex that Ed III was going to kill Ed Junior’s parents with the very rifle his father had given the disturbed teenager.

When the police arrived, Ed was sitting calmly on the front porch. He had composed himself enough to give a concise and emotionless explanation of what he had done.

“I just wanted to see what it felt like to kill grandma,” he famously intoned.

The teenager added that he had contemplated making it a triple play by killing himself but didn’t want to leave a mess for the police to find—an astoundingly preposterous statement, but it wasn’t completely devoid of logic. He had in fact cleaned up his grandfather, but his attempts to do the same for his grandmother were less successful.

Analyzing Ed years later, renowned Stanford professor and psychiatrist Dr. Donald Lunde would conclude: “In his way, he had avenged the rejection of both his father and his mother.”

The double murder was a shocking turn of events in the small rural community, particularly since it was a brutal relative-on-relative homicide. Farm families and communities were tight. If there was anything they feared, it was the specter of drifters, like the ones who had killed an entire family in a small farming community in Kansas just five years earlier. (Truman Capote would publish In Cold Blood, a gripping account of the murders, in 1966.) The last thing they expected to happen was someone’s deranged grandchild going off.

The only conceivable upside to the tragedy, given its magnitude, was that Ed Kemper would be put away before he could do more damage.
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A PLACE OF COMFORT AND HEALING
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Hulking-grandson-turned-sadistic-murderer Edmund Kemper III was generously placed in liberal California’s Youth Authority juvenile court system. Found to be suffering from schizophrenia—the diagnosis du jour for all such antisocial behaviors—he was eventually moved from Juvenile Hall on December 6, 1964, to the politically incorrectly named Atascadero State Hospital for the Criminally Insane. Not surprisingly, the young sociopath had finally found a happy home! He was a psychopathic killer in the world of psychology, psychiatry, peopled by various practitioners of mental gymnastics and endless wordplay that delved deep within the morass of his damaged mind and soul. It was a sociopath’s version of heaven.

For Ed, the only downside was that Atascadero was an adult facility where the average age of the 1,600 hardcore, mentally unbalanced inmates was thirty-six. That, and the fact that the overcrowded buildings housed a few dozen murderers along with a whopping eight hundred sex offenders. Under those circumstances, any fifteen-year-old who was sent to such a place would be dead meat, repeatedly used as a sodomy toy by older inmates; but Ed’s judge, outraged by the boy’s heartless murders, and undoubtedly noting his unusual height, sent him to Atascadero nonetheless. Ed’s size would indeed become his best protection, and, despite his tender age, he survived unmolested.

Instead of suffering nightly carnal indignities, Ed experienced much welcomed treatment, testing, and study. The budding physical giant was discovered to have a high IQ of 136, which surprised Ed himself, who was thought to be thick by other children because of his hulking size. A second series of tests was given, which is unusual, as IQ tests are generally given only once in a person’s life. In Ed’s case, the second test was possibly administered because staffers didn’t believe the results of the first. On the other hand, there was little else to do with a teenager in an adult mental hospital, where the lockdown was 24/7; and in any case, Ed enjoyed taking tests and showing off his brain power.

The second time he was tested, Ed’s score jumped to 145, higher than 99 percent of the population. Ed was not only evil: he was now a certified “Evil Genius,” a designation that pleased him to no end.

“Ed is a bright fellow. That was obvious when you talked to him,” commented Atascadero staff doctor William Schanberger. “He was a model patient.”

The Atascadero shrinks also threw out Ed’s one-size-fits-all diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia and replaced it with an endless series of their own jargon-filled diagnoses: Personality Trait Disturbance, Passive-Aggressive type, Negativistic Personality Disorder, Borderline, Histrionic, Paranoid, Dependent, Antisocial, Avoidant Personality Disorder, etc.

They based their diagnoses on the fact that Ed showed “no flight of ideas, no interference with thought, no expression of delusions or hallucinations, and no evidence of bizarre thinking.”

No evidence of bizarre thinking? Ed had been a bizarre thinking machine almost from the cradle!

For the psych-heads at Atascadero, the traits and revealing symptoms of deeply diagnosed disorders like Ed’s were expressed in phrases like: passively resists fulfillment of routine social and occupational tasks; complains of being misunderstood and unappreciated by others; sullen and argumentative; expresses envy and resentment toward those apparently more fortunate; voices exaggerated and persistent complaints of personal misfortune; alternates between hostile defiance and contrition; complains of being misunderstood and unappreciated by others.

For his part, Ed was sopping up the shrink-speak that explained his various disorders like a dry sponge: overtly ambivalent, wavering indecisively from one course of action to its opposite; an intense conflict between dependence on others and the desire for self-assertion; self-confidence is often poor despite a superficial boldness; they foresee the worst possible outcome for most situations, even those that are going well; they have an outlook of always being defeated, which can evoke hostile and negative responses from others who are subjected to the complaints of these individuals.

Teenage Ed could now cherry-pick a multitude of psychiatric conditions to explain everything that ailed him. He was no longer just an ordinary dog-and-cat-killing “psycho perv creep,” as his fellow students and family members viewed him. He was a “victim” suffering from “Borderline, Histrionic, Paranoid, Dependent, Antisocial, and Avoidant Personality Disorders!”

Disorders—plural—no less!

“Generally, what you’ll find is that the child will pursue these silent fantasies,” explains Col. Robert Ressler, the legendary FBI agent and psychological profiler, whose job was to identify and smoke out dangerous sociopaths, not treat and release them. “In the adolescence, the sexual elements will come on board . . . that develop along the lines of using people as an object rather than a partner. They want to do something to somebody, not with somebody.”

Ed told authorities that he masturbated numerous times a day at Atascadero. Some of his doctors viewed the behavior as an acceptable and normal release, as were the sometimes violent fantasies that came with it.

Meddling FBI alarmists aside, the doctors at Atascadero were not only giving Ed clinical terms to describe his behaviors; they were inadvertently teaching him how to respond to them. By tossing their ten-cent medical terms right back at them, Ed could feed his doctors exactly what they wanted to hear. He was “getting it” and was therefore going 90 miles per hour down the superhighway of recovery!

In Canadian author and filmmaker Peter Vronsky, PhD’s 2004 book, Serial Killers: The Method and Madness of Monsters, one of Ed’s early doctors reportedly said, “He was a very good worker, and this is not typical of a sociopath. He really took pride in his work.”

A proverbial “model prisoner,” Ed was allowed to join the Junior Jaycees, from the nut house, and was given a shiny pin that he cherished for the rest of his life.

“Basically, I was born there, you know,” Ed told interviewer Marj von Beroldingen in 1974. “I have a lot of fond memories of the place. . . . And I don’t know anybody else who has,” he added, laughing at the irony. “I grew up there.”

The educational environment at Atascadero shifted Ed into his gregarious, outgoing, and socially pleasant side. He readily accepted interviews, psychological testing, and endless counseling from anyone who offered it. He became so deeply involved in the science of the brain that he began to fancy himself as more of a staff counselor and psychologist than a deranged, grandparent-murdering sociopath. Ed took to the education and training he was receiving so well at Atascadero that he was assigned to the facility’s psychiatric laboratory, where he assisted in administering treatment and exams to fellow patients. His doctors viewed this as a sign of rapid healing and recovery.

“I helped to develop some new tests and some new scales on MMPI. . . . You’ve probably heard of it . . . the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory,” he boasted to von Beroldingen. “I helped to develop a new scale on that, the ‘Overt Hostility Scale.’ . . . How’s that for an . . . ironic note? There we go, it was an ironic note that I helped to develop that scale.”

Mindhunter (1995) coauthor and pioneering FBI criminal profiler John Douglas (along with Special Agent Robert R. Ressler, coauthor of Whoever Fights Monsters [1992]), interviewed and studied Kemper. Douglas wrote that Ed used his big brain to memorize twenty-eight “correct” responses to routine psychological assessment questions. The goal of which, of course, was to con his doctors and gain his eventual release into society.

As with so many young criminals before him, dating back to the 1930s bank robber John Dillinger and others like him, Ed eagerly absorbed the skills and various psychoses of those around him.

An unintended consequence of mental hospitals and prisons is that they frequently serve as graduate-level educational facilities for those who intend to further their criminal activities upon release. Ed was no exception. In his case, he gravitated to a multitude of rapists and other sex offenders who gladly shared the details of their conquests, experiences, and techniques—most of which merged sexuality with dominance and violence—in self-glorifying detail. The remorse feigned in official daytime group discussions with the doctors was nowhere to be heard in any of the private after-hours bull sessions. In the evenings, the degenerate offenders gleefully relived, in penetrating detail, their sexual attacks without shame or guilt. Ed, the budding pseudo-psychiatrist, nonetheless found that he enjoyed the unfettered accounts far better than the sanitized ones.

The stories added rocket fuel to Ed’s own perverse fantasies. The teen not only studied what his new teachers had done, he paid particular attention to what they had done wrong. Some had picked a woman they knew, in their circle of friends or coworkers. That was a sure route to prison. Others jumped their victims in too public a place and got caught. Virtually all had left witnesses. Even before the pre-CSI age, they had been sloppy and left fingerprints and other forensic evidence that could be used against them. Ed sucked it up and filed it all away for future use. Unlike his feckless cellmates, he wasn’t going to make the same litany of errors.

Of course, Ed was smart and conniving enough to not share any of this schooling with his favorite Atascadero shrinks. Around them, he remained the perfect patient. Learning from the others, he leaned on the biggest con in the prison lexicon—a faked religious conversion. There are no atheists in prison, as the saying goes, because God-haters don’t get paroled. Heeding that wisdom, Ed took to reading a Bible and enjoyed talking Biblical history and analyzing verses with other practicing or fake converts.
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Atascadero state mental hospital in San Luis Obispo County, California in 2006.

Ever the popular study subject with an always friendly, totally unthreatening countenance, Ed had consciously or subconsciously convinced his array of doctors that he was “healed” and, clearly, no longer a threat to society. Much of that belief was based on the collective egos of his doctors, nurses, and other dedicated staff members, who desperately wanted to believe in their life’s work, to believe that people, especially juveniles like Ed Kemper, could in fact be cured, rehabilitated, and go on to live happy, productive, violence-free lives. They needed that gold star on their resumes, the reassurance that all their work and study had not been wasted. Ed had astutely psychoanalyzed his own doctors, sensing their overwhelming need to heal, feel self-empowered, and pigeonhole him in the box of their prior schooling. They played right into his hands.

Showing his true feelings toward his shrinks, Ed once colorfully described them as charlatans who “. . . put on their feathers, put on their paint, they get their rattles, they hop around and go into the witch doctor routine. That I resent.”

Some of Ed’s future doctors claimed that they would have been aware of his games and begrudged his resentment. They, of course, had the benefit of 20/20 hindsight.

“Kemper was very smart. He knew what psychiatrists and psychologists wanted to hear,” confirms Louis B. Schlesinger, forensic psychologist and Professor of Psychology at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, in the documentary Real Life Mindhunter Killer—Was Edmund Kemper Born to Kill? “He knew the criteria for different diagnoses. They treated him and I think they thought they cured him.”

Joel Fort, iconoclastic psychiatrist and professor of criminology at the University of California, Berkeley, concurred. “Because of his intelligence and work in the psychology section at Atascadero, [Ed] finds it very easy to mislead and fool traditional psychiatrists and psychologists in and out of hospitals and jails, allowing them to hear what their standardized questions indicate to him they want to hear.”

One can imagine that Ed saw himself as the embodiment of Eddie Haskell, the infamous scammer from the Leave It to Beaver television series, which ran from 1957 to 1963 and is still aired in syndication to this day. Eddie, a friend of Beaver’s All-American big brother Wally, was a conniving, ridiculing, hazing, smart-mouthed “creep” when hanging with his peers. His tone changed dramatically, however, when he spoke to adults, especially a suburban housewife like Mrs. Ward Cleaver, Beaver and Wally’s perfectly coiffed and outfitted mother. Viewers found Eddie’s extreme politeness and his fawning, wildly exaggerated, and insincere compliments highly amusing. That was essentially how Ed Kemper related to his doctors, albeit on a less obvious level that was played for keeps, not laughs. Unlike the skeptical Mrs. Cleaver, the high-level brains fell for it.

As far as we know, there wasn’t a single Dr. Samuel Loomis, the fictional psychiatrist from the famed Halloween movies, in the crowd at Atascadero. Dr. Loomis fearfully saw through a façade that was similar to Ed’s and recognized the murderous evil that lurked inside the boy-killer who had developed into a large, frightening, grown-up murder machine—the Captain Kirk–mask-wearing Michael Myers. Nobody at Atascadero sounded the alarm when this real-life version of Michael Myers, Jason Voorhees—both Ed-sized monsters—Freddy Kruger and mother-killing Norman Bates—was said to be cured of his homicidal rage.

However, Dr. William Schanberger, a staff psychiatrist at the hospital, did express concerns about Ed’s social life once he was on the outside, as relayed in Peter Vronsky’s book Serial Killers:


Here we have a young man, 21, 22, probably never had a date in his life. Probably has the usual interests and needs to connect with women. What can you tell someone about yourself? That I murdered my grandparents and I was in a mental hospital for the last five years of my life? I can’t imagine how difficult it had to be. That doesn’t excuse anything. In my mind it describes the situation.



The “situation” Schanberger described was, at best, only a partial description of what Ed might have to fight to suppress one day. Who could blame him for not telling anyone that he had been nurtured in a mental hospital for the criminally insane, learning at the feet of eight hundred unrepentant sex offenders?

After spending five years with adults in the Cuckoo’s Nest, Ed was sent to serve out the rest of his juvenile term at the California Youth Authority. Despite the snake-pit aspect of many of the holding cells, Ed behaved well there, staying out of trouble. Much of his success had to do with his now-overwhelming size. At a full six-foot-nine, 275 pounds, his fellow angry young men knew better than to mess with such a physical beast. To put Ed’s humongous size in perspective, the vast majority of National Basketball Association players in 1969—in a sports league where height rules—were not as tall as Ed. Wes Unseld, the powerful Hall of Fame NBA center, who started his career in the 1968–69 season, stood two inches shorter than Ed. Even in 2021, despite the influx of seven-foot, skyscraping players from around the world, the average height of an NBA player is only six-foot-seven—still two inches shorter than Ed was a half century ago.

The 2020 heavyweight world boxing champion, the massive “baddest man on the planet,” Tyson Fury, weighed in at six-foot-nine, 275 pounds, exactly Ed Kemper’s size in 1969.

And that’s measuring the NBA and boxing, where giants are the norm. In 2021, only four percent of American men are six feet two or taller.

“When I walk into a room, everyone immediately looks at me because I’m the tallest person they’ve ever seen,” Ed lamented. “The conversations stop, and all eyes turn on me. And the irony of the thing is that the shortest kid is infuriated because he has always dreamed of being the center of attention. I absolutely do not want to be the center of this attention, I want to blend into the crowd. . . . At school, I was constantly harassed by smaller kids.”

In another interview, Ed said that throughout his life, some girls and women would actually scream in terror when encountering him for the first time, as if he wasn’t human, but rather some kind of beastly creature from the Jurassic era.

At age twenty-one, Incredibly Big Ed Kemper III, the con man who had outsmarted his shrinks, was stamped as fully rehabilitated, ready to rejoin society.
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A VERY SICK MONSTER IS RELEASED INTO SOCIETY
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On December 18, 1969, Big Ed Kemper, now a fully grown, near-seven-foot giant of a homicidal monster, was released on parole from Atascadero, with a high school General Education Diploma (GED) in hand. The murder of his grandparents had long been forgotten and, on Ed’s release, there were no alarms from the media or warnings to the surrounding community—or any community where Ed would choose to live—that a ticking time bomb was on the way. Despite his ominous size and appearance, he emerged from Atascadero like a ghost—unknown and unnoticed by anyone.

There was simply way too much going on that year for anybody to worry about Ed. America had landed a man on the moon. A weekend rock concert in upstate New York had attracted a party hardy crowd of 400,000 “hippies” and flower children. On the crime front, Hollywood and the world were in shock over a two-night rampage resulting in the grisly murders of celebrities, beautiful people, and a wealthy businessmen and his wife. The murders were later determined to have been enacted by a cult of mostly female hippies and runaways ruled by a scruffy ex-con named Charles Manson. The investigation, arrests, and trial of the Manson Family dominated the media for years. Many cite the murders as the end of the hippie/flower-children era of the 1960s.

As always, however, the completely autocentric Ed Kemper was largely oblivious to all of it. Instead of getting himself up to speed on hip culture, as ex-con Manson had done, and immersing his still-youthful self into the sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll culture of nearby San Francisco, and using his superior psychological intellect to attract a harem of attractive young sexual playthings, as Manson had done, Ed reverted. He lapsed into the person he had been before he happily became the Granny-killing Prince of the Nut House. Reclusive, often sullen, and socially inept in the outside world, Ed once again began to struggle mentally and socially.

Given that just about everyone else in his generation was adrift, happily high on weed, it was ironic that Ed—who was the antithesis of a “stoner”—bore the last name, “Kemper,” the word in Dutch for someone who grows or uses hemp, aka marijuana.

“When I got out on the street, it was like being on a strange planet,” Kemper would lament to his go-to journalist “friend,” Marj von Beroldingen in Front Page Detective magazine. “People my age were not talking the same language. I had been living with people older than I was for so long that I was an old fogey.”

Feeling ancient, out of place, out of sorts, and low instead of high, Ed snared a mindless laborer’s job with the California State Public Works/Division of Highways. It was the same state agency under which his slain grandfather had toiled as an electrician before retiring to the farm. Fellow workers nicknamed Ed III “Forklift” because of his ability to carry a 92-pound bag of cement in each of his massive arms.

Although Forklift had the strength and body for physical labor, he didn’t have the mind for it. He was too intelligent, and his thoughts were always racing, needing to feed on something. While lugging 184 pounds of powdered cement, he began to daydream about being able to legally carry a weapon and dominate people. As with so many other rough-and-tumble can-go-either-way juveniles before him, Ed wanted to become a police officer. He ached for people to “respect my athoratiiii.” To do so, he had to get his troublesome juvenile records sealed, a task that required conning two more psychiatrists. For Ed, that wouldn’t be a problem. If he had learned anything in the past six years, it was how to snow egotistical psychiatrists.

What Ed hadn’t learned, however, was how to fit into a bold new youth-oriented society. In The Killing of America, a 1982 documentary filmed by Leonard Schrader and Sheldon Renan, Ed described his first date.

“Three months after I was out, I was back into the fantasy bay. My first date was an absolute disaster. It wasn’t her fault, you know. And I didn’t blame her even then. . . . It was awful. Wasn’t sexual or . . . I was just such a dork, taking her to a John Wayne movie and at Denny’s. It was terrible. I’d never been on a date! At 16 that was cool, you know? . . . I was locked up since I was 15, but I can’t tell her that, ‘Oh gee, don’t mind me,’ you know. She got kinda hung up on my looks or whatever, I mean, she’s a gorgeous young lady, pure class, and she saw something there that wasn’t there, and boy, did she find out quick.”

Ed’s first date probably involved a trip to his favorite movie house, the Del Mar theater on Pacific Avenue in Santa Cruz. An art deco-style triplex built in 1936, it showed John Wayne’s latest films, along with both independent and foreign-language offerings.

Luckily the unnamed beauty—who may never have put it all together—encountered Ed early in his release and lived to date another day.

Filmmaker Shrader, however, decidedly did not meet Ed at a more peaceful time.

“I’ve killed you,” Ed told Shrader during a break in the shoot. “I’ve killed everybody I’ve ever met in my mind.”

Despite being strongly advised to avoid the salmon-like urge to return home to live with his mother (Ed’s “trigger” as some psychiatrists surmised), Ed did precisely that, feeling that he had no other option or landing zone. The state didn’t object and released him into her care. A third henpecked stepfather had already come and gone while Ed was hanging with the rapists and perverts at Atascadero, so the coast was clear. But all was not well. Not even close. Ed knew then, to a degree, that the move was a mistake, and that realization would become much stronger as the years passed.

“The state of California . . . says: ‘We are taking your son away because you must be an unfit mother. He’s a murderer. He kills people.’ . . . I try to look at it from her point of view. ‘If you could raise your son right, he wouldn’t kill people, lady. We’re taking him.’ . . . Those bureaucrats took me away from her. . . . That must have really tore at her. . . . I became a cancer in her life. I reminded her every day what a rotten mother she must be. I’m not saying she was. . . . She must be a rotten mother. Look what the state did for me, and she couldn’t. . . . That must have really tore at her. . . . That’s the one furnace they should not have put me back in, because, hey, she had no help on the other end.”

Digging deeper, a number of Ed’s doctors have viewed his return to the womb as a form of “Stockholm Syndrome,” otherwise known as “trauma bonding,” which occurs when someone is drawn to another person, usually someone familiar, who has experienced similar and/or shared past traumas. Ed was seeking solace from someone who was, possibly, as mentally ill as he was. The childhood abuse Ed had suffered from his mother, and the abuse she may have suffered as a child herself, merged in their violent confrontations with each other.

Tuning in to the same dark frequency, however, was not a healthy solution to Ed and Clarnell’s joint and separate problems. Flash back to the dutiful salmon, driven to suffer great risks, fatigue, and hardships while traveling hundreds of miles from the ocean to the streams, inlets, and rivers where they were spawned, only to wear out and die, at the end, trying to return to the sea. It would be that or being eaten by ravenous bears, coming or going. . . .

Ed nonetheless moved into his mother’s latest duplex at 609A Ord Street, near Santa Cruz. Clarnell had lived there since 1965 so she could be near her job as an administrative assistant to the provost of Adlai E. Stevenson College, a residential college at the University of California, Santa Cruz. Stevenson College, as it’s known colloquially, was named after the former governor of Illinois and Democratic Party presidential candidate in both the 1952 and 1956 elections. (Stevenson lost to Republican General Dwight D. Eisenhower both times.) He served as the United States Ambassador to the United Nations from 1961 to 1965. Stevenson College began as the host of the linguistics department as well as various humanities, social sciences, and arts. That Clarnell had been selected for the job at the school’s inception spoke well of her intellectual abilities, pleasant social interactions in an educational setting, and history of workplace success. It was a dichotomy that mystified and often angered her adult son.

Ed complained, “She was Mrs. Wonderful on the campus, had everything under control. When she comes home, she lets everything down and she’s just a pure bitch. Busts her butt being super nice at work and comes home at night and is a shit.”

Clarnell, who still frequently hit the bottle hard in her off-hours, took to transforming into Mrs. Hyde and riding Ed as if he’d never left home. Even when she was supposedly doing her left-handed son a favor, it was always psychologically left-handed.

“She was always trying to get me to go out with girls who were just like her . . . friends of hers from the campus,” Ed reminisced in 1974, referring to his “ugly, awkward” mom and her work associates in and around university communities. “I may not be so much to look at myself, but I have always gone after pretty girls.”

Those statements from the affable side of Ed were offered as if they were striking and novel revelations about human preferences, as opposed to stating the obvious. In Ed’s case, he might have had a preference for “pretty girls,” over the ones with the proverbial great personalities; but he was, and would forever be, admittedly inept at basic interaction with any of them.

As with Ed’s father, Clarnell’s issue with Ed was that he wasn’t living up to her standards—or those of the upwardly mobile college coeds who surrounded her at work. She railed at his lazy beer-drinking ways, menial jobs, and lack of ambition. Clarnell was also rebounding from her third failed marriage, which helped fuel the fire. Ed had mostly escaped the stepfathers from those marriages, due to his bouncing around and incarceration. Now, tiring of her “heavy-voiced” linguistically adept haranguing, Ed moved to Alameda with a friend, but managed his money and friendship so badly that he often ended up right back with his mother.

Getting his bearings, Ed discovered that Santa Cruz and the surrounding cities were replete with higher educational facilities—the famously radical University of California at Berkeley was a mere seventy-five miles away, with the sprawling San Jose State in between. Ed briefly joined the scene himself, signing up for criminal law classes at a local satellite community college. He wanted to become a police officer, but discovered to his dismay that area departments had both a minimum and maximum height requirement. He was way over the max.

Neither was Ed Kemper, familicide murderer, able to sign up for the usual legally mandated post-incarceration supervision. This time, his size wasn’t the issue; the generous California parole system was liberal to the max, and despite the counseling-starved Ed’s efforts, they simply forgot about him.

“I didn’t have the supervision I should have had once I got out,” Kemper would lament to von Beroldingen. “Two weeks after I was on the streets, I got scared because I hadn’t seen anyone. . . . I was supposed to see my parole officer every other week and a social worker the other week. I never did.

“Finally, I called the district parole office and asked if I was doing something wrong. . . . Was I supposed to go to my parole officer, or would he come to see me? I asked.”

Kemper relayed that the man on the phone had curtly asked him, “What’s the matter, you got a problem?” When Kemper told him “No,” the man replied, “Well, we’re awfully busy with people we have; we’ll get to you.”

No one ever “got to him.”

Instead, Big Ed Kemper got to them. “Them” being the perky and pretty college coeds swarming all around him.

Before that messy descent, however, Ed made another desperate attempt to seek support to fend off the darkness that was creeping into his damaged soul. Being on the outside now, and forced to interact with his family, ignited pangs of guilt over what he had done to his grandparents. His mother needed no apologies, as Ed’s victims weren’t her parents, and she had nothing but disdain for her former mother-in-law, a feeling that was mutual. But Ed’s father was a different story. The victims were his parents, and he had been the one, over his ex-wife’s dire warnings, who had left his very unhappy and disturbed man-child with his aging parents on the farm.

Ed tracked down his father’s new phone number and address through an electrician’s union and reached out to him. Ed II, who wasn’t really happy about it, refused to invite his murderous son to his home. He was keenly aware of how much his wife had feared and been repulsed by Ed before he killed her in-laws. He could only imagine how she would react to the now-giant child turned savage killer. Instead, he agreed to meet his wayward son at a local restaurant. Ed understood.

“When I came out [of juvenile detention], she was going to have a heart attack if I came around,” he acknowledged, regarding his stepmom.

By all accounts, the meeting went remarkably well, considering the circumstances. They ate, talked, drank beer, and got along okay—blood being thicker than Schlitz, to turn a phrase. They even playfully argued over the bill—Ed II whipped out the cash to pay for it.

“I knew he never had ‘bread,’ but we took the opportunity to solve all our problems, about the grandparents, and he told me he had forgiven me.”

At that moment, face-to-face, Ed II played nice. But he obviously didn’t go away feeling all was forgotten. Ed III seemed to sense it as well. The pair would never meet again. Ed later admitted “he blew it” with his dad the moment he aimed the .22 rifle at the back of his grandmother’s head.

In 2017, Ed II’s subsequent stepson, using a pseudonym to speak with British media, gave the matter a clearer perspective. He reported that his father was forever haunted by his decision to leave Ed III with his parents that Christmas.

“It was a fatal mistake. My father never forgave himself for that and only on his deathbed forgave ‘Guy’ for what he did. Susan [Ed’s older sister] arranged a phone call between Guy, my dad, and a minister while my dad was dying in the hospital.”

Ed III’s father, who was destined to suffer from the knowledge of even more horrific tragedies at the hands of his monstrously violent son, died in Los Angeles fourteen years after their sit-down, on January 19, 1985.

Still trying to fit into the outside world and get his bearings, Ed purchased a motorcycle so he could feel like a California Highway Patrol CHiP cop. He drove it wildly and erratically, wrecking it twice, breaking his arm, and suffering from a concussion in the process when he was hit by a car driven by a woman. The resulting severe fracture required the insertion of a metal plate. He used a $15,000 pain-and-suffering insurance settlement (worth nearly $100,000 today, taking in inflation) to purchase a safer mode of transportation—a boat-sized, 18-foot-long yellow two-door Ford Galaxie 500, which he equipped—like a police cruiser—with a radio transmitter, a microphone, and a big whip antenna, which he later removed because it made the black-roofed car too noticeable. With the new vehicle, Ed was now able to pick up the pretty young hitchhikers he saw virtually everywhere he went, in and around the nearby colleges and universities—an added benefit.

Ed believed the young girls he picked up were “stupid” to be taking such a risk, and felt it was justified if anything bad happened to them. He began giving the girls rides, roaming as far north as the Oregon border, 300 miles away, and as far south as Santa Barbara, 200 miles to the south. During those long and short trips, he studied the girls closely to ascertain what they were about, what their interests were, and what worked and didn’t work while conversing with them. During this time, he quickly learned that his early 1960s short “square” cop-like hairstyle was way uncool and made the girls uneasy. So he grew it out, fluffed it up, and added longer sideburns to go with a thicker, more drooping mustache. After the hip transformation, the pickups went somewhat more smoothly. At the same time, he started feeding his mind with violent sexual fantasies about what he could have done to, and with, his new roadside friends.

“When someone put their hand on my car-door handle, they were giving me their life.”

Such monstrous playing-god thoughts were not to remain fantasies, however. Ed began outfitting his car with “kill kits.” Various knives, swords, towels, blankets, garrotes, ropes, belts, handcuffs, and large plastic garbage bags were stashed in the massive trunk. Like Ted Bundy before him, he figured out how to jam the passenger door so his future victims couldn’t escape. Ed did it by reaching his long arm over his target once she was secured inside, under the guise of properly closing the door. Instead, he would stealthily wedge a tube of lip balm behind the locking mechanism. Even though he was packed up and ready to go, Ed continued to research his pickups for over a year, giving up to what he estimated to be 150 free rides, studying and reliving each encounter, fantasizing about what he could have done. (He would later raise that estimate to more than a thousand rides, and would say that he picked up anybody who wanted a lift, not just females, in the very beginning.)

Near the end of the practice runs, which he clarified as “playing chess,” rather than rehearsing, Ed started taking his female riders on diversions. He turned off the beaten trails, going deeper and deeper—gauging their fear, oblivion, and/or nonplussed reactions, all while assessing his own boldness.

“I’m picking up young women, and I’m going a little bit farther each time,” he explained on Mugshots in 1978. “It’s a daring kind of thing. First, there wasn’t a gun. I’m driving along. We go to a vulnerable place, where there aren’t people watching, where I could act out, and I say, ‘No, I can’t.’ And then a gun is in the car. Hidden. And this craving, this awful raging eating feeling inside. This fantastic passion. It was overwhelming me. It was like drugs. It was like alcohol. A little isn’t enough.”

Finally, in May 1972, Big Ed Kemper was ready to live out his fantasies with his little hitchhiking “zappies,” as he alternately called them, along with a variation of how he described the sensations that shot through his chest in their presence.

“It never happened to me to have a zappie! . . . It’s the moment when everything falls into place, when the circumstances are ideal. No one around. . . . And, of course, she [would be] someone I didn’t know at all. It was one of my rules of conduct from which I didn’t deviate. I had also decided never to hunt around Santa Cruz, because I lived there, especially with my criminal record. I could be considered a potential suspect.”

The very next hitchhiker he picked up would be a pretty “zappie”—but what Ed was planning to do to her was decidedly not.
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THE HITCHHIKER HIGHWAY TO HELL
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As with Charles Manson before him, Ed Kemper’s nearly six-year-long seclusion in mental institutions and juvenile corrections facilities—between the ages of fifteen and twenty-one—left him completely out of sorts with the wild goings-on during the turbulent 1960s. Unlike Manson, however, who not only quickly adapted to the hippie culture, but used it to his advantage, Ed Kemper felt like a fish out of water. Try as he might, he never fully got into the groove.

“When I got out on the street, it was like being on a strange planet,” he repeated in another interview. “People my age were not talking the same language. . . . I missed that flower-child generation. I missed the entry into Vietnam. All these kids are like aliens to me. . . . I’m trying to fill in the gaps. Find out why these kids are the way they are now, because they were totally different from the kids when I was that age. Totally different.”

There was, unfortunately, one aspect of the late 1960s and early 1970s that Ed did find usefully compelling: the youth-stocked college communities surrounding his mother’s new home in Santa Cruz, California, filled the streets with thumbs-out hitchhikers. Young, pretty, totally vulnerable female hitchhikers would jump right into the car of anyone who simply spotted them and pulled over. For a shy social misfit like Ed Kemper, it was too good to be true—almost like a miracle. How easy is it to meet beautiful young college coeds, when they’re standing around on virtually every corner and gleefully hop right into the passenger seat of your car?

If Ed had just rolled with that, used it as a way to meet potential friends and girlfriends, he would have slowly brought himself up to speed in the brave new world of copious free love. After all, he had recently purchased a spiffy new car, changed his clothes—a super-hip fringed buckskin jacket, no less—and fluffed out his hairstyle to be more with it. The big yellow Ford Galaxie alone gave him a giant advantage over his rivals, the wheels-impaired, broke college boys he passed in his travels, rarely picking one up.

Trouble was, a bad sector remained in Ed’s wiring. Despite all the dry runs, practice, and research, once a comely coed situated herself beside the seemingly friendly giant, he usually had no clue what to do next. No idea what to conjure up in his 145 IQ brain to “chat up” the young lady, befriend her, and maybe get invited to a party or beer bash somewhere. Ed couldn’t speak her language. Couldn’t find a way to sail on her vibe, tune into her frequency, man. More times than not, Ed would end up creeping her out instead, with his nuthouse psychobabble.

“I found myself doing things in an attempt to make things fit together inside. . . . Striking out, reaching out, and grabbing, and pulling to me . . . in a sense, it wasn’t working. It isn’t the way it’s supposed to be. It isn’t the way I want it.”

Time after time, trip after trip in his big yellow Ford, Ed would end up frustrated, dissed, and feeling used. The concept of “there’s no free ride” began to twist like a python-sized tapeworm in Ed’s poisoned soul. He was being taken advantage of, and he was getting mad. He had to come up with a new strategy to even things out.

“At first, I picked up girls just to talk to them, just to try to get acquainted with people my own age and try to strike up a friendship,” he’d later explain to law enforcement investigators.

The double whammy of failed friendships and his increased sexual desires from being so close to the sexy young women continued to churn through Ed’s mind and body. There was a burn-your-bra sexual revolution going on, and once again poor Big Ed was being left out. To compensate, he started fantasizing about the short encounters, painting thrilling Hallmark Card–like mental scenarios where sexy young women immediately fell for him, traipsing together through fields of wildflowers, where they were willing and eager to engage in thunderous passionate sex. When his ever-present self-awareness pierced the absurd fantasies, he altered the visions. He’d cut through the seduction chitchat BS, at which he failed so horribly, and would simply rape them.

Demon reality ruined his plans as well. A familiar neighborhood giant with a unique description (think huge 1970s mustachio porn star), cruising around in a banana-yellow Ford Galaxie, could not expect to have a long, satisfying career as a rapist. He had to tweak his plan.

“I decided to mix the two and have a situation of rape and murder and no witnesses and no prosecution,” he’d freely, and simple-to-the-point, confess to investigators.

In typical Ed style, he didn’t put much further thought into the next stage of his scheme. He just acted on animal instinct. Maybe he couldn’t communicate for crap, but he was considerably bigger and stronger than virtually anyone else around. He had a decided advantage.

Still aware enough to put a little distance between his residence and his newly hatched rape-and-murder plot, Ed traveled the seventy-five miles to Berkeley, home of the bustling and radicalized University of California at Berkeley. UC Berkeley was one of the national college campus epicenters of the growing, sometimes violent 1960s–’70s protest movements. Berkeley’s passionate students, fueled by “outside agitators,” were anti-war and pro: free speech, civil rights, women’s rights, a higher minimum wage, affordable housing, and everything and anything in between that caught their protest-crazy fancy. Although commonly viewed as a 1960s phenomenon—with many of the same issues still relevant today—student protests at Berkeley actually dated back to the 1930s, when the campus was aflame over the prospect of America entering World War II.

Later, in the early 1950s, Berkeley students angrily protested the anti-communist oaths professors were forced to take, as fallout from the political storm of the McCarthy era. Thus, it was no surprise that Berkeley students led the way in the rabid protest era of the 1960s. By November 1965, organizers in Berkeley were able to amass a record crowd of 10,000 in a “Vietnam Day” march through the streets of Oakland.

Similar protests with varying crowd sizes persisted into the early 1970s, with riot police often inflaming the situation by attempting to disperse the mobs with tear gas.
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Ed Kemper, of course, cared about none of that. His massive 275-pound young body had only one drive—to get laid. And he was hell-bent on accomplishing that goal, no matter what it took to do so. The turbulence on the Berkeley campus merely provided the perfect cover for his proposed demented activities.

On May 7, 1972, Ed dumbed down his soaring IQ and diminishing sense of compassion to predatory animal mode and went out on his first rape and kill. He put on what would become his murder uniform, a light brown checkered shirt, dark jeans to mask blood, and his fringed buckskin jacket. Cruising the Berkeley campus and surrounding environs, he had to adjust his plan on the fly when he spotted not one but two perfect targets on Ashby Avenue matching the size, looks, and type he dreamed of: young, not very tall, thin, fresh, and “pretty.” They were roommates hitchhiking together as a quinella, holding up a sign that said “Stanford.” The monster pulled over, lied that he was heading that way, and sure enough, the girls hopped right in. One in the front. One in the back. The dual location didn’t faze Ed at all. He quickly recalculated his plan on how to kill and rape a pair, so situated, instead of one.

“It was the first time I went looking for someone to kill. And it’s two people. Not one,” he said during his Mugshots television interview. “And they’re dead. Very naïve too. Painfully naïve in that they thought they were streetwise.”

Sitting all young and perky in Ed’s death machine at 4 P.M. were a pair of 18-year-olds finishing up their freshman year. The first was Mary Anne Pesce, five-foot-one, 110 pounds, blue-eyed, brown hair, shag haircut, clad in a purplish/maroon sweater, faded blue jeans, hiking boots, a purple felt hat, and carrying an orange backpack. She was one of five children of a Buellton, California, campground designer/manager and his wife. Mary Anne was known to be an expert skier and was on her high school debate team.

The second girl, Anita Luchessa, was also tiny, five-foot-one, 105 pounds, long brown hair with sunbleached streaks, brown eyes, gold-rimmed glasses, wearing a red T-shirt covered by less flattering gray-and-white striped bib overalls topped by a red nylon jacket. She also had a knapsack and may have been lugging around a grayish brown sleeping bag, just in case the girls extended their travels into an overnighter. Anita’s family was from Modesto.

To Ed’s surprise and momentary confusion, they were not Berkeley students. They attended distant Fresno State and had traveled to Berkeley to visit friends—and because that’s where the action was. Now they wanted to hopscotch to another famous campus, Stanford University in Palo Alto, just south of bustling, hippie-infested San Francisco. Menlo Park near Stanford was also the place to be, and the girls had that on their agenda as well. Ed recalculated the situation as perfect. Instead of a short hop requiring a quick kill, it would be a 51-mile, hour-long trip that provided myriad opportunities to not only travel through deserted terrain, but to also take routes and “shortcuts” that would cause no suspicion among the girls. Plus, it would afford him time to get to know them a bit.

“I asked them a few questions and determined to my satisfaction that they were not familiar with the area. It didn’t take that much of an effort to deceive them, because they were terribly naïve.”

Mary Anne, however, was growing less naïve by the moment. She sensed something odd about Ed from the moment she slid her way into the back of his vehicle. The pair stared at each other in the rearview mirror, each trying to assess the situation. It disturbed Ed at first. Then he started getting off on it.

“I was trying to gain control. . . . I was convinced she was in control of it. . . . For twenty minutes, we were arguing back and forth over what was going to happen. . . . I was trying to keep it away from what was going to happen. Which was murder. . . . I was suicidal. Very disturbed . . . but I manipulated that to allow them to help me to the point of resolving their [fearful] behavior until we got to a place where they could be killed. I have the biggest problem with that from a guilt basis because that entailed unusual trust.”

Fearing that Mary Anne might lose that “trust” and erupt, Big Ed pulled over on a deserted road near Haywood that he was familiar with, due to his Highway Department job. Briefly flashing a 9mm Browning automatic pistol to “control” his prey, he handcuffed Mary Anne to a seat-belt support in the back seat to keep her from escaping while he dealt with Anita.

“I decided that Anita was more gullible and would be easier to control, so I told her that she was gonna go into the trunk. And she stepped right out of the car. . . . I took Anita to the trunk. Just before she got in, she reiterated something Mary Anne had said: ‘Please don’t do this,’ or something like that. I said, ‘What, are you gonna start in too?’ ”

He grabbed Anita and forced her into the trunk to deal with later. Back to Mary Anne: He shoved her face down into the back seat and rearranged the handcuffs to keep her hands behind her back, like an arrested criminal. In the process, he accidently swiped her breast. All but blushing with embarrassment—after all, she was still alive—Ed apologized.

Within seconds of his heartfelt apology, Ed put a plastic bag over her head and tried to strangle her with a terrycloth belt. It was quizzical behavior for a neophyte rapist, but somewhere in the dark recesses of Ed’s soul he had already decided to skip over an embarrassing live rape and plunge right into extremely perverted necrophilia. Instead of developing a workable rap, his year of male–female courting-interaction research, combined with the subsequent chat-up failures, had convinced Ed that he was a vulture, not a hawk. He wanted nothing to do with live victims.

To Ed’s dismay, his first victim elected to engage in a fierce battle for survival. The young woman, despite being handcuffed and outweighed by nearly two hundred pounds, fought back, chewing through the plastic bag and maneuvering the cloth belt from her neck to her mouth so that she could snap it with her teeth.

“I stabbed her all over her back; she turned around and I stabbed her on the side and the stomach once. As she turned around, I could of stabbed her through the heart, but her breasts were there. Her breasts actually deflected me. I couldn’t see myself stabbing a young woman in her breasts. That’s embarrassing.”

Flustered, infuriated, and strangely embarrassed, Ed went into plan B. He grabbed his knife and began stabbing her, away from her breasts, but kept hitting bone. In the meantime, Mary Anne had shaken the plastic bag off her head.

“I did everything stupid. Everything wrong. . . . I got frustrated. . . . I stabbed her all over. It wasn’t working. . . . I stabbed her, but she didn’t fall dead. They’re supposed to fall dead. They’re supposed to go ‘oh’ and fall dead. I’d seen it in the movies, right? It doesn’t work that way. When you stab someone, they leak to death.”

Mary Anne wasn’t leaking fast enough, and the cuts just made things worse as she fought harder. Ed finally worked his way to pulling back her chin and slitting her throat. That did the trick. Much faster leak.

“I learned the term ear-to-ear, what that meant, because that’s the way it went.”

After catching his breath and admiring his initial work with Mary Anne, Ed yanked Anita from the trunk.

“Just think about Anita Luchessa in the trunk,” Santa Cruz detective Terry Medina recalled with painful emotion. “Listening to her best friend being stabbed and hearing her screaming. That’s pretty heavy stuff.”

Ed agreed, but viewed the psychological terror from an entirely different perspective.

“I had just gone through a horrible experience with her roommate, stabbing her. I was in shock because of that. I’m walking back bewildered, and I got to kill her. I can’t let her go. She’s going to tell on me. Everybody’s going to get me. . . . I knew I had to do it to the other girl right then because she had heard all the struggle and she must have known something very serious was going on. . . . I pulled my hands down kind of unconsciously, and she noticed how bloody they were, and she panicked. Her lip was really quivering, and she was really scared. I was scared.”

Not wanting a repeat of his death battle with Mary Anne, he used a bigger, bone-breaking “Buffalo Skinner” knife to stab her. In the process, the big “$9 dollar” blade, probably the one he called “The General” and kept razor-sharp, bit back and cut his own hand, requiring three stitches. With the wolf-on-a-kill adrenaline flowing, blood everywhere, Ed didn’t notice his own injury until cleaning up later. Ed had now unknowingly mixed his own blood with his victims—a surefire arrest and conviction in the CSI era, but this was pre-routine DNA testing. Anita had also knocked off Ed’s blood-soaked watch—a death-penalty mistake in any era.

However, Ed had bigger problems than future forensic science at the moment. Anita was putting up a whale of a fight—her literally blood-curdling screams were echoing through the canyons. Ed thought he had heard voices in the distance and feared someone would show up at any second to come to Anita’s rescue.

“I was thrusting, and the knife was going very deep, and it amazed me that she was stabbed three times and she was still going at it,” Ed described to author Margaret Cheney and various law enforcement agents. “I tried stabbing her in the front again, or towards the throat area, and she was making quite a bit of noise and was trying to fight me off, and I stabbed her in the forearms. One was so bad, you could see both bones, and she saw it, when I hit, I didn’t think it really hurt so much, as it was the shock of everything happening so fast. She looked at it, and I could see the expression on her face of shock.”

Not having success with body blows, Ed then went for a more vulnerable eye socket. All that accomplished was knocking off her glasses. Ed marveled at her survival skills.

“She reacted to each one of these things with a completely different thing. Where the other girl was just one continuous motion, this girl was actually fighting me, almost succeeding. But she really didn’t have a chance. . . . I kept on just mindlessly attacking her.”

As Anita finally started dying, Ed watched with fascination as she became delirious in the moments before her soul was leaving her body. She started waving her arms frantically, as if to ward off blows and stabs that were no longer coming. When she finally stopped moaning, Ed noticed his broken watch and retrieved it.

Prior to leaving the area, Ed stuffed both now-compliant bodies back into the very bloody trunk of the Ford. The girls were his first “Coed Murders,” and they hadn’t gone nearly as well as he’d hoped.

“I had some completely unrealistic perspective that [it would be] quick. That they would lose consciousness rapidly.”

Before getting back in the car, Ed panicked when he couldn’t find his car keys. He was hit with a paralyzing thought—he had locked them in the trunk with the bodies! He thought of running, and even took a few stumbling steps, nearly tripping over a gun that had fallen out of his waistband. He stopped, collecting his thoughts, and patted his pants again. The keys were in his back pocket, a place where he had never put them before because it would be uncomfortable to sit with his big butt on the sharp metal. Relieved, Ed fished them out and cranked up the Ford. Despite the lesson supposedly learned, it wouldn’t be Ed’s last key fiasco.

A short way down the road, Ed spotted a couple that appeared to be house-hunting in the area, a location that apparently wasn’t as secluded as Ed believed. They had to be the voices he’d heard while killing Anita. He slowed a bit to gauge their awareness. They seemed intent on their personal mission of checking a house fronted by a for-sale sign.

On his way to his apartment in Alameda, Ed was pulled over by a police officer who noticed that his rear taillight was out. Ed, who had studiously studied the mistakes of his mentors at the Atascadero mental hospital, had made a glaring error. He was driving around with a broken taillight, apparently kicked in by Anita during her terrifying time in the trunk. Of the multitude of variables and things that could go wrong, it was a natural act he hadn’t anticipated. A fifty-cent broken taillight bulb had never entered his mind, even though Ed was aware that the rear panel of the car had already been crumpled slightly in a minor accident, thus leaving the frail bulb vulnerable.

Remaining calm, despite his earlier, murderous fury, Ed went into gentle giant mode—clutching one of the knives and putting it out of sight just in case. He had decided on the spot that if the officer noticed or smelled the blood on his clothes; saw it splashed inside the car; and/or asked Ed to open the trunk, he would stab the patrolman to death by the side of the road and add him to his growing collection of corpses. It was a plan that oddly conflicted with what he had just learned about stabbing victims: they leak to death rather than instantly expiring. A stabbed police officer with his wits about him would still have been able to pull his weapon and shoot Ed dead on the spot. Apparently, Ed’s newly harvested lesson in physiological slaughter was still too fresh for him to put it into play.

Instead, Ed chatted amiably with the officer, thanked him for the taillight observation, promised to fix it at his first opportunity, and was let off with a warning. How the officer missed all the evidence of the previous carnage, including Ed’s sliced-up hand, is unknown. The Galaxie’s interior was black, and Ed was wearing his dark murder clothes.

Some reports state that Mary Anne’s body wasn’t in the trunk but remained sprawled across the back-seat floorboard where she had perished. Ed had thought to at least cover her with a blanket, which, if that was the case, accomplished his goal, because the officer didn’t notice that either.

Soldiers, police officers, paramedics, journalists, and others who deal with trauma say the smell of fresh human blood is strong and unmistakable once you’ve experienced it. Those who have participated in such catastrophes, and who are subsequently depicted in two-dimensional movies and television shows, will invariably comment that they were struck by the overwhelming odor missing from their hands-on memories when viewing the dramatic re-creations. One can only surmise that the officer was unfamiliar with the scent, didn’t venture close enough, or had no reason to suspect such horror from a routine traffic stop.

Back safely at his apartment in Alameda, Ed undressed the bodies, chopped them up limb by limb in a perverted frenzy, cut off their heads, fondled their internal organs, had sex with one or both bloody torsos, heads, and other sections, and packed the parts away in plastic bags. He periodically interrupted the carnage to take Polaroid pictures of various stages of his handiwork and perversions to enjoy later.

“I remember there was actually a sexual thrill. You hear that little ‘pop’ and pull their heads off and hold their heads up by the hair. Whipping their heads off, their body sitting there. That’d get me off!”

Knowingly or not, Ed used the same word he had used as a vengeful child when he yanked off his sister’s Barbie doll head. “Pop!” More childhood fantasies coming true. Except these pretty heads couldn’t be “popped” back on. He was also cutting off hands, just as he had with Barbie to mask her fingerprints and keep Detective Dick Tracy at bay.

As a further indignity, Ed rummaged through the mutilated girls’ purses and robbed them of all their money, which came to a collective $8.28.

Ed would later tell investigators, reporters, and authors, including Marj Von Beroldingen and Peter Vronsky, that his savage activities weren’t going completely unnoticed.

“I would sit there looking at the heads on an overstuffed chair, tripping on them on my bed, looking at them [when] one of them somehow becomes unsettled, comes rolling down the chair, very grisly. Tumbling down the chair, rolls across the cushion and hits the rug—‘bonk.’ The neighbor downstairs hates my guts. I’m always making noise late at night. He gets a broom and whacks on the ceiling. ‘Buddy,’ I say, ‘I’m sorry for that, dropped my head, sorry.’ That helped bring me out of the depression. I would trip on that.”

Finally satiated, he gathered up the parts, possibly mixing and matching them, stuffed them into plastic garbage bags, and hid them in his always-receptive closet. It was reminiscent of his younger days when he’d stashed hacked-up cats, and later his grandparents’ bodies, in a closet nearly a decade before. (Ed would tell varying stories over the years as to the precise order of the chopping and the sex.) Afterward, there was more late-night introspection of what he had done.

“I let my personality come out, and I was suicidal, very disturbed. I had abducted them, and I wasn’t going to let them out of the car, because I was tired of people walking away from me,” Ed elaborated in another interview. “I manipulated that to allow them to help me to the point of resolving their behavior until we got to a place where they could be killed. . . . The biggest problem with that on a guilt basis because, obviously, that entailed unusual trust between the captor, the perpetrator, and the victim of the crime.”

The following morning, Ed packed the bloody, butcher-shop–like parts in boxes, and headed to nearby Loma Prieta, the highest peak in the Santa Cruz Mountains. Most of what remained of Pesce’s violated, headless corpse was discarded in a redwood grove near a mountain road, and Luchessa’s was tossed into the brush near a smaller hill. Ed used the trees, rocks, bushes, and other landmarks—a skill learned from his time in the Boy Scouts—to formulate a precise mental map of the locations, so he could visit “my girls” later and repeatedly relive the entire experience. He especially wanted to keep in touch with Pesce.

“I was really quite struck by her personality and her looks. . . . There was almost a reverence there.” So much so that Ed used her ID address to drive by her family home in Camarillo to absorb more of her vibes.

Oddly enough, even though Ed couldn’t deal with the heads, eyes, and faces of his victims during the rapes, he kept them, instead of disposing them with the rest of their parts. The contradiction would have psychiatrists and psychologists scratching their own heads for decades. Why keep the offending skulls, but not the totally receptive and far more useful bodies? Ed would explain later that he was able to have “irrumatio” with the heads, a form of oral sex where the partner is passive and merely acts as receiving orifice, rather than taking control and fully engaging in fellatio.

“It is not unusual for a serial murderer to have sexual actions with a decapitated body, because it’s not a person to them,” explains forensic psychiatrist Dr. Helen Morrison. “To them, it’s an object.”

Forensic psychologist Louis Schlesinger explains that with damaged men like Ed, it’s an interconnected process. “The killing alone is not psychosexually sufficient.” Those like Ed who suffer from social anxiety and “who can’t function well in society” know that they “can’t be rejected by a dead woman.”

Ed’s behavior harks back to his five years at Atascadero, the sex-offender haven where the rapidly growing teenage grifter often bragged that he masturbated twice or more a day, via any means possible, his mind full of violent rape images relayed to him by his fellow inmates. With dead bodies and severed limbs, Ed didn’t have to worry about resistance, rejection, abandonment, or consequences.

“I have the power to do anything I want with this woman. She’s mine,” Dr. Joel Fort elaborated, probing deep into the psyche of such necrophilia, including a personal, up-close study of Ed. “I can do anything I’m curious about. Do anything I only dreamed about doing, and nobody can do anything about it. Power is a big part of it. But extreme sexual pathology is another.”

Ed clung to the compliant trophy heads as long as he could, until the decay became too much, even for a sexual-deviant sociopath murdering monster to handle. With much sadness, he was forced to hurl them like shot-puts down a steep ravine in another area of the Santa Cruz Mountains. Separately, of course. Always separately. They were his girls, not each other’s.

Ed would later offer clues to his mystifying thought processes when testifying at his trial. He told the judge, jury, and shocked family and spectators that despite the decay, he often returned to the ravine and visited his “lovers.”

“Sometimes, afterward, I visited there . . . to be near her . . . because I loved her and wanted her,” Ed said, referring to Pesce. “I had never really taken a chance on getting to know her at all, forcibly, I mean, getting to know her, not so much by rape but even talking with her. I’ve had a lot of dreams about that and been very depressed about it.”

Assessing the kills years later, Ed, as was his habit, had an entirely different, darker take on his beloved Mary Anne.

“She epitomized what really drove me. She was a haughty young lady. Kind of stuck up. Distant. . . . I see a girl that was not beautiful. She was not plain. She was somewhere in between. She was caught up in that beauty thing. Like kids in the valley are. Valley Girls. Trying to make something of themselves. Exploit little attributes they have. Downplay others. She was playing Little Miss Distant with me. Her friend was very open, a country girl talking and stuff.”

Ed, of course, being the sociopath monster that he was, brutally killed the country girl who was nice to him as well. His retrospective assessment of the once-loved Mary Anne, which he’d honed for scores of psychiatric sessions, falls chillingly flat. He would one day lead the police to Pesce’s body pieces, after mortified hikers stumbled upon her skull. He did not lead them to Luchessa’s remains, as if he were saving her for future visits.

Despite all the deranged lovey-dovey stuff, Ed’s thoughts vacillated between the thrill of the hunt and the deviant, sexual turn-on of his kills and the fleeting intellectualized realization that some part of his consciousness was still connected to human reality, and thus his behavior would be hard to live with.

“The whole experience is the most inlaid in my mind, imprinted and actually, you might say, it had a very strong influence on the fact I did continue doing these things. I think, personally, deep down, that I continued to do these things to try to get that out of my mind, to cover it up . . . other young ladies, trying to get them out.”

Although the hysterical parents of the young women filed police reports, spread their photos around, pestered the police to take their cases seriously, and even hired private detectives, there wasn’t much the overwhelmed, scattered police departments could do in an era when runaways were flooding into both northern and southern California in staggering numbers. Virtually all of them were rebelling against their “hysterical” parents, and were highly mobile, thanks to the spiraling fad of hitchhiking. Kemper’s victims were a prime example. Mary Anne Pesce and Anita Luchessa were vulnerable college coeds without transportation, who somehow managed to traverse the 180 miles from Fresno to Berkeley, then what the heck, headed west to Stanford on the way back. What could possibly go wrong with that?

What, indeed.

Pesce, in fact, had previously hitchhiked her way through a grand tour of Europe, as had many other young Americans and Europeans. Now you see them. Car pulls over. Now you don’t. Whoosh.

“We did all we could to find her,” a weeping Louis Luchessa would later testify, noting that most area police departments wouldn’t even take a standard Missing Persons report on his daughter because she was over eighteen.

In Santa Rosa and Sonoma, north of San Francisco, fourteen hitchhiking females had either vanished or were found dead around the same time, a number that would reach fifty-four by 1976. Police in every jurisdiction were swamped with reports of missing young women. (Ed was briefly a suspect in these murders, as were a host of other infamous California serial killers, but was ruled out. It was eventually decreed that the murders were not connected to one killer, but possibly dozens acting independently of each other.)

Meanwhile, Ed cleaned up his car and went back to picking up hitchhikers without killing, beheading, and having sex with their severed body parts. For a while, anyway.

“It’s a bit like playing Russian roulette, except that I’m not the one who risks death. I’m flirting with danger, I’m quite aware of it. I know that at any moment I can strike, and it’s something that excites me. As soon as I take out my gun, I have to go all the way, there’s no going back. . . . I know very well that they will complain to the police and that time will be running out. I have a double murder on my record, and now I kidnap and threaten young women? What’s going to happen? They will not hesitate for one second to send me to jail for a million years.”

Months later, it would be revealed that Mary Anne and Anita had been two of three roommates, and the third had vacillated about going on the hitchhiking adventure with them that day. Shattered beyond comprehension following the murders, she dropped out of school and vanished into obscurity.

“I’m thinking she almost went. And she realized she might have died too. I don’t know if I’d have picked them up if there were three of them. . . . I don’t know if they would have been where they were. All the circumstances would have changed,” Ed speculated—the “Butterfly Effect” (the effect of slight random changes) would have major future consequences. In this instance, it would have completely affected the lives of the two slain coeds, their marriages, and their descendants.

The fact that Ed might not have killed her and her friends, had the third coed gone along for the ride, surely didn’t comfort the young woman. Ed was and remains a master at casting blame and inflicting future guilt and pain on others—consciously or unconsciously—by merely trying to explain the unexplainable.
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THE TINY DANCER CAN’T BREATHE
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In the late summer of 1972, the gaggle of independent, disconnected northern California police departments had yet to realize that they had a monster in their midst. Ed Kemper’s first set of murders went mostly unnoticed outside of the turbulent college towns where they occurred. Two missing young women? The 1960s had passed, but the local police remained overwhelmed by the desperate cries from the relatives of runaway teenagers and young adults who had joined the so-called revolution but couldn’t be bothered to tell their overwrought parents about it. There was no time, or even a solid reason, for police to suspect that a soon-to-be notorious serial killer was at work plotting his next kills. Even the ever-present scandal-hunting media had yet to suspect a thing.

Fans of crime-drama television shows like Criminal Minds, Law and Order, Chicago PD, CSI, NCIS, and the like have come to be familiar with modern day law-enforcement profiler terms like “escalating,” “triggers,” and “spree killers.” Being unaware of Ed Kemper’s existence, however, did not mean those psychological concepts weren’t already fully in play. Truth is, had anyone cared to dig a little deeper, Ed Kemper’s first two murder/rapes displayed all the classic signs of an embryonic serial killer of the most sadistic and gruesome breed.

Not only had the wolf-like Ed literally tasted blood, he had also practiced the shadowy, unspoken practice of necrophilia—sexual intercourse with the dead. He had tried it and liked it. So much so that he was certain to strike again. The only question that remained was when. How long would Ed’s biological incubation period last? When would he need to feed his hunger for sex with headless torsos? Three months had passed, more than enough time to ratchet up both the mental and physical pressures inside his body. When would he explode?

Or, as other profiler theorists have put it, what was his trigger? What had set him off to begin with? What would set him off again?

In the case of Ed, it appears to have been the loss of his “beloved girlfriend.” Or, more specifically, her severed and now almost fully decomposed head. The horrified hikers who came across Mary Ann Pesce’s skull during their Loma Prieta Mountain climb in August 1972 had no idea what that discovery set in motion.

Nor did they know that Ed still had the head and bones of his second victim, Anita Luchessa, hidden somewhere; but apparently that wasn’t enough to cool his rising fever. He had hoped the photographs he had taken (and cherished) of the carnage would be enough to satisfy him and calm the savage beast—possibly forever—but was dismayed to learn that their potency had a psychological shelf-life of “two weeks.” It was a time frame he had been warned about at Atascadero, as his twisted biological urges surged. Ed somehow thought that he alone could beat human biological science. Instead, the horror of the images started to overwhelm the thrill. He struggled with the concept of how he, or anyone, could do such a barbaric thing. Yet even that awakening didn’t quell his desire to do it again.

Whatever the motivation, a month after the grisly discovery of Mary Ann Pesce’s skull, Ed was at it again. This time, his prey was even younger. On September 14, 1972, he spotted a slender, fit, fifteen-year-old Eurasian girl at a Berkeley bus stop and decided to see if the lure of free-and-easy hitchhiking would work. As chance would have it, the exotic teenager in the denim jacket, green sweatshirt, blue jeans, and stylish black hat, Aiko Koo, had originally intended to take a bus, but feared that she might be late for her Oriental dance class in one of San Francisco’s expansive Asian neighborhoods. Against her mother’s stern directives, she decided to hitchhike instead. Ed, sensing from a distance that she was stressing over her decision, decided to come to the rescue. He stopped and, after a moment’s hesitation, she hopped in his car.
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Aiko Koo, freshman year, 1972, Anna Head School, Oakland, California.

Aiko Koo was fast becoming such a skilled Korean ballet dancer that she was contemplating taking a stab at making it her career. In 1969, at the age of twelve, she had performed at a United Nations birthday anniversary celebration at Oakland’s Lakeside Park. Aiko was elaborately dressed in a thirteenth-century Ye Dynasty ceremonial court dancer costume featuring a flowing white gown and a flowery crown. She performed a traditional historic dance known as Taryung (aka Taehyung). By all accounts, she brought down the house. Such performances weren’t going unnoticed. Aiko was already winning college scholarships and fielding offers from the dramatic arts departments of various minority-conscious universities.

This fun, invigorating art form was just one many options life was preparing to present to the gifted young girl. She was a dedicated student at the exclusive Anna Head School for Girls in Berkeley, now known as the Head-Royce School in Oakland, California. It was and remains a college preparatory institution that dates back more than a century. Its predecessor, the Anna Head School for Girls, was founded in 1887 to give the nineteenth-century woman a fighting chance at professional equality. It was founded by its namesake, Anna Head, the daughter of a Harvard-educated judge, Edward Head. Anna was one of only twenty-three female graduates of the class of 1879 at the University of California at Berkeley. Her beloved institution merged with the nearby Royce School for boys in 1979, a similar private educational facility started by Anna Head’s brother-in-law, the famed philosopher Josiah Royce.

Aiko Koo was on the fast track to become a highly ambitious, brilliant, and physically talented woman. She left home that evening bubbling with excitement over having been picked to perform her specialized Korean ballet at a trade fair festival in St. Louis, which would happen in a few short weeks. Prior to leaving home that evening for her final round of practice, Aiko and her proud single Lithuanian mother, Skaidrite Rubene Koo, spent the afternoon together sewing the remaining pieces on the colorful native costume that she would wear for the performance. Although Aiko’s Korean father had abandoned the family before she was born, her mother fully accepted Aiko’s desire to immerse herself in her father’s Asian culture.

The trip to St. Louis was set to be the unveiling of a special young lady who was going places—but not via hitchhiking—and not that Ed Kemper cared one whit about his new victim’s stellar pedigree and bright future. To Ed, this talented teenager was just a nameless, and soon-to-be literally faceless, cuttlefish, a warm body to use for a few minutes, hack apart, and discard on a mountainside.

It’s possible that had the massive killer not had his scary size mostly hidden in the car, an instinctive fear would have kept Aiko from accepting his offer to get in. Ed was three inches shy of seven feet tall and weighed 275 pounds. Aiko, on the other hand, was all of five-four and weighed a mere 105 pounds. Had he rumbled up to her on foot like a giant troll, it’s likely she would still be alive, a retired Broadway dancer, college professor, congresswoman, senator, or whatever she desired. The world was her oyster. But Ed was in a car—a huge yellow Ford; had a disarming smile; and she was late for her dance class.

Ed also had developed a simple body-language technique that worked like a charm when he sensed that a potential pickup was hesitant. He would lift his big wrist and glance at his watch, as if he was the one having second thoughts about giving the lift. The routine movement gave the impression that he was a busy man with things to do, places to go, and the hitcher needed to make her decision pronto or he was going to hit the gas pedal. The way she would see it, a driver who was on a tight schedule would not be one to alter course or want to mess around. It would be a straightforward ride. Her fears assuaged by Ed’s watch, Aiko got in the car.

“She had made a sign because she missed the bus. She needed to get to San Francisco,” recalled Santa Cruz Detective Terry Medina. “She was very young. Small. Easy to overpower. . . . This little girl was terrified. Obviously.”

Once Aiko was inside, Ed decided not to take her to her dance class or anywhere close. He wasn’t busy after all. The watch deception was a chilling ruse. Ed ironically had nothing but time on his deceitful hands.

Aiko’s fears immediately returned with a vengeance. Ed wasn’t near his killing grounds yet, so he needed to ease the girl’s growing, noisy panic. He came up with a bizarre story intended to gain her sympathy. He was depressed and lonely and was going to kill himself with a .357 Magnum he had borrowed from a friend. He didn’t want to be alone when he did it. If she would just keep quiet and go with the flow, she’d be okay.

How much that wacko story eased her growing anxiety, if at all, is not known.

“I just want a quiet place where we can tie you up and then we can go to my place,” he told her, making little actual sense in his renewed attempt to calm her.

To complicate matters, the continued presence of the massive handgun was freaking Aiko out as much as Ed’s bizarre patter about his plans. Ed sensed her fear and laid the weapon on the seat in clear sight to tamp down the tension it was causing.

With that, Ed pulled over to an isolated spot in the Bonnie Doon area of the mountains above Santa Cruz and parked behind a tree near Smith Grove Road.

Ed would later tell hard-to-believe stories about Koo relaxing to such a degree that she began interacting with him like a long-time friend, even laughing at times, as he fumbled around trying to secure her mouth with medical tape and tie her hands—just for fun, apparently, before killing himself. She supposedly giggled at the size of the tape he ripped off and wisecracked, “My mouth isn’t that big.” Ed, no stranger to being ordered around by a female, found himself robotically obeying and promptly shortened the tape. Still amazingly mellow, as Ed described Koo in one of his many conflicting recollections, she obligingly moved her mouth a few times to make sure the tape was secure. And it was.

“Hop in the back seat,” Ed ordered. Koo did as she was told. Ed, who was far too big and unwieldy to follow the limber dancer over the seatback, was forced to get out of the car and enter through the back door, pushing the front seat forward. As he was trying this, he found that the heavy door was locked. Not only that, but the key was still in the ignition, and the big handgun was still on the front seat, easily within Koo’s reach. Ed had made a cascading series of mistakes that gave his young victim the complete advantage. He was now at her mercy, instead of the other way around. Struggling to regain his composure, he took a wild chance. He tapped on the window and matter-of-factly motioned for her to open the lock. Tragically, Koo complied. Why? No one will ever know.

Crawling into the back seat, Ed turned into a monster. He pinched Koo’s tiny nose with his massive paw until she suffocated. Or so he thought. Merely unconscious, she revived while Ed was raping her supposedly dead body. Ed was horrified. He had never had sex with a live, breathing, conscious woman. To complicate matters, Aiko started fighting back. She grabbed at his vulnerable testicles, but her small hand didn’t faze the erect beast. In full panic mode, Ed violently suffocated her again, this time successfully. Regaining his bearings, he tossed her to the ground and raped her, a process he said only took about twenty seconds before he finished—the death struggle being the foreplay. Afterward, he strangled Koo again with her scarf.

Ed put her body in the trunk and drove toward his home. Spotting a small bar on the way, he pulled over, parked, opened the trunk to make sure she was really dead, then went in the bar to have a few beers.

“After the murder, I’m exhausted. I’m hot and very thirsty.”

After quenching his death thirst, he returned to the parking lot, opened the trunk again to triple-check, and headed out.

He later explained his obsessive/compulsive behavior regarding the trunk thusly: “Both to check that she was really dead, and also to savor my triumph, to admire my work and her beauty, a little like a fisherman happy with his catch.”

Before going to the apartment that he’d briefly shared with an unnamed friend, Ed dropped in to see his mom in Aptos, an unincorporated area of San Francisco also referred to as Seacliff. He wanted to see if she would pick up on any outward signs—any obvious display—of his heinous activity.

“I talked to her for half an hour of things and stuff just to pass the time. . . . I wanted to see if she suspected anything from my facial expressions, involuntary gestures, or words that would have escaped me. She suspected nothing and didn’t ask any questions.”

Back outside, Ed popped the trunk to check the temperature of the corpse “just out of curiosity,” then headed to his place in Alameda.

Brandishing an elaborately decorated saber, a knife, and an ax, Ed started dismembering the teenager the next morning with renewed sexual arousal. Mutilation had also become foreplay for Ed.

“Dismembering the body required a meticulous job with a knife and an ax. It took me about four hours of work. Slicing limbs, getting rid of the blood, completely washing the bathtub and bathroom.”

Over the years, Ed would either gleefully confess to having sex with Aiko’s severed torso, or deny it, when convenient—say, to parole boards—claiming he was just saying those things for the shock effect. Few believed the denials.

That afternoon, Ed scattered Aiko’s severed body parts around the nearby mountains.

“I get rid of the corpse, keeping the head and hands, which are easily identifiable. Saturday morning, I leave home, taking them with me. I’m looking for a safe place to bury them. It’s not easy to get rid of these things.”

Following his usual MO, Ed indeed kept the head, repeatedly confronting the lifeless face and eyes that he couldn’t bear to see when his victims were alive, and when he was having sex with their disconnected bodies.

Now fancying himself a skilled and fearless veteran of the pickup, kill, butcher, and rape business, Ed was arrogantly feeling indestructible. After all, he had gotten away with double rape-murders four months prior, and not even the discovery of the head of one of the victims the previous month had led the police to him. Finding Aiko’s address in her belongings, he drove by her house just to see where she had lived. He felt a sense of disappointment when the home turned out to be modest. He had hoped she was a snotty rich girl, not the prized daughter of a struggling single mom.

Meanwhile, it didn’t take long for Aiko’s mother, an employee at the University of California’s library, to panic over her daughter’s failure to return home. The alarmed mother called the police, expecting them to rush into action, but ran into what seemed to be indifference from a force that remained overwhelmed with such calls from that area of California in the late summer of 1972. Their attitude: Aiko was probably just another teenage girl with something better to do than heed her curfew. Mrs. Koo was persistent in her calls, however, so an officer was finally dispatched to her home to file a report.

“She’s been kidnapped!” Mrs. Koo pleaded with the officer, in a conversation Hugh Stevens dug up from Inside Detective magazine a year later. “I’ve had a premonition all summer that something was going to happen to change our lives. She has started hitchhiking . . . we have no car.”

Mrs. Koo described a lifestyle typical of many Asian families, then and now: she had no car, but her daughter was attending a pricy private school and taking specialized Korean ballet dance lessons in distant San Francisco. (Everything for the children in the land of opportunity.) Mrs. Koo cried to the officer that Aiko was not a midwestern runaway, was nothing close to a rebellious child, and would under no circumstances vanish for hours, much less a day, without notifying her family.

“It’s been such a busy time,” Mrs. Koo nervously told the officer. “Normally, I would have gone with her. I always go with her to her dance classes. But I had so much to do. You know, I didn’t want her to go. It wasn’t that important for her to go to that class, but when my daughter wants things, she wants them very bad. I’m no psychic, but I was afraid for her. She was so beautiful last night. I finally told her she could go if she took the bus, if she didn’t hitch a ride.”

Fateful last words.

“I know she’s been hitchhiking. You know how impatient young people are these days. I know because she got a ticket for hitchhiking. When she told me about the ticket, she joked about it. She called it her parking ticket. I told her I was very much against her hitchhiking. But once people hitchhike and it goes well, they can’t believe anything can go wrong. Now I think something terrible has happened. That’s why Aiko didn’t come home last night.”

The officer tried to comfort Mrs. Koo with the usual story about the wandering youth of the times. Even nice quiet girls from good families, including Asian-American teenagers, were known to get caught up in the enticing partying and political atmosphere at the nearby universities and fail to come home as scheduled. He told her not to give up hope, and to do the usual flyers-and-pictures campaign if she didn’t reappear soon.

Mrs. Koo was having none of that, repeating that her daughter would never, ever pull such a stunt. She was a hundred percent sure that something really bad had happened to her studious child.

Taking matters into her own hands, Skaidrite Rubene Koo not only spread the photo of her beautiful mixed-race daughter in and around northern California; she also contacted police departments and community organizations throughout the Western states. She received scores of sympathy letters in return, but nobody knew anything that was helpful. Nobody but Ed Kemper. If he came across one of the photos, he either kept it as a trophy or ignored it.

As Ed would later recall with a deranged chuckle, Aiko’s much-photographed face had been rolling around in the trunk of his car for a few days after her death. It was still there when Ed traveled 160 miles to Fresno in order to meet with two court-appointed psychiatrists, in his ongoing effort to have his juvenile records sealed. Ed remained serious about his dream of becoming a cop, only now he would be a murderer/rapist-serial-killer-with-a-badge, a gun, and a pressed-blue-uniform kind of cop.

“He has made an excellent response to the years of treatment. I see no psychiatric reason to consider him to be of danger to himself or any other member of society,” one of the psychiatrists wrote, giving Ed a pass with flying colors.

In a filing dug up by Canadian author and filmmaker Peter Vronsky, PhD, another psychiatrist astutely commented:


If I were to see this patient without having any history available or getting any history from him, I would think that we’re dealing with a very well-adjusted young man who had initiative, intelligence and who was free of any psychiatric illnesses. . . . It is my opinion that he has made a very excellent response to the years of treatment and rehabilitation and I would see no psychiatric reason to consider him to be of any danger to himself or to any member of society . . . [and] since it may allow him more freedom as an adult to develop his potential, I would consider it reasonable to have a permanent expunction of his juvenile records.



All of that glowing confidence in Ed’s mental health contrasted with the little problem of the severed head in the trunk of his car, outside in the parking lot. Ed would later confess that during a break in the evaluation, he went to a local bar, guzzled considerable amounts of beer, and came back “blasted off my tail.” The experts in human psychology didn’t appear to notice.

“The media made a big case about the stories of chopped heads in the trunk of my car,” Ed would later lament and repeat to authors Don West and Stéphane Bourgoin. “This happened to me only once. . . . You know why? It was . . . a real furnace and my car is not air-conditioned. I won’t ride with a severed head that will stink. As soon as I park, all the dogs and cats from the neighborhood will come to sniff my trunk.

“That day, I took it with me because the owner of my apartment is always looking for trouble. . . . I can’t help but think she’s going to show up at my place. . . . She’s going to open the fridge to see what’s in this paper bag, and come face-to-face with this severed head! . . . I did eat part of my third victim,” Ed went on, in a confession he would later deny. “I had cut pieces of flesh that I put in the freezer. . . . I cooked the flesh in a pan of macaroni with onions and cheese, like a carrion. A vulture or a bear. You know black blood? It’s non-oxygenated blood, we see it for a moment before it comes into contact with the air. . . . I ate a piece of leg that I had soaked in black blood for almost a day. . . . Why did I do that? Having hunted animals in Montana, I was just pursuing an experiment in cannibalism.”

Ed, of course, wasn’t laying any of this demented talk on the latest of his psychiatrists. The second of the pair suggested that Kemper’s motorcycle—which he’d purchased so he could feel like a CHiPs cop—and his edgy driving habits were “more of a threat to his life and health than any threat he is presently to anyone else.

“He appears to have made a good recovery from such a tragic and violent split within himself. He appears to be functioning in one piece now directing his feelings towards verbalization, work, sports and not allowing neurotic buildup with himself. Since it may allow him more freedom as an adult to develop his potential, I would consider it reasonable to have a permanent expunction of his juvenile records. I am glad he had recently ‘expunged’ his motorcycle and I would hope that he would do that permanently.”

Based on these glowing reports, Ed Kemper, the monster who showed up for a psychiatric hearing with a teenage girl’s severed head in the trunk of his car, had succeeded in all but erasing his history of blowing out the brains of his grandmother and grandfather. That action came over the objection of a suspicious district attorney, who wanted the information to remain accessible to the proper authorities for ten years. Despite the DA’s misgivings, Ed Kemper could now apply, without fear of exposure, to be a police officer—or a childcare worker . . . a camp counselor . . . or any of a hundred jobs at a high school, college, or university. He could even coach a girls’ softball or soccer team. In the middle of his killing spree, Ed was washed clean and set free to do whatever he wanted.

“That same evening, my former probation officer comes to pay me a visit and the head is just behind him.”

After duping the shrinks, nature once again foiled Ed Kemper’s plan to keep his horrifying trophy, causing him to toss Aiko’s decaying skull down another ravine. It has never been found.

Curiously, despite his high IQ, matched with his slicing and dicing abilities, which he performed with so much pleasure, instead of revulsion, Ed never thought of learning the art of taxidermy, a skill that would have solved the problem of decay and enabled him to keep his treasures indefinitely—and might have even prevented the need for future slaughters.

Meanwhile, Mrs. Koo kept her daughter’s never-worn native Korean ballet dress pinned to a wall for the three months following her disappearance. Underneath it were the drums Aiko used in her performances. In late December, Mrs. Koo took the dress down and put the drums away. Her daughter had not run away. She had known that from the very first night. Aiko was never coming back. Mrs. Koo was resigned to doing the hardest thing a parent can ever do: move on.

“Of all of these murders, that’s [Aiko] the one that I think affects me the most as I think about it. I mean, they’re all brutal, but that one just seemed to stick with me,” Santa Cruz detective Terry Medina recalled in a television documentary thirty years later, the emotions still strong in his voice, as he returned to one of the sites where parts of Aiko’s body had been dumped. “Those of us who do murder cases, there’s always some that gets inside you.”

Skaidrite Rubene Koo wouldn’t be the last parent to face the life-shattering tragedy of having to move on from a beloved child’s savage murder. Nor would Terry Medina be the last law-enforcement officer to let a case eat at him for decades. All thanks to Big Ed Kemper and his newly sealed juvenile record and his trusty yellow Ford. Only now, Big Ed had added a new, more modern weapon to his growing medieval arsenal.
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EDDIE’S GOT A BRAND-NEW GUN
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Aiko Koo’s mother’s one-woman alarm about a monster in the midst of her northern California community was having little effect. As mentioned, it was a time when an unprecedented number of young adults and teenagers were taking flight all over the country, often landing in various California hot spots. From coast to coast, studious sons and daughters were suddenly catching the rebellious spirit of the moment, as if it were a virus—tuning in, turning on, and suddenly dropping out, often with barely a note left behind.

In 1967, every radio in the country was blaring the lyrics of a song that became an irresistible siren call to the nation’s restless youth.

The opening stanza of the iconic song, “San Francisco (Be Sure to Wear Flowers in Your Hair),” sung by Scott McKenzie, was spot on. Tons and tons of gentle young people—the burgeoning Peace and Love Generation—were indeed congregating in the city where crooner Tony Bennett, a recording superstar from a previous era, had once left his heart.

Who else was congregating there? A pair of heartless ex-cons named Charles Manson and Big Ed Kemper.

“It was a real party time,” recalled Santa Cruz Sentinel reporter Tom Honig. “Come to Santa Cruz and be free and easy. Until the bodies started washing in on the beach.”

The swarms of young rebels with and without a cause provided the perfect cover for evil spirits like Manson and Kemper. Being poor, scruffy, and homeless was actually cool at the time. Wasn’t everybody poor, scruffy, unwashed, and homeless? That was the hippie vibe in the world of the Flower Children. The Cowsills, a family singing group that would later inspire the 1970s television show The Partridge Family, loved “the flower girl,” and so did most everybody else under the age of thirty. A 1968 cult film called Wild in the Streets portrayed a handsome, charismatic twenty-something rock star who managed to knock the voting age down to fifteen, and then get himself elected president. First order of business? Put everybody over thirty in retirement camps and feed them LSD, a powerful hallucinogenic drug.

The Who’s “Teenage Wasteland” turned Teenage Paradise would aptly describe the vibe: Down with the money-grubbing, 9-to-5 life of slavery, working for The Man! Up with free love, drugs, no roots, no keys, and FM radio rock and roll! Everybody under thirty was having a blast—except poor Big Ed Kemper. Try as he might, he just couldn’t get his head on straight.

“I was raging inside. There were just incredible energies. Positive and negative. Depending on my mood. I would trigger one or the other. . . . I was involved in killing coeds because my mother was associated with college work, college coeds, women. . . . My mother was a sick, angry, hungry and very sad woman. I hated her. I wanted to love my mother. I watched her alcohol increase. I watched her social life drop off. I watched her get bizarre.”

Into this improbable, explosive mix of hippies and squares were three quickly forgotten missing girls. Even finding one of their detached heads didn’t turn the lights out on the massive 1970s party. Ed Kemper had now murdered, dismembered, and had necrophiliac sex with three young women, and hardly anyone noticed or cared. Even doing so in an increasingly sloppy manner (a future CSI scientist’s dream), Ed was nowhere near being caught and stopped.

“It was an urge, a strong urge. And the longer I let it go, the stronger it got, to where I was taking risks to go out and kill people . . . risks that normally, according to my little rules of operation, I wouldn’t take because they would lead to arrest.”

Getting bolder by the kill, Ed decided to add a new, noisier weapon to his silent killing arsenal. He had previously borrowed or bought guns from his Highway Department co-workers because he wasn’t allowed to purchase them himself—there was that little problem of shooting his grandparents and all—not to mention what a great co-worker pal Ed was, including other peoples’ registered guns in his serial-killing arsenal. Having a buddy wake up one morning to a 50-member SWAT team at his or her door might put a damper on the friendship.

Now, with that messy juvenile murder stuff expunged from his record, he was free to shop away! He lumbered into one of his favorite gun stores in January 1973—a big sports emporium in Watsonville—and emerged with a gleaming .22 caliber Ruger automatic pistol with a six-inch barrel.

The smaller handgun style was different from what he’d used before, but the little shiny bullets reminded him fondly of his truncated childhood in Montana and rural California. He had used similar shells in a cherished rifle he’d brandished to terrorize native animals, or anything else that moved within eyesight—including his bothersome grandparents. (Some accounts say the new weapon was a rifle, in keeping with Ed’s constant, ever-changing head games with law enforcement and media interviewers. It’s most likely that Ed the gun freak purchased both styles of the weapon, then or at other visits.)

By accident or design, Ed’s .22 was eerily similar to the long-barreled, High Standard Ned Buntline, nine-shot .22 revolver used by the Manson Family during their various killing sprees four years earlier.

The tiny shells didn’t bother Ed because his new targets were small-caliber teenage and young adult girls. It wouldn’t require much thump to permanently disable them—or so he thought. After all, presidential frontrunner Bobby Kennedy had been successfully assassinated with a shot to his head from a short-barreled, eight-shot Ivor Johnson .22 caliber bullet in 1968.

Ed’s “cool”-looking long-barreled new prize, however, would prove to be more cumbersome to use in tight spaces—tight, as in the cramped interior of a moving car—as opposed to a more spacious hotel kitchen pathway or a celebrity’s mansion.

Fondling the brand-new weapon filled Ed with renewed sexual excitement. He could hardly contain himself. He ached to retro back to happier killing times and put it to use. In addition, it was approaching four months since his last kill-and-rape, a period that was playing out as the usual incubation time for Ed’s psychosis. His behavior was less human than reptilian—more like a python’s than anything else—specifically the large ones that consume hefty prey and can go three to six months before the need to kill and eat again kicks in.

“I went bananas after I got that .22,” he told his Front Page Detective confidant Marj von Beroldingen. It was a peculiar reaction, to say the least, for a man who was going around northern California murdering, beheading, and raping young girls—in that order. Ed didn’t feel he was “bananas” before?

“I can feel it consuming my insides. This fantastic passion. . . . It was overwhelming me. . . . If that gun comes out, something has to happen. . . . I was playing a dangerous game with a loaded gun. . . . I had it under my leg, out of sight. . . . It was something that had been thought out in fantasy, acted out, felt out, hundreds of times before it ever happened.”

Eager to try out his new toy, Ed went on a hunt the very same day he bought it, January 9, 1973.

“I had been up cruising around the campus, and I’d picked up three different girls, two of them together, that were possibilities, but I canceled those out because there were too many people standing around that possibly knew them when they got in. But all the other conditions were perfect. It had been drizzling, it had been raining real hard, and people were getting any ride they could get and windows were fogging up,” Ed would later testify. “But I had given up on those other two and I was kind of uptight about it, and, driving down the street, I spotted her standing out there with her thumb out.”

“Her” would be Cynthia Schall, nineteen, a local Santa Cruz girl who was attending Cabrillo College in Aptos, a two-year community college that overlooks Monterey Bay. Schall was studying to be either a schoolteacher or a policewoman, and earned money babysitting for area families, a budding mini-business she shared with a friend, Pam, alternating dates.

The scenic seaside town of Monterey is where famed author John Steinbeck set his memorable 1945 novel Cannery Row. Steinbeck wove a captivating tale around the Depression-era lives of people in the Monterey sardine industry.

Schall, who no doubt hated sardines like most young women, was hitchhiking to school on Mission Avenue, a busy main route that merged into a highway. Hitchhiking to class was an act so common and successful at the time that students like Schall, who lived less than half a mile away on Cleveland Avenue, could always bank on getting a ride in time to make their scheduled classes. It was a random process so routine, one wonders how many passersby that day saw the pretty long-haired blonde dressed in a green, blue, and yellow nylon jacket, brocaded white blouse, checkered wool skirt, blue socks, and green hiking boots, and contemplated picking her up, even slowing down to ponder the possibility, before thinking better of it. Had another gone with their first instinct, Cynthia would have lived on, completely oblivious to her brush with a brutal killer, just as unknowingly as the two young girls Ed had actually picked up earlier that day, and who would survive.

Then again, how many other girls were picked up that day, minutes before and after Ed arrived? In the 2019, critically acclaimed Quentin Tarantino movie Once Upon a Time in Hollywood, an ongoing scene involves a fictional Hollywood stuntman, Cliff Booth, played by Brad Pitt, who continually passes the same very pretty, scantily clad, leggy teenager hitchhiking on a major thoroughfare in Los Angeles. She smiles, motions to him, and, dancing, tries to lure him into giving her a ride in his boss’s big yellow Cadillac. Pitt finally picks her up. Turns out she’s a Manson girl from the infamous Spahn Ranch, needing a ride home. Pitt’s character, having worked at the movie-set ranch before, takes her there and meets the very creepy Manson family. (Pitt won an Academy Award for his portrayal.)

The hitchhiking scenes in the Tarantino movie perfectly capture the way the phenomenon played out during that era. What Brad Pitt saw was what Ed Kemper saw virtually everywhere he drove in his own large yellow vehicle, the Ford Galaxie. It’s what Ed Kemper saw that day, the days and nights before, and the days and nights after he killed Cynthia Schall.

Shortly after Eddie Got a Gun, the smiling “gentle giant” pulled over, glanced at his watch, picked up Schall, diverted her to Watsonville, flashing his new pistol and resurrecting the same BS story—he was suicidal and didn’t want to die alone—that had calmed Aiko Koo to a degree. Cindy would just be there to keep him company, and of course wouldn’t be harmed. If that wasn’t lame enough, as he pulled over on the road between Corralitos and Freedom, in Santa Cruz County, he conned her into “hiding” in his trunk while he went to say goodbye to his beloved mother. He didn’t want his mom, or meddling neighbors, to see her and foil his plans—real or imagined.

“I made that sound realistic to her.”

Once the ride-eager coed reluctantly climbed into his trunk “under her own power” and lay on the blankets he’d kindly folded up and prepared for her, he promptly whipped out the long-barrel Ruger and shot her in the head. The mini-bullet worked perfectly, rendering her dead within seconds. There would be no frustrating fights to the death this time. No moaning or screams. Ed was pleased with how smoothly this killing went.

“It amazed me so much because one second she’s animated, and the next she’s not. And there’s absolutely nothing in between. Just noise and absolute, absolute stillness.”

Ed drove back to his mother’s duplex in Aptos and carried the heavier-than-expected body inside. He then bent and hid the body in a cupboard, waiting until the coast was clear the next day to perform his dissection-and-sex act. In keeping with his growing reptilian nature, Ed was now channeling alligators and crocodiles, allowing his prey to age a bit before eating it. And yes, sometimes he literally ate their flesh. With butter, mushrooms, and onions.

After Cynthia was stashed away, Ed noticed that her blood had soaked deeply into the small plaster cast he still had on his left arm from the motorcycle accident. Thinking fast, he covered up the stain with his mother’s white shoe polish.

His new lady especially appealed to Big Ed. There was more to her than his previous victims, as she was five-foot-five and a Rubenesque 160 pounds. After having oral sex with her severed head a number of times, he came up with a new plan. To keep her “spirit” close, he buried her head sixteen inches deep by a stepping-stone in the courtyard, four feet from his mother’s duplex. Inexplicably, the burial went unseen by his nosy neighbors, including a trio of pesky young sisters who lived nearby. Ed positioned her face so that her eyes looked upward, facing his bedroom window. Just in case anyone might spot the freshly filled hole in the courtyard, he had dug out the small-caliber bullet fragments from Cynthia’s head, so they couldn’t be traced back to his new Ruger .22 automatic.

“Sometimes at night, I talked to her, saying love things, the way you do to a girlfriend or wife,” he recalled, having no fear of vengeful ghosts from the afterlife. That would be true craziness, Ed reasoned, the belief system of a foolish mind.

In other interviews, Ed explained away the head-burying as a sick joke he played on his mother.

“She always wanted people to look up to her.”

Although Ed had removed the bullet fragments from Cynthia’s head, to thwart law-enforcement forensic firearm experts and their pesky microscopes, he then turned around and pulled a unique hand-made ring from one of her fingers to keep as a cherished souvenir. With no other physical evidence, Ed’s possession of the ring would have been enough to convict him of the brutal murder and send him to death row. Apparently for Ed, the ring was simply too enticing and memorable to part with. Ed could gaze at it any time he wanted to fuel his memories, in order to relive the kill and various body-part rapes.

Following his usual MO, Ed put the rest of Schall’s body in plastic bags and then boxes. He took Schall’s clothes, right down to her blue socks, to a laundromat in Oakland, put them in a dryer, put in four dimes, cranked the temperature setting to the max, and strolled out. Returning the next day, he found the dryer long empty, with the clothes nowhere in sight. Somebody had scored a recently murdered and mutilated young woman’s entire outfit and was probably wearing it at the moment.

For whatever reason, possibly as a cry for help or to taunt the police, the increasingly experienced, nuthouse-trained Ed started getting sloppy. He discarded parts of Schall’s body just off State Route 1 in an unincorporated area nineteen miles from Monterey known as Big Sur. It was, and remains, a mostly unspoiled, stunningly scenic route known for winding turns, magnificent ocean views, redwood forests, cliffs, and spooky evening mists. It’s often promoted as one of the most beautiful stretches of road in the world, one that environmentalists fiercely protect. Environmentalists be damned, Ed the reptile decided to blight the area, horrifyingly, by choosing to dump Schall’s body there—a choice he obviously wanted to be noticed.

Noticed it was. The very next day, a Highway Patrol officer made a grisly discovery. He had stopped near a 300-foot cliff to make sure no unwary motorist had spun out over it in the pitch-black dark the previous night, or a photographer or tourist had slipped on a rock and tumbled down, trying to snap a photo. On alert for such calamities, he spotted what appeared to be a human arm reaching out from a plastic bag. Pulling over to check it out, he discovered he was right. Not just one arm, but two. A subsequent search of the area uncovered strips of human skin and parts of two legs.

A week later, a mutilated and decomposing torso of a woman was found in a lagoon near Santa Cruz. An extensive search of the area yielded nothing else. Two days later, a surfer at Capitola, a small beach down just south of Santa Cruz on Monterey Bay, found a left hand on the sand. Three days later, a woman’s severed pelvis was discovered on the shore near Santa Cruz.

Ed had been very busy, leaving his calling cards all over two separate counties in and around his home turf. It was a total contradiction of what he had vowed never to do, when he’d educated himself by questioning his rapist friends at the mental institution—the very men Ed had scoffed at for being so dumb, even as a teenager.

Police and medical examiners, guessing the obvious, began piecing the parts together. They fit. They had everything but the head and the right hand. Fingerprints from the left hand, which the surfer had found, matched prints taken from Schall’s apartment. Double-checking her medical records, they discovered she’d had chest X-rays in October 1972, for some undisclosed illness. The X-rays matched the torso from the lagoon. Another X-ray taken of a recovered arm matched a fracture Cindy had suffered years earlier.

A pathologist determined that Schall had been both clumsily hacked to death with a knife or sword, and then cut up, precisely, with a power saw—a new addition to the Ed Kemper arsenal. Those findings led some investigators to suspect that they might be dealing with two killers—one who was skilled, and the other a literal hack. Whatever the facts might have been, they were finally coming to the realization that there was a savage monster (or two) among them.

Once she was identified, it was revealed that Schall had recently been a babysitter for Santa Cruz police officer Jim Conner, one of Ed’s casual chat-up buddies at a Santa Cruz cop bar called the Jury Room.

“She was young. She needed money like anybody else. She was very pleasant. Knowing she was a student at the university, we felt very safe that we could trust her with our children. He had shot her with a .22,” Conner recalled years later.

“Trust” the babysitter, but not the big “likeable” guy on the bar stool sitting next to you, among a pack of cops. Big Ed, the too-tall “police groupie,” as one psychiatrist referred to him, was striking closer and closer to home. As the standard movie cliché goes, “this time it was personal.”

Despite the risks, Ed’s kills were doing nothing to quell his secret murderous rages. He was escalating.

[image: ]

A Santa Cruz Sentinel article detailing the disappearance of Cynthia Ann Schall, January 19, 1973.
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THE SECOND QUINELLA

[image: ]

Ed’s overt scattering of body parts finally worked to wake up the community—at least in the Santa Cruz area around his home. Area newspapers began referring to a “Chopper” and “Butcher” on the loose. Police began speaking on the Cabrillo College and University of Santa Cruz campuses, and posted bulletins warning about a savage serial killer in play, who was targeting young girls who hitchhiked.

“When possible, girls especially, stay in dorms after midnight with doors locked,” warned a three-exclamation mark notice posted around the University of Santa Cruz. “If you must be out at night, walk in pairs. If you see a campus police patrol car and wave, they will give you a ride. Use the bus, even if somewhat inconvenient. Your safety is of first importance. If you are leaving campus, advise someone where you are going, where you can be reached and the approximate time of your return. DON’T HITCH A RIDE, PLEASE!!!”

Tom Honig, formerly a reporter and editor for the Santa Cruz Sentinel, summed it up succinctly: “What the hell is happening to our little paradise? . . . It just seemed like a world gone crazy.”

Author Ward Damio, in Urge to Kill (1974), noted that local television reporters spoke of satanic rituals, a new Manson-like cult in the area, and speculated that the killer might be an angry lesbian or transvestite, or a highly skilled angry lesbian or transvestite surgeon or pathologist—an absurdity that was nonetheless copied on both Law and Order and Chicago P.D., a pair of fictionalized police drama television series. The TV news hounds often broadcast vivid descriptions of the “choppings,” real or rumored. One reporter told his viewers that the bodies had been drained of blood, indicating that they were hacked apart while the victims were still alive, their hearts pumping. Ed was a mutilating monster, but not to that level of monstrosity. Besides, Ed preferred his sexual conquests cold and dead.

That sensationalistic reporter restrained himself from speculating that they were consumed by a pack of blood-sucking vampires. Such a reference might actually have been warranted in the minds of many. Santa Cruz was referred to as Santa Carla in the 1987 hit horror movie, The Lost Boys. The setting was portrayed as a California beach town aswarm with ravaging vampires of all ages (life being stranger than fiction and all).

“People were buying guns. Making sure their doors were locked. It was an atmosphere of fear,” remembers long-time Santa Cruz attorney and court investigator Harold Cartwright, who was destined to work up close with Ed on his defense team.

Some students heeded the warning and scare tactics. Others blew it off. Hitchhiking had become a way of life for many. What were the odds that the beast would be the one picking them up? Odds so great, in fact, that many of the girls Ed continued to pick up and not kill discussed the Coed Killer with him.

“The second they started talking about that, they were getting a free ride. I couldn’t touch that with a ten-foot pole. They were telling me all about this guy . . . telling me about it.” . . . They “judged me not to be that guy. I didn’t look like him.”

Meaning Ed didn’t fit the image of how the savage killer would look or act, at least not to the young girls he picked up, who imagined that such a monster would be more like Dracula or Frankenstein than a giant, square “dork” wearing glasses. Of course, the very image of Big Psycho Ed would serve as the future model for so many fictional horror-movie murderers. The girls’ conversations weren’t lost on Ed. They fed his bipolar fear of capture, on the one hand, and, on the other, his fear of invisibility, which would shield him from capture.

Possibly triggered by that dizzying dichotomy, Ed Kemper the python began “escalating.” Surmising that his outrageous drawing of attention to his murders would soon be his undoing, he cut down the usual four-month incubation timetable for his psychosis to just under a month. On February 5, 1973, triggered by yet another heated argument with his hated mother, Ed went out on the hunt again.

“I was so pissed, I would have killed anybody who got into the car.”

It’s not known if University of Santa Cruz student Rosalind Heather Thorpe saw the warnings posted all over campus. At twenty-two, she was older than Kemper’s other victims, and was described as mature and sensible, while still having a joyful zest for life. One of her professors described her as “a free spirit, bright, bouncy, huggy, and lively,” who found great joy and excitement in small things, like a new song released by one of her favorite rock-and-roll bands. As with many college upperclassmen who lived off-campus, the psychology and linguistics student lived in an apartment she shared with four other young women, on Mott Street.

Thorpe often rode a bicycle to her classes, but it had been raining that day, so she put on a pea jacket, black pants, and pink and purple boots, and decided to take the less-convenient bus. Thorpe was taller and huskier than Ed’s previous targets; she was five-foot-six, but Ed was now a veteran of the kills and figured he could handle a larger woman.

Thorpe spent most of the day and early evening attending class, lectures, and studying. When the science library closed at 9 p.m., she decided to call it a day and headed to the bus stop, lugging her thick, hefty books.

Bathed in streetlight, she stood waiting for the bus, fearful that the last one might have already left. Ed Kemper, parked nearby, all but read her mind. He pulled up to her in his yellow Ford with the base of the big police-style whip antenna still in place, along with a new addition, a red and white A (university staff) parking sticker on his rear bumper, which he’d nagged his mother into getting for him. Some of the warning bulletins the police had posted around campus advised students to only accept rides with cars that had such stickers. Ed was right on top of it. Fast-forward to future criminal profiling, when police would advise students to specifically avoid cars with campus parking stickers. But this was the early 1970s, so the police tragically viewed the stickers as safe. At the time, that particularly visible big A sticker had the added benefit of working at multiple University of California campuses, including Berkeley.

Rolling down his window, Ed smiled and laid on an ad-libbed rap. “The bus is gone. I know. I’ve missed it before, too. Can I give you a lift? It’s pretty late.”

In another time or place, most sensible young women would have felt something amiss and flatly declined. But this was Santa Cruz, California, early 1973, and, screaming three-exclamation-point bulletins aside, hopping into a stranger’s cars was routine. So, like a lamb to the slaughter, Thorpe crawled in.

Whatever trepidation Thorpe felt was eased minutes later when Ed slowed his vehicle as he neared another young student. In keeping with Ed’s uncanny karma in picking very similar duos, the second young woman was another mature twenty-two-year-old. Alice Helen Liu had also maximized her time at the main campus library, and feared she had missed her bus. Ed figured his Knight-in-Yellow-Ford act had worked like a charm minutes before. Why not try it again?

As with Aiko Koo, Liu was a small Asian girl, Chinese, 110 pounds and five-foot-two. One of four daughters born to an aerospace engineer from Torrance, California, Liu lived on Locust Street with Julie Chang, who had recently graduated and was now working in the financial aid department at the university. The pair had grown up together in the Torrance/Los Angeles area and were long-time friends. So close, in fact, that when Julie called the police to report that her friend was missing, she gave an elaborate account of her clothing: a pea coat, like Thorpe’s, bell-bottom blue jeans, brown desert boots; as well as her possessions: a tote bag with a hairbrush, a University of California Santa Cruz health center card, an El Camino Library card, and a photograph of a friend she had visited in Taiwan six months before.

After graduating from Torrance High School—the façade of which has been used, more recently, as a location shot for television shows such as Beverly Hills 90210 and Buffy the Vampire Slayer—Liu spent her freshman year at the nearby University of California at Irvine, and then transferred with Julie to the Santa Cruz campus to be more independent and farther from home. In high school, Liu was extremely active in many extracurricular activities, including the Future Teachers Club; she was the treasurer of the California Scholarship Federation, served as an officer in the Creative Writing Club, French Club, and Interclub Council, and was a member of the Tartar Ladies community service organization. She also acted in class plays and performed modern-dance recitals. If that wasn’t enough, Liu collected clothing and other supplies for Native American children in the area.

“I want to change the world through government,” she wrote on a scholarship counseling form. “I want to be involved with the core of people, and I can do both by being a political science teacher.”

One of her instructors, James Armstrong, commented that Liu was well grounded and fully aware that she had been given the upper hand in life, thanks to her father’s successful career.

“She was interested in people, cared about all kinds of people. She understood about coming from a good home like hers and going to a good school and the difference it makes for those who don’t have the same advantages.”

Ed never admitted a preference for highly intelligent, ambitious, outgoing Asian girls. They just happened to be prevalent in northern California, especially in and around universities.

From Alice Liu’s perspective that fateful evening, it’s likely she could make out the images of a male and female in the front seat. This was a couple, not a lone predatory wolf. Probably both students like her—confirmed by the parking sticker on the bumper. Before Ed even had a chance to repeat his well-rehearsed come-on, he was pleased to see her stick out her thumb.

“I notice Alice who sees us and gives us her most beautiful smile, thumb raised. A gesture of great beauty, she does it very naturally, with a lot of grace. I think she must have been an experienced hitchhiker. She is superb, with everything you need where you need it, intelligent, dressed in a conservative way, not with these fashionable clothes in bright colors that we saw everywhere at that time.”

Into the back seat Alice jumped—apparently with everything Ed needed.

Neither girl was ever seen alive again. Shortly after picking up Liu, Ed whipped out his latest weapon and coldly shot them both, without even bothering to stop the car on some phony pretense. Rosalind, in the front seat, was easy. Ed merely distracted her by pointing out a pretty view outside her passenger window. Bang. She died without ever knowing what hit her.

“Thorpe had a very broad forehead, and I was trying to imagine what her brain looked like, inside her skull. I wanted my bullet to hit her right in the middle of the brain. A second before she’s still moving, and the next, she’s dead. A noise, then silence, absolute silence.”

Liu, alert to what was happening, proved to be a challenge. She darted around in the back seat so quickly that Ed, who was still driving, missed her at point-blank range before finally shooting through her hands and hitting her head, which knocked her backward, killing her.

Or so he thought. As with Koo before her, Liu, another problematic Asian girl, somehow revived, and Ed had to shoot her a second time, in the forehead, minutes later when he was out of town.

“My original intention was to make it quick, and neither one of them to be aware of what was happening,” Ed lectured FBI cadets in a 1989 closed-circuit interview. “It was not to keep them from stopping the crime. It was to keep them from suffering. I had a real bad problem depriving people of their lives. It wasn’t the aspect of killing them; it was the aspect of possessing their bodies afterward. So, it was almost after evicting someone from their human body. And I’m sorry it sounds so cold, but that’s about what it analogizes to.”

After analogizing, not agonizing, Ed stuffed both bodies into the trunk, and then calmly noticed that he was low on gas. He promptly pulled over to a nearby station and filled the big tank, which was perched just below the two bloody corpses. Failing to monitor his fuel needle was another “stupid” move he had promised himself never to do while learning his murderous trade at Atascadero, but Ed no longer cared. His kills, rapes, and dumps were becoming so easy, constant screwups were proving to be inconsequential. He did, however, bother to go into one of the always pleasant 1970s gas station restrooms to try to clean some of the blood off his hands and dark clothing.

In another telling of the story, the ever-embellishing Ed said he shot the girls before leaving campus and wrapped them in blankets. Liu revived just as he reached a security gate manned by two young men. She was moaning audibly in the back seat. Ed told the guards that the girls were drunk, and he was driving them to their off-campus dorms. Noting the staff sticker on Ed’s bumper, the guards supposedly laughed and waved Ed through, giving him yet another adrenaline rush. Ed recalled feeling invincible.

Whatever the truth, after gassing up, he drove to his mother’s pad, parked, left for cigarettes, then returned. Re-parking the car on the street—even closer to the meddling neighborhood sisters—Ed opened the trunk and either beheaded the bodies right there in full view of anyone who might have passed by or moved them to the back seat and chopped off their heads behind the large clear glass windows. No one reported seeing him operating in the dark of night, sometime around 10:30.

“The one thing that amazes me about society is that you can do damn near anything . . . and nobody is going to say anything or notice. . . . I started flaunting that invisibility . . . severing the human head, two of them at night, in front of my mother’s residence. . . . All they have to do was walk by, look out, and I’d had it.”

Ed left the bodies in the car until the next afternoon, when he fetched Liu’s aging torso out in broad daylight, brought it inside in a blanket, and had sex with it. He had also brought Alice’s head in to watch, and then dug out the bullet as he had previously done with Schall. Deep into his bipolar savage dementia, Ed was madly spinning between wild risky behavior and CSI-thwarting precision. He recalled passing a “happy couple” on the redwood stairway to the duplex while carrying Alice’s head inside, stuffed in a camera bag. He nodded a greeting and they waved back. Oddly enough, Ed felt angry and jealous that the neighbors were going out on a date while he was left to socialize and have sex with mutilated limbs.

During all this coming, going, sexing, and body-part lugging, Ed noted that another neighbor was having a happy-hour party. He could hear music, see movement in the windows, and feel the footsteps and vibrations when he was inside. He was not concerned about being busted. It was just another example of that “one thing about society,” where nobody notices stuff like that.

Afterward, still deep in invisible Ed world, he drove fifty miles north and sloppily discarded the body parts in the ocean and surrounding hills, in an area known as Devil’s Slide, near Pacifica, Moss Beach, Montara, Princeton-by-the-Sea, Half Moon Bay, and Linda Mar.

“I knew the Bay Area well, because the job that I do entails intensive travels through those areas. Especially like with the disposal of Alice’s head and hands. I knew it was an ideal place because the authorities would figure it was somebody that knew that particular area really well, and I knew that people at two o’clock in the morning would not be traveling the road (Eden Canyon Road) at all. So, they would think [the killer] would at least be somebody within five or ten miles of that area, and that’s what I wanted people to think.”

[image: ]

Devil’s Slide sheer cliffs, coastal promontory. San Mateo County, California, USA.

Despite all that effort to mask his identity, Ed foolishly kept the coeds’ personal items in his room for weeks afterward, studying their family photos, makeup, hairpins, hairbands, and everything else young women carry in their pocketbooks. He dangerously hung on to the treasures because he wanted to get to know the girls better.

Unlike after his previous kills, this time the smaller, tighter Santa Cruz campus sprang into action over the missing duo. With all the police warnings and bulletins, the students collectively sensed what had happened. They now fully visualized a monster that had grabbed two more. The campus was aflame with chatter. The girls’ disappearance was part of virtually every conversation. Photos were handed out. Search teams, including local Boy Scout troops and forest workers, went out on missions in and around the semi-rural 2,000-acre campus, surrounded by heavy brush, massive redwoods, and other trees. A posse of thirteen Santa Cruz County deputies combed the area on horseback, accompanied by frisky police cadaver dogs. The professionals and volunteers searched high and low for nine days, through rain and stormy weather, and found nothing.

Day ten would be different. An Alameda County road crew—Ed’s coworkers, no less—spotted something curious up a steep ravine by a little-traveled road, when they were following up on storm damage in the Eden Canyon area of northern Santa Cruz. It appeared that a local store had illegally junked some of their broken mannequins there. A junior employee was sent to retrieve them and return the area to its natural, unspoiled, mannequin-free state. Only there weren’t any mannequins to retrieve. Instead, there were two mutilated bodies of young women. One was darker than the other, and possibly Asian; she was nude and missing her head and hands. The other young woman was white, clad in a bra and panties. She was also headless.

It was a puzzling departure for Ed Kemper, “The Buzz Saw Butcher,” as True Detective magazine took to calling him. Investi-gators felt that something—boredom, been there, done that, an interruption, whatever—had thrown the savage killer off his game. His two victims were dumped together, near a discarded water heater, no less, meaning the area wasn’t very secluded. Most of their torsos, body parts, and organs were still connected. The “white girl” was covered up with undergarments? No interest in raping her dead body? Or even seeing her naked? None of it made sense.

Nor did Ed calculate that, having discovered his dump locations, while working on state highway jobs, his very own drinking buddies might find the bodies for the same reason. They frequently returned to the so-called secluded areas for road maintenance. Maybe that was Ed’s intention? He was increasingly bringing his horrors closer to home, dropping more and more hints as to who the culprit might be. Was this another of his bipolar cries for help? If so, was he even aware of it? Or was it a form of bragging—Ed’s way of showing off his conquests and handiwork?

Despite the certainty flowing through the Santa Cruz campus and community that the bodies were those of the missing coeds, it was a week before the authorities officially and painstakingly confirmed, via X-rays and identifications by shattered families, what everyone already knew: The young women were Rosalind Thorpe and Alice Liu.

It was two more weeks before any remaining doubt, and family hope, was erased. A lone hiker wandering through Devils Slide in Pacifica, a coastal city in San Mateo County, 70 miles from Santa Cruz, found what appeared to be a badly decaying human skull and a separate jawbone. A police search turned up the remains of a second skull nearby. They were later confirmed to be the missing parts of Rosalind Thorpe and Alice Liu.

Ed had once again kept the two girls’ body parts relatively close together, unlike his past kills when he spread them out over wider terrain. Possibly to confuse the police into thinking the killer wasn’t the same suspect. Possibly because he no longer gave a crap about covering his tracks. Possibly because he was just lazy.

“As my crimes went on, I became more and more ill and I took fewer and fewer precautions, both in my approach, during and after, which seemed obvious to me given the growing amount of evidence that was discovered, in one form or another.”

Suffice it to say, Santa Cruz and the surrounding communities were in a frenzy of fear. Even the well-armed police weren’t immune. One of Ed’s rural dumping grounds was within a few miles of nose-to-the-ground Detective Terry Medina’s home.

“When I did find out that he was up here, that was, that made me reflect on my wife. . . . We had two small kids up here. She would be alone a lot. So that gave me a funny feeling in the pit of my stomach. He was a predator.”

At a convocation called by UCSC attended by more than a thousand students, faculty, staff, and families, the founding provost of Kresge College, Robert Edgar, unknowingly used a metaphor to describe his student Alice Liu that was chillingly relevant to Ed.

“Alice was bright and lovely. Like a bird, she was full of song. Now she is struck down. I’m full of sorrow.”

After all his psychological treatment and “cures,” Ed was still causing anger and sorrow by slaughtering “lovely” songbirds. He had done a full three-sixty, circling back to his very first murder at age fifteen, fueled by rage over his grandmother’s admonishments regarding his refusal to stop shooting beautiful songbirds. He could all but envision his finger-wagging grandmother demanding that he also stop slaughtering pretty little “zappies.”

In an attempt to avoid another such depressing ceremony, campus police showered student areas with anti-hitchhiking handbills that said “Everybody needs a body. Save yours.” The university started a shuttle service at various locations to help the students get to class without being dismembered in the process. Worse yet, the details of the crimes, the hitchhiking victims, and dump locations all pointed to a “student, friend, or neighbor,” who resided in the area and knew it inside out. He was the proverbial “stranger among us,” who had everybody casting a jaundiced eye at everyone else. Who was this monster? How close was he? Have I seen him before? Is he a coworker? The guy at the bar? Why hasn’t anyone suspected that a friend or relative had gone off the deep end? Someone so callously savage that they could commit such horrific atrocities to such sweet innocent young women.

The rampant speculation was dead-on. Not only was Ed actually doing the things he was suspected of doing; he was participating in conversations about it all! One of his favorite hangouts was a gun shop in Santa Cruz, a place that was now doing bustling business thanks to him. Actually, the popular store, owned by a man who went by the pseudonym Harry Ellis in subsequent media interviews to protect his “never rat on a paying customer” gun store mantra, was experiencing its third post-horror gun-buy frenzy in the past two years. Ed wasn’t the only crazed killer who had picked Santa Cruz for his hunting grounds.

In October 1970, a drugged-up “save the planet” zealot named John Linley Frazier had invaded the spacious hilltop home of a prominent Santa Cruz ophthalmologist and slaughtered the man, Dr. Victor Masashi Ohta, an Air Force veteran, 45; his wife, Virginia, 43; their two young sons, Derrick, 12, and Taggart, 11; and a medical secretary, Dorothy Cadwallader, 38, who happened to be there. They were all bound with the doctor’s colorful silk scarves and shot execution-style in the back of their heads with a gun either found on the scene or brought by Frazier. The family cat was also shot, a strange and rather hypocritical touch, as Frazier would later tell a court psychiatrist that it was an animal-print bedspread that had set him off into a black rage after he broke into the home. It was a faux animal print, not an actual animal skin. The cat, however, was real.

The bodies of the Ohta family were unceremoniously dumped into their swimming pool, turning it crimson red. The Soquel Hills flagstone house at 999 North Rodeo Gulch Road, built by a protégé of Frank Lloyd Wright and overlooking Monterey Bay, was then set on fire. The couple’s two daughters weren’t home at the time and were spared, although one later killed herself, unable to live with the tragedy. The doctor’s mother committed suicide afterward as well.

Frazier, an auto mechanic who fancied himself “The Knight of the Pentacles,” was motivated to kill the Ohtas because he felt that the home and extravagant lifestyle of the rich family were spoiling the natural beauty of the area. He lived closer to nature in a cowshed near the bottom of the hill in a rundown area of old trailer homes, makeshift cabins, and auto graveyards. A note left at the scene attributed the slaughter to misspelled “Pepole of the Free Universe,” a little-known radical group that lashed out against Ugly American Materialism. The only reference to the alleged group is from Frazier’s note (below, spelling corrected), which was taped to the window of the doctor’s flashy red Rolls-Royce, a cliché, symbolizing a world-renowned luxury that no doubt infuriated the poor mechanic:


Halloween, 1970. Today World War III will begin, as brought to you by the People of the Free Universe. From this day forward, anyone and/or everyone or company of persons who misuses the natural environment or destroys same will suffer the penalty of death by the People of the Free Universe. I and my comrades from this day forth will fight until death or freedom against anyone who does not support natural life on this planet. Materialism must die, or Mankind will stop.

KNIGHT OF WANDS

KNIGHT OF CUPS

KNIGHT OF PENTACLES

KNIGHT OF SWORDS



Frazier had left his fingerprints at the scene—on a beer can, the Rolls-Royce, and around the house. He drove off in Dr. Ohta’s less-ostentatious green station wagon, which Frazier torched. It was found the next day, twenty miles away in an abandoned South Pacific railroad tunnel. He was arrested three days later while passed out in his shack. Police found him in possession of binoculars and other items stolen from the Ohta mansion months before.

At his trial, John Linley outdid the bald Manson girls—and the Xs they’d cut into their foreheads—by symmetrically shaving off half his hair, half his beard, half his mustache, and one eyebrow. The shocking look was intended, ironically, to make the jury think he was trying to fake insanity so he could get the death penalty, instead of being relegated to some Atascadero-type “fascist head factory” for the criminally insane. Linley’s ploy worked, but not long afterward the State of California and the Supreme Court temporarily nixed capital punishment. When it was resumed a few years later, the death penalty was not retroactive, so it was off to the fascist head factory for poor John Linley. He hanged himself thirty-one years later, in 2009, while serving his life sentence at Mule Creek State Prison in Ione, California.

Then, in late 1972 and early 1973, twenty-four-year-old Herbert Mullin, literally a raving lunatic, high on a toxic mixture of LSD and offbeat religion, randomly killed thirteen people in and around his hometown of Felton, California, and nearby Santa Cruz, seven miles away. In doing so, the ex-San Lorenzo Valley high school basketball player, voted “most likely to succeed” by his classmates, managed to steal some thunder from Ed Kemper’s newspaper headlines, which ticked Ed off.

“Anyone who just runs up to someone, shoots them, then runs off has no class,” Ed observed.

Mullin, who vacillated between declaring himself a “conscientious objector” to the Vietnam war and trying to enlist in the Marines, had previously been slapped with the usual paranoid schizophrenic label, and spent time in a mental hospital in 1969. For the next three years he was in and out of such places, repeatedly cured, released, and then re-admitted after relapsing. Free again in October 1972, he began hearing voices that told him he could prevent the next California earthquake if he killed enough people to lighten the load on the apparently overtaxed state, and thus keep the Earth in its proper orbit. He was to “sing the die song” to keep the state and its remaining twenty-one million non-dead residents from crumbling into the ocean.

Adding a dose of astrological credibility to the wild directive, Herbert had been born on April 18, 1947—the forty-first anniversary of the devastating earthquake that destroyed eighty percent of San Francisco in 1906, killing more than 3,000 people, and setting off fires that burned for days afterward.

As with Ed, Herbert accomplished his murderous goal using various methods: knives, guns, and his bare hands. Unlike Ed, though, his preference was for breathing humans. His victims ranged in age from eighteen to seventy-two, and were male and female, including a homeless man; a priest; a drug dealer and his wife; a woman and her two young sons, who had randomly moved into the drug dealer’s former residence; four teenage boys camping in a tent; an elderly Hispanic man working on his driveway and garden; and—maybe just to piss off his unknown competitor Ed—an easy-prey young hitchhiker. The hitchhiker, interestingly enough, was the only one to receive the full mutilation treatment. Herbert cut open her chest and yanked out her heart and other organs, then discarded her body in a rural location.

Mullin confessed to having killed three other people the previous year. Apparently, his goal (dictated by the voices) was to kill thirteen, to match the number of people at the Last Supper—but he gave no specific details and wasn’t charged for the deaths.

The earthquake-prevention killer was captured and arrested on February 13, 1973, shortly after murdering the Hispanic man, who had been working in his garden. Shockingly, Herbert was initially given a low bail of $300,000, meaning a 10 percent fee for a bail bondsman—$30,000—in effect, allowing Herbert to walk free and start a new killing jag (possibly to prevent a hurricane from hitting California?). Ten days later, under public pressure and his own misgivings, the judge revoked Mullin’s bail altogether.

Peter Chang, the harried Santa Cruz District Attorney, had convicted Frazier and planned to personally try Mullin until a badly timed bout with appendicitis forced a last-minute handoff to an underling, former Stanford University football team captain Christopher Cottle, who would succeed Chang as the District Attorney for Santa Cruz in 1975. Interestingly, the Honolulu-born Chang, of Korean descent, doubled as a well-regarded professional trumpet player, having played with jazz greats Louis Armstrong, Lionel Hampton, Harry James, and Stan Kenton, among others.

Faced with prejudice against Asian prosecutors early in his career, Chang was able to overcome negative stereotypes, was hired by nearby Monterey County, and eventually ran for DA of Santa Cruz County in 1966. He won, becoming the youngest district attorney in America at age 29. He was also the only Asian American to have reached such a stature.

“No one at that time thought an Asian could stand toe-to-toe with an Irishman in a criminal courtroom,” he told Champion in 1991, the National Association of Criminal Defense Attorneys’ renowned journal.

After observing Cottle, his Assistant DA, convict Mullin on August 19, 1973, the Stanford Law School grad suspected he would soon be putting down his horn yet again to battle another mass murderer in court.

Exasperated by the endless horror that was occurring in his tourist town, which was usually quiet under his watch, Chang was moved to refer to Santa Cruz as “the murder capital of the world.” It was indeed playing out as if Jessica Fletcher of fictional Murder She Wrote fame had moved from her small, preposterously homicide-riddled town of Cabot Cove, Maine, to Santa Cruz, California, and brought her murder-saturated jujubes with her. (Some reports say Chang actually said “Murdersville, USA,” but a reporter wrote it down as “Murder Capital of the World,” and that stuck.)

Santa Cruz Sentinel reporter Tom Honig, in summing up the era, put on his own profiler hat and astutely noted that the trio of killers in the Santa Cruz area—responsible for twenty-eight murders in all—covered the three major types: Frazier was a mass murderer, doing his kills all at once, like the Manson Family (two straight nights, actually. for the Manson clan); Mullin was a “spree killer” with a projected goal; and big Ed Kemper was starring as your basic Special Victims Unit-type—a sexually based serial murderer/rapist/necrophiliac.

As FBI profiler pioneers Robert Ressler and John Douglas would later detail in their seminal studies, a serial killer is defined as someone who kills three or more people and then takes a break, a “cooling-off period,” in between. The break can be days, years, or even decades, possibly with incarceration for other crimes in between. On the other hand, a mass murderer kills four or more people in one event, as Stephen Paddock did, when he shot and killed 58 concertgoers and wounded 413 more from a gun nest in his hotel room in Las Vegas in October 2017. A spree killer murders two or more people in succession, with no cooling-off period, in a scenario where, for example, a man kills his ex-wife, her best friend, her mother, and her new boyfriend at four different locations in the same afternoon. Ed Kemper clearly fit A—the serial-killer box. He was a python who fed over time.

At the time, little did Prosecutor Chang, or his staff of overtaxed lawyers, know that his next big case was skulking around the counter of a busy gun shop not far from their offices. There, Ed was greatly amused when a pretty young woman fumbled with a snub-nosed .38 she had just bought and was burying in her purse.

“I’ve never owned a gun before, but I’m frightened. From now on, I’m keeping this handy at all times,” she chirped to Ellis, the store owner.

Ed suppressed the urge to follow her to the parking lot, kidnap her, shoot her before she could shoot him, cut off her head, and have sex with her. That would have been too obvious.

“The guy who is doing this to girls must be sick,” Ellis recalled saying to reporters. “He needs help.”

“Sure does,” Ellis remembered a customer known as Big Ed chiming in.

When Ed wasn’t milling about the gun shop, he was hanging out at the Fireside Lounge in Alameda, and at the Jury Room in Santa Cruz, a cop and prosecutor bar across from Santa Cruz City Hall. There, Ed picked up on the chatter about the investigations into his latest killings, and frowned when the conversation turned to Mullen’s spree. At the Jury Room, Ed stayed in full gentle-giant mode, acting like a police groupie who longed to join the force.

“Many serial sexual murderers have a fascination with the police,” explains forensic psychologist Dr. Louis Schlesinger. “That’s part of their psychology. They do that for a number of different reasons. To hang out with them, was one. But also sometimes to follow the investigation. To see if they are talking about it. This is very stimulating for them.”

Former Santa Cruz city policeman Jim Conner, whose babysitter, Cindy Schall, had been one of Ed’s victims, recalls seeing Ed and chatting with him at the Jury Room on numerous occasions. He described Ed as a sociable and cordial fellow, the proverbial “likable guy.” Conner confirmed that the officers talked about the Coed Killer and other notable cases while off duty at the bar.

“It was just talk about a girl found here. A girl found there. Body parts washed up on shore. This kind of thing. It was a conversation among the guys when we were at the Jury Room.”

Because he was so big, Ed lamented to the gathered off-duty men in blue that he was destined to only be a security guard, which he now was claiming to be—an armed security officer allowed to carry a gun and handcuffs, no less. It was an eyebrow-raising story, but the cops blew it off as routine bar boasting. Nothing about the friendly, sometimes rowdy giant tipped them off that he was the crazed killer they were hunting. Ed didn’t even raise suspicion after guzzling too many tequila shots that loosened his tongue. Nor the fact that he was prone to hands-on displays of his strength by lifting women and smaller men up and setting them down on the barstools. It was all good Jury Room fun!

“The Jury Room, Joe Mandela’s Jury Room. ‘Come in and give us your verdict,’ that’s the slogan under the sign,” Ed recalled in an interview with French author Stéphane Bourgoin. “. . . [A] number of police officers frequent it. At the time I was committing my crimes, I used the friendship bonds that I’d woven with these policemen to learn more about the progress of the investigation.”

Although Ed played the fawning police groupie with the intoxicated cops, he actually felt physically and mentally superior to them.

“I had no problem getting information out of these officers. Why? . . . They see themselves as the cream of the crop and they like to brag about their exploits in front of other cops. . . . I was doing a little bragging around these simple cops. I didn’t care about being their friend. I had already been in prison. I didn’t like the police. But they were talking to each other about what they’d heard about the case.

“Usually, any citizen who speaks to a police officer in uniform is clumsy, as if he’s guilty of something, even if he’s clean. . . . But if I don’t act that way, if I don’t treat them like an insect under the microscope, then I’ve slipped a foot in the crack of the door. Little by little, you learn to pay for beers and get to know each other: ‘How’s it going, Big Ed’? ‘Great, and you, Andy?’ etc.”

In the midst of all the drama in Santa Cruz and his police spying, Ed Kemper met a blonde teenager on the beach from distant Turlock High School, and actually dated her like a normal human being. In fact, two days after killing Aiko Koo, and hours after disposing of her bloody body parts, Ed spent a Saturday night visiting this young girl and playing Mr. Perfect with her family. That March, in 1973, he proposed. She accepted.

“I never thought of killing her,” Ed would later testify without elaborating as to why or why not.

Very little is known about this young seventeen-year-old girl, as her mortified parents very effectively covered her with a blanket of anonymity (which the media respected), and moved out of the area when Ed’s identity exploded into the public consciousness. Ed himself rarely, if ever, mentions her, or explains in retrospect why she was allowed to survive. It’s doubtful they spent much time together, as she resided with her parents 116 miles northeast of Santa Cruz in a rural San Joaquin Valley farming area. Suffice it to say, the ill-advised engagement was short-lived.

“What I’m saying is, I found myself doing things in an attempt to make things fit together inside,” Ed briefly mentioned in a 1981 interview. “I was doing sexual probings . . . I mean, in a sense of striking out, or reaching out and grabbing, and pulling to me. But appalled at the sense that it wasn’t working, that isn’t the way it’s supposed to be, that isn’t the way I want it . . . And yet I get, during that time, I become engaged to someone who is young, and is beautiful, and very much the same advantages, and very much the same upbringing and Disneyland values. And she’s very much the reason I [later] surrendered.”

Time passed. Ed was back in python mode, feeling no compulsion to go out on another kill. By April (1973), the frenzy and fear had mostly died down. The college kids went back to traveling and partying without any concerns. Those who did have passing thoughts of the “co-ed” killings confused them with Mullin’s victims, and Mullin was locked away in prison. The coast was clear! Thumbs started popping out on the roads again. Ed would see them and chuckle to himself. He could easily do a few more women and start the crazy all over again. The urge was coming back.

Nah, been there, done that, Ed concluded. Although the satisfying necrophilia was in play with the coeds, he was growing a bit weary of the repetitiveness of the events. Instead, he began fantasizing about upping the ante to really shock the world. He’d pick an area, possibly his own neighborhood, where he’d turn into a six-foot, nine-inch, 275-pound invisible Ninja of Death! He would skulk around in the dark wee hours, going from house to duplex to apartment, killing everyone he encountered. That would certainly elevate him way above his rivals, whom he despised—mass-murderers like Manson, Mullin, Frazier, and that homosexual Mexican psycho Juan Corona from Sutter County! He would be the King of the Serial Killers!

“Toward the end, I became sicker, bloodthirsty, and yet these streams of blood annoyed me. It’s not something I want to see, but what I long for is to witness death, and to savor the triumph that I associated with it, my own triumph over the death of others. It’s like a drug, which I want more and more. I want to triumph over my victim. Overcome death. They are dead and I’m alive. It’s a personal victory.”

The rush of such a killing extravaganza faded from his fantasies, however. It had been thrilling, but woefully impractical. Still needing to feed his cravings with something horrific, Ninja-of-Death-Ed was replaced by an entirely different identity. It would be a coup de grâce that would complete the circle and finally make sense of it all for everybody.
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TRAINING DAY HAS ENDED
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In a memorable series of crossover television episodes merging the casts of Law and Order SVU and Chicago PD, the star detectives of both shows tracked a sociopathic physician-turned-brutal-serial killer named Greg Yates across the eastern part of the country, mostly in Chicago and New York. Finally captured, Yates was convicted and imprisoned.

The Dr. Yates character, and the episodes that aired in 2014, were such a hit with fans of both Dick Wolf-produced crime shows that it was decided to write yet another crossover sequel in 2016. Teaming with fellow imprisoned physician-serial killer, Dr. Carl Rudnick, the pair of killers escaped Shawshank Redemption–style through a hole dug through a cell wall covered up by a poster. Another cross-country murder spree ensued in the midst of a massive manhunt that included virtually every government law-enforcement agency, from the FBI to the ATF (the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives).

For unknowing viewers, the “convoluted” plot seemed way too much like the sequel to a bad TV movie. A sudden new childhood-based motive for the murders, which was seemingly created retroactively, strained credibility. The motivation for Dr. Yates’s killing sprees dated back to his parents. Dr. Freud would have approved of the sudden “it’s his mother’s fault” scenario, but not many others. The future Dr. Yates’s mother, newly pregnant with a daughter, feared that her creepy, pet-mutilating, sociopathic son might harm the new child. To protect the baby, Papa Yates, a long-haul trucker, took the young boy on a trip with him. Greg Yates would never return. He was dumped on another family through a hazy off-the-books adoption.

Discovering the truth later in life and using his endless free prison time to research their whereabouts, Dr. Yates escaped his shackles in order to enact his final revenge. Burning with family rage, the brilliant doctor, who eluded months of manhunts and modern-day CSI investigations, suddenly no longer cared about how sloppy he was, nor did he care a whit about being caught or killed in the process. In fact, he welcomed it, luring a frenzied, revenge-minded Chicago PD detective, who resembled his mother at a younger age, into a final dramatic showdown, during which he killed his father before her eyes.

Ha, ha, ha, what a crazy Hollywood plot, eh? Or was it? Recall that television and movie scriptwriters have harvested their material from real-life “truth is stranger than fiction” stories since the days of three networks and cathode ray tubes. The convoluted end to the Greg Yates saga was no exception. The model for such a wild turn of events? It had to be Big Edmund Kemper III, right down to his once-actually-pretty mother aging so badly due to her dark bitter personality that she had become unrecognizable. Viewers scoffed at how the beautiful detective could have remotely reminded Dr. Yates of his near-hideous mother. More Hollywood nonsense. Little did they know the deep-seated memories of an angry, disturbed, abandoned child.

Fully trained in the arts of murder, necrophilia, mutilation, and disposal of body parts, Ed decided to put his nonfiction endgame into motion. He was coming unglued, drinking six to eight gallons of wine a week, not to mention countless beers and shots of tequila with his buddies at the cop bar. Ed was rapidly turning into a drunk like his mother, the one person in the world he hated the most, often guzzling soccer-mom wine—his mother’s poison.

Ed’s Final Solution for Clarnell was his and his alone. Despite the formation of a county-wide task force bent on finding the notorious Coed Killer, there was no pressure from any other law-enforcement agency that might possibly home in on Ed: that possibility only existed in flashes of paranoia that shot through his mind. The paranoia intensified when Santa Cruz police detectives came to his mother’s house and relieved Ed of a new .44 Magnum he had bought. It wasn’t initially clear who had made the call, or what exactly the premise was for taking the weapon, but it’s not hard to surmise that Ed was certain it was his love/hate fellow-wino mother. Clarnell no doubt feared that her longtime troubled son might use the massive handgun in the same way it had been made famous in Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry movies, the first of which had aired a year earlier in late December 1971. Ed’s shocking juvenile double-murder record may have been sealed, but it hadn’t been erased from Clarnell Kemper’s memory. Not by a long shot.

Although Ed was a certified monster and Clarnell, at her worst, was just a majorly annoying nag, Ed often felt that the reverse was true.

“My mother and I started right in on horrendous battles, just horrible battles, violent and vicious,” author Margaret Cheney quoted Ed in The Co-Ed Killer. “I’ve never been in such a vicious verbal battle with anyone. It would go to fists with a man, but this was my mother, and I couldn’t stand the thought of my mother and me doing these things. She insisted on it, and just over stupid things. I remember one roof-raiser was over whether I should have my teeth cleaned.”

Ed expressed similar sentiments to Santa Cruz journalist Marj von Beroldingen: “There were times when she was bitching and yelling at me that I felt like retaliating and walking over to the telephone in her presence and calling the police, to say, ‘Hello, I’m the coed killer,’ just to lay it on her.”

In one of their epic fights, Ed said his mother blamed her barren, lonely, seven-year no-sex life on her “murderous son,” instead of her gargoyle-like appearance, a curious personal dig since few, if anyone, in their Santa Cruz circle knew anything about Ed’s murderous past. Clarnell nonetheless thought that the fear of her giant son acted like shark repellant to any suitors she might have had.

“The only time people got killed was when she and I were fighting like cats and dogs. I couldn’t deal with it. I couldn’t vent it any other way. . . . I think they [coeds] were surrogates. I was killing her, not them. I was attacking her station. I was attacking her stance in that university setting.”

As quickly as Ed would rage, he was just as likely to turn around and feel sympathy for his mom. He said the university job was beating her down, causing her to drink heavily, and fueling her volatile emotions.

“She was making an effort to balance her pain with what she was experiencing.”

It was therefore she, not he, who needed to be in a mental hospital. Or, at the very least, a place to “dry out.” But there was no reasoning with the woman. “She’d peel your skin off” at the suggestion, including his younger sister’s efforts at intervention.

Ed’s anger over what the job, along with the university, was doing to his alternatively hated and loved mother would boil inside him as another weak and convoluted excuse for taking his rage out on innocent college coeds. As if he was protecting his mother by eliminating them. Or so he would later claim—careful not to mention the unrelated sexual aspects in his twisted observations.

In addition to the booze, rage, and increasing psychosis, yet another stressor was heating up. Ed began to fret even more that the police might be “on to me,” and thus his mother would find out that her son was the now-notorious “Coed Killer.” Or she would discover the truth herself, rummaging through his room and finding the various “souvenirs” he kept from his kills, including his victims’ driver’s licenses. That discovery, he felt, would both break her heart and bring her fury crashing down on him. Eight brutal murders, and what did Ed fear the most? A joint police task force hunting him? Being locked in a small cage for the rest of his life? The electric chair from his creepy childhood fantasies? No, no, and no. He dreaded another routine tongue-lashing from his mother.

“I can’t get away from her. . . . She knows all my buttons, and I dance like a puppet,” he told Court TV in 1978, getting emotional. It was the only time that any of Ed’s myriad law-enforcement, prosecutor/defense attorney, or media interviewers detected the slightest sign of remorse in him.

The truth was Ed was wildly overreacting to his paranoid fantasies of being captured. He was suffering from stress ulcers and starting to dive head-first off the deep end, mostly for no valid reason other than his increasing paranoia and horrific flashbacks. The beefed-up law was far from closing in, and his mother was oblivious to his savage activities. On February 23, a week after Thorpe and Liu’s body parts were found and identified, police reported to the media that although their pathologists had properly connected which murders among the inexplicable rash were Ed’s handiwork, they “had no clues” as to who the culprit might be.

It was an oddly frank admission from police operatives, who tend to be hush-hush about their inability to solve much-publicized serial murders. They usually fudge it when they’re at a loss, mentioning unspecified “promising leads,” in order to calm the public and save face. Instead, they basically threw up their hands and admitted the truth.

The meddling trio of girls in Ed’s neighborhood probably knew more than either Ed’s mother and her roommate, or the hard-working but mystified police from multiple departments in the area. Despite the fact that Ed was all but telegraphing his latest kills, law enforcement remained nowhere near fingering him as their target. He continued to boldly stroll into the Jury Room, the cop-and-prosecutor bar in Santa Cruz, and rub elbows with the very officers and detectives who were trying to identify and capture the monster killer among them. Ed kept on chugging beers and tequila shots with no fear that his loosened tongue would let fly some unknown detail that would raise an alarm and doom him on the spot. Had he done that, Ed wouldn’t have been the first or last criminal, big-time murderer or low-end burglar, who did himself in via drunken bar talk.

Not Ed. He drank, talked about the murders, dissed his hated rival Herbert Mullin (who was now behind bars), playfully lifted women up and smacked them down on bar stools, and kept having a good ol’ time with his adored men and women in blue. The only thing he wasn’t doing anymore was driving to the bar with severed heads or other body parts from his kills in the blood-soaked back seat and trunk of his car. Thankfully for Ed, highly trained cadaver dogs weren’t present in the bar or roaming the parking lot, so his previous arrogant risks went undetected.

In mid-April 1973, the weekend before Easter, Ed went out on his rounds with thoughts of doing another kill and rape. On Ashby Avenue in Berkeley, a brand-new perky eager duo hopped into his big yellow car. One was a blonde, the other a brunette. They were standing in almost exactly the same spot where he had picked up Mary Anne Pesce and Anita Luchessa, and looked very similar. The blonde was holding a bouquet of wildflowers, possibly to put in the girls’ “going to San Francisco” hair. The potential replay wasn’t lost on Ed. His body began to pulse with anticipation. This pair, both outfitted in flowing granny dresses, were from Mills College, a small woman’s school in Oakland. Ed could notch the name of yet another California institution of higher learning into his gunstock, further mystifying the police hounds. The clones of his very first coed kills were seeking a ride back to their dorm on campus. Everything was setting up as perfectly as if he had plotted out the details himself.

When Ed began heading toward the campus, the girls were confused and thought he was taking them in the wrong direction. Ed found their confusion both ironic and baffling. They were mistakenly trying to direct him to a more isolated area that was the precise scene of his first murders. It was Hitchcockian—or a dizzying scene out of The Twilight Zone. Was this really happening? Had he finally snapped and lost his mind? With his prior pickups, the victims either had no clue where he was going or fell for whatever BS line he fed them about knowing “better routes.” This time, he was doing everything right with the hitchhikers, and they were starting to panic.

“I picked up two girls who were so much like the first two, it was unbelievable. Almost identical circumstances. . . . Everything went toward killing them. . . . I was going to kill them.”

The granny dress–wearing young women’s unnecessary nervousness spooked Ed to the point that he ignored their near-tragic pleas to turn around and head toward Ed’s personal killing fields. Instead, he continued to head toward their stated destination.

“ ‘Just bear with me. Be patient. Trust me. Please,’ ” the notorious killer said, for once in his life telling the truth. “Wow, it was uncanny . . . I said wow, this had got to stop. . . . I would have gotten away with those two being murdered. No. It’s got to stop . . . I let them out. They never even knew what was going on. . . . I don’t think to this day they know how close they came.”

The pair sprinted from Ed’s big yellow death machine and vanished into their dorm without looking back. It took a while for Ed to come to grips with what had happened. Was it their directional mistake that had truly thrown him off his game? He had adapted to such wrenches before. Was it because they made it too easy? Eliminated the game, the challenge, the thrill of the hunt? Was Alfred Hitchcock on to him, sucking a mentally melting-down Ed into his popular mystery hour with its shocking twisted endings? Like two ghostly hitchhikers—a spin on the popular “prom night” urban legend—trying to lure him to their death site to get their vengeance?

Or had Big Ed simply lost his psychotic-killer mojo?

It’s impossible to say how much longer mojo-impaired Ed Kemper might have continued killing hitchhikers and tempting fate with his disposals. What is known is that he’d finally had enough of it himself. It was time to put the bloody ribbon on his saga and tie it all together—like the ending of a television sequel that strained credibility.

On Good Friday, April 20, 1973, Easter weekend, a month after his last kills (recall the profiler concept of “escalating”), Ed’s always simmering at-home rage finally boiled over. After bringing his absent mother an Easter lily, he sat home and fumed, waiting for her to return from boozing up at whatever university party she was at. It wasn’t lost on him that his fifty-something mom was out socializing with friends, while he was sulking alone at home, without so much as a rotting headless torso to keep him company. He finished a six-pack of beer long before midnight, and still no Mommy. He crashed for a couple of hours and checked again. Still no Mommy. After another two-hour nap, he dragged himself out of bed and checked again. Finally, at 4 A.M., she was home. Not only was she at home, but she was still awake and reading a book in bed. When Ed approached, she sighed and said the line that would forever be seared into his brain: “I suppose you want to sit up all night and talk now?”

Caught off guard, hurt, and insulted, Ed meekly said no, that she could crash.

“We’ll talk in the morning,” she said, before putting down her book and turning over into a more comfortable position.

Like a rejected little boy, Ed returned to his room and sat on his bed until 5 A.M., working himself up to an epic reptilian psychotic meltdown. His dark brooding emotions, brought on by a holiday that was normally filled with chocolate bunny baskets and colorfully painted eggs, weren’t unusual for him. Holidays were always rough on Ed. He had run away from his mother’s home after a bitter argument on Thanksgiving a decade before. Happy with his dad, he was stunned and depressed when, on a Christmas trip a month later, he had been dumped on his hated grandparents at their lonely rural farm. Birthdays with his mom were never a joy. Now it was Easter, a celebration of death and resurrection, and the miserable holiday memories refused to abate in his thoroughly messed-up mind.

Properly inflamed, he went into the kitchen at 5 A.M., grabbed a clawhammer and knife, and thundered back into his mother’s bedroom. Without pause, he furiously began caving in her skull. Shortly afterward, he cut off her head, rationalizing “What’s good for my victims is good for my mother.” As he would explain in court and to myriad interviewers, he then carried her head into the living room, “put it on a shelf and screamed at it for an hour.” His rage not yet satiated, he “threw darts at it” before smashing in what remained of her face.

During this outpouring of a lifetime of rage, he was enjoying—for the first time—being able to get in the last word. All the words, in fact. Ed’s psychosis was not yet deep enough for his mother’s mouth to talk back to him Twilight Zone style, or the way a mounted fish once alerted fictional mobster Tony Soprano about a snitch in his gang.

“I was so cold. So hard. . . . It hurts. . . . I’m not a lizard. I’m not from under a rock. . . . I came out of my mother. . . . I cut off her head. I humiliated her corpse. . . . Six young women dead, because of the way she raised her son. . . . And what’s her closing words? ‘I suppose you want to sit up all night and talk?’ I wish I had.”

As an added gruesome touch, if there can be such a thing with Ed, Michael H. Stone MD and Gary Brucato PhD, authors of The New Evil: Understanding the Emergence of Modern Violent Crime (2019), claim through their sources that Ed was not throwing darts at his mother’s head, but at her openly displayed exposed genitals. It’s possible that he did both, since police on the scene mentioned her pocked face, and probably wouldn’t have looked that closely at the headless, 52-year-old, 220-pound woman’s privates.

What is undisputed is that Ed cut out Clarnell’s offending tongue and vocal cords—no more heated arguments with mom—and tried to pulverize them in the garbage disposal. What happened next would serve to be his mother’s final lashing-out against her demon seed. The larynx and heavy muscled tongue shot back out of the spinning grinder, causing Ed to lurch backward in a start. He then chuckled, finding the act rather fitting. His mom, even in death, was one tough old bird who would never back down to anyone.

“That seemed appropriate,” Kemper would explain. “As much as she’d bitched and screamed and yelled at me over so many years.”

Not quite finished, Ed returned to the bedroom, undressed his “big ugly 220-pound mother” and had sex with her headless, finally silent body. Both her body and her mutilated head, no less. Ed’s necrophilia had reached a staggering new decadent low—if that’s possible to even contemplate. It was so mind-blowingly aberrant that it would leave even the most loquacious forensic scientists struggling for words decades later.

“Having sex with his mother’s head?” wondered Dr. Louis Schlesinger in the Oxygen Network documentary Kemper on Kemper: Inside the Mind of a Serial Killer. “I don’t know what it says psychologically, because it’s unstudied. All we can do is speculate.”

Ed, of course, was happy to solve the mystery.

“I came out of my mother’s vagina and in a rage I went back in,” he explained, ever professing a logical basis for his perversions. “I still loved my mother. It’s hard for somebody to understand that you murder your mother through love. It isn’t a rational process. It’s a very painful process. . . . I’ve got to still live with that.”

The death of his loved/hated mother symbolized a rebirth for Ed. The rapes were a physical ramification of that. Not sure, however, if the oral sex with the severed head, missing a tongue and larynx, could also be covered in such psychological Oedipus complex jargon? Ed would later occasionally deny such necrophilia at parole hearings—after previously confessing the acts scores of times in both gory detail and with the aforementioned psychological underpinnings.

Nonetheless, into the closet mom went in real time. Ed had once again created every young child’s nightmare. The horror that was surely hiding in the bedroom closet—if not under the bed. It wasn’t mutilated cats this time. It wasn’t Grandpa and Grandma. It wasn’t headless college coeds. It was mutilated Mom!

As with Ed’s first, middle, and last kills, he was able to avoid any terrified eye contact with his victim by taking her out in her sleep.
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Four days after Kemper killed his mother, they were featured on the front page of the Santa Cruz Sentinel, April 25, 1973.

Despite all this unspeakable horror, with its deep psychological underpinnings and utter perversion, Big Ed still wasn’t finished. He had a new crazed thought and immediately put it into action. He called his mother’s close friend, Sara “Sally” Hallett, 59, with the intent of luring her to the house with the promise of taking her and his mom out for a “surprise” dinner and movie. She didn’t answer. After a few more tries, a wired Ed drove to the cop bar to have some post-Mommy-killing beer and tequila shots with his police friends. There, he just happened to run into a drinking buddy who owed him $10. Ticked off over being ducked, Ed decided he would kill the man the first chance he got that day, possibly luring him behind the bar. To Ed’s surprise, the lucky guy pulled out a ten-spot, paid Ed, and apologized for not paying him sooner. Touched, Ed promptly slapped the crisp Hamilton on the bar and bought them both a few rounds of beer.

Returning home hours later, properly lubricated, Ed finally reached Sara around 5:00 P.M. She readily agreed to the celebratory event, dressed herself for a big night out, and drove over. While waiting, Ed prepared the house just as he prepared his big yellow death machine with knives, blankets, handcuffs, and garbage bags—his Kill Kit. When Sara arrived around 7:30, Ed told her that his mom was delayed. Sally, possibly having attended the same late-night party his mom had gone to the evening before, spoke of being bushed and headed for the couch.

“Let’s sit down. I’m dead.”

The prophetic words momentarily stunned Ed. Did Sally know? Was she tuning in to the local gypsy psychic? Had she noticed any blood? Then he remembered how late his mother had been out—until nearly 3 A.M., and figured Sally had done the same. Even with that speculation, an unnerved Ed dispensed with any psycho killer foreplay and went right at it—all the prepared weapons unnecessary. Sally would never make it to the inviting couch. Big Ed punched the woman in the stomach, spun her around to avoid her terrified gaze—always avoiding eye contact to the very end—and did his monster thing.

“I came up behind her and crooked my arm around her neck, like this,” he demonstrated to Marj von Beroldingen from Front Page Detective magazine and a local Santa Cruz newspaper, holding his big, thick arm at chin level. “I squeezed and just lifted her off the floor. She just hung there and, for a moment, I didn’t realize she was dead. . . . I had broken her neck, and her head was just wobbling around with the bones of her neck disconnected in the skin sac of her neck.”

FBI profiler pioneer John Douglas said Ed told him he had an orgasm while breaking Sally’s neck.

Von Beroldingen, a World War II Navy veteran, had interviewed Ed before, professionally recording and relaying his tales of horror with remarkably objective journalistic detachment. She described Ed’s physical acting-out, in his storytelling, as finally getting to her.

“He began to wobble his head around, never changing the position of his arms and gazing fixedly at me,” she wrote. “His jail-pale face had become slightly flushed, his eyes glazed, his breath coming a little quickly, and he stuttered almost imperceptibly as he spoke.”

Ed lowered Sally to the floor, wrapped a bag around her head, and tied a cord tightly around her neck just to make sure. She wasn’t Asian, but he still feared she might zombie out on him and spring back to life. In short order, Ed took out his trusty tools and stopped Sara’s head from wobbling by cutting it off.

Back to the Jury Room he went, to wind down and celebrate again, chatting with the gathered cops about his favorite topic—the coed murders. Ed was coming completely unraveled, but the familiar surroundings of the Jury Room, combined with the cheap beer, acted to keep him from blowing his stack.

Exhausted from his own all-nighter, Ed returned home and crashed in his mother’s blood-soaked bed—the reasons for which would be studied in graduate-level psychology classes; at the FBI’s Behavioral Science Center in Quantico, Virginia, for future profilers; and by thousands of amateur psychiatric sleuths for decades to come. Any guess is as good as the next one. It was beyond rational human comprehension.

There was, however, a method to Ed’s literal madness in making his most recent slaughters another pair. He figured with two bodies at the house, it would make him seem less suspicious to the police. The random killing of Sara would have no motive that led back to him. Plus, he could stall and tell people that his mother and friend were off on vacation together.

Of course, allowing no dead body to go unmolested, Ed stripped the near-60-year-old woman naked and had unprotected sex with her wrinkled body as well. Future CSI scientists be damned.

In another interview, Ed gave a more introspective—if convoluted—account of killing his mother to French true-crime writer Stéphane Bourgoin in 1991.

“This hand is the left hand of the Lord. I have always considered my mother as a great being, someone very fierce and sinister. She has always had a great influence on my life, and when she died I was very surprised to find that her death was like all my other victims, how vulnerable and human she was, which has left a mark on me and still shocks me today. The left hand of the Lord is the one he uses to punish, and I, that guilty and left-handed son, cut off my mother’s left hand. That’s enough to make me flip, right?”

The contrast, in this regard, between the fictional Dr. Yates and the very real Ed Kemper would be enough to make anyone flip out. Dr. Yates’s final act was to kill the father who literally drove him away and put him up for adoption. Yates spared his mother, who was an equal, if not more powerful, force behind the abandonment. Ed, on the other hand, spared both the father who abandoned him, and the beautiful buxom blonde German stepmother who wanted no part of him, least of all around their new home. Instead, he took his rage out on the mother who raised him for most of his life and was still willing to allow him to live with her as a “cured” adult after his incarceration. Ed lashed out at whoever was closest to him for apparently no other reason than convenient geography when the mood struck.

Spinning back around, both Dr. Yates and Ed spared their sisters. After Dr. Yates kidnapped his grown sister, a nurse, and terrifying her a bit, he left her alive and trembling—in a closet, of course. Ed, in contrast, never made any attempt to even scare his sisters. Not even the one who tried to push him in front of a train, and then into the deep end of a swimming pool when he couldn’t swim.

After the frenzied killings, reality sank in. By his own massive hands, the gig was up. Ed had killed his mother and her friend in her own home—his home most of the time. There would be no hiding it from anybody. No cut-off hands and scattered body parts. The murders would be linked directly to him. Not just these two, but all of them. What did it matter anyway how many there were? After coldly murdering his grandparents—the sealed records would soon be shockingly unsealed—and slaughtering his mother and her friend, he’d be going away for life. Maybe even put to quivering death in the electric chair, per his childhood fantasies. All the college girls and postmortem sex were just throw-ins.

Fully aware of his predicament, Ed nonetheless decided to make a feeble attempt to escape his fate. He fished in Sara Hallett’s purse for her car keys, packed the vehicle with guns and ammunition, and then headed east over the Sierras, destination unknown. Ed had lived most of his sociopathic life in a few small areas of California and Montana, and knew little about the outside world.

Worse yet, the outside world would certainly soon know him. Ed was self-aware enough to understand the slim odds he faced of staying on the lam for any length of time. He was a giant with distinctive looks, whose photo was certain to be plastered all over the country. He could run, but where could he hide?

Before leaving, Ed scribbled a note for his police buddies to find. According to Margaret Cheney, author of The Co-Ed Killer, Ed opened by apologizing for the horror scene the detectives would encounter.

“Not sloppy + incomplete, gents, just lack of time. Got things to do!!! Appx. 5:15 A.M. Saturday. No need for her to suffer anymore at the hands of this ‘horrible butcher.’ It was quick, asleep, no pain. The way I wanted it.”
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THE HOMESICK GIANT CALLS IT A CAREER
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After slaughtering his mother and her friend, Ed took his time packing up the car Sara Hallett had conveniently left behind and headed east. He had no specific destination. The idea was just to escape. Thinking better of his dumb choice of vehicles, he stopped in Reno, Nevada, and rented a green Impala—Ed the giant preferred long, roomy cars—leaving Sara’s vehicle at a gas station, claiming it needed an intermittent electrical problem fixed. He mentioned a wiring issue somewhere in the rat’s nest under the dashboard, or vicinity, which, he knew, was every mechanic’s nightmare, as such shorts can be difficult and time-consuming to weed out. That would buy him time.

Somehow, in the process, Ed managed to secretly transfer the three guns and 200 rounds of ammunition he was rolling with, from one car to the other. Or maybe the rural gas-station employee just didn’t give a crap when he noticed the freaky giant transferring an arsenal of weapons between the trunks. Long hunting trip, maybe? Either way, Ed continued his journey for another 18 straight hours and 1,034 miles. He motored over, through, and around the Rocky Mountains, stopping occasionally for gas, drinks, and convenience-store caffeine pills.

Ed blasted through Utah undetected, but Colorado was a different story. Ed was pulled over for speeding. Speeding? A giant serial killer on the run in a big rental car full of deadly weapons drawing “Smokey” highway-patrol attention to himself by speeding—the biggest nitwit mistake a criminal on the lam could make in 20th century history? Teenage Atascadero Ed would have been insulted at the thought of committing such a gaffe!

Ah, but Ed had a backup plan. He went into respectful-cop-bar mode and survived the ticketing process in his heavily armed vehicle without incident. Powering on, the caffeine tablets could only do so much. Exhausted, lacking direction, and depressed from fatigue, Ed stopped in Pueblo, Colorado, a mid-sized city of fewer than 100,000 residents located 112 miles south of Denver, to contemplate his next move.

A highly provincial, often literally sheltered child and man, Ed had spent most of his life in a relatively small area of northern California. Being on the run had to feel like he was on another planet. The landscape and scenery were wildly different from what he was used to. He was unfamiliar with the roads, and non-coastal people were not the same. It was all very stressful, capped off by the fact that he had no destination. No hideout. No place to land.

His head spinning and heavily drugged on caffeine, Ed, 24, decided on one of his craziest acts to date. On April 24, 1973, after driving mostly without sleep for 1,500 miles, Ed stumbled into a random phone booth and dialed up his buddies at the Santa Cruz County Sheriff’s department. The caller made the shocking claim that he was “The Chopper,” “The Butcher,” “The Coed Killer!”

“I killed my mother and her friend,” a deep, phony-sounding voice announced. “And I killed those college girls. I killed six of them, and I can show you where I hid the pieces of their bodies.”

It was 4 A.M., and the graveyard shift officer on the skeleton crew initially blew it off as a crank. It wasn’t the first crazy confession from a drunk he’d heard; it probably wasn’t even the first that day. The duty officer suggested Ed call later when the next shift was in, figuring the caller would sleep it off and never be heard from again. Ed, being the police buff, recognized the officer’s voice from the Jury Room and dropped his name, “Andy.” That worked to a degree. Then Ed asked for Lt. Charles Scherer, who, Ed knew, was in charge of the coed murders investigation. “Andy” told Ed that Lt. Scherer wouldn’t be in until 9 A.M. Ever impatient, Ed asked that Scherer be roused from his bed, as this was important! Andy, still thinking it was a routine police-station prank, refused. He told Ed to call back during regular hours.

When he calmed down, Ed realized that “Andy’s” request was indeed cop-shop protocol. The star detectives would be on the day shift, and any underling who woke them up over a prank call from an out-of-state drunk would have hell to pay.

It’s not known how Ed killed the time between calls—a much-needed nap in the car, maybe—but he apparently stayed put. Years later, he would testify at a parole hearing that his original intent had been to wait until he heard on the radio that the police had found his mother’s and her friend’s bodies and put out a national “APB”—All Points Bulletin—on him.

“When I heard on the news that there was a break in the case, it would mean in a few hours I would be dead,” he said. “I was going to get my weapons and go to high ground and attack the authorities when they came.”

That plan harked back to his very first kills, of his grandparents, when his first post-murder thought was to dig himself into a sniper’s nest in the “high ground” of their mountain farm home and shoot it out with those who would eventually come to capture him.

The radio report that would have almost hypnotically “triggered” that violent response, as a future FBI profiler would no doubt view it, never came. An exhausted, anxious Ed then altered his scheme to go out in a blaze of glory to a more passive, less Hollywood ending. Once again, it would mirror what he had done as a broken 15-year-old. For a brutal hands-on killer, Ed remained deeply afraid of vengeful violence slamming back on him. It would be painful, he recalled, flashing back to the childhood mobs that chased and tried to pummel him after he shot the neighbors’ dog. Childhood feelings of fear, loneliness, powerlessness, and paranoia were sweeping over him. Once again, everybody in the world was better than him; and here he was, at the end, on the run, in rural Colorado.

Ed rang up the Santa Cruz PD hours later, telling the same story from the same phone booth. The second duty officer was even less receptive, equally suspicious of a prank. Ed remained discombobulated, lacked sleep, wasn’t exactly sure where he was. He therefore still sounded very much like a nut job. The officer hung up on him. Dummies on the night shift, Ed thought, tempering his frustration yet again.

A less-sheltered and -provincial criminal probably would have laughed off his caffeine-fed, ill-fated attempts at surrender and viewed it as a sign to keep rolling east, and that better days were ahead. But that wasn’t Ed. The fish-out-of-water anxiety was strong with the Big Ed force, and he simply didn’t want to go on. Ed, like E.T., wanted to go home. Desperately. The day shift cops would surely come to the rescue.

Surrender plan B freshly renewed, Ed became even more determined to put a ribbon on his bloody saga right then and there. In doing so, he would ditch any last remnants of his dramatic plan to commit suicide by cop, instead vowing to boldly live on! After all, he had spent some of the best times of his young life in a mental institution for the criminally insane. He could do such time again, standing on his giant, size eight and three-quarters head, as the saying goes in the thug fraternity.

“The original purpose was gone . . .” he explained to author Peter Vronsky. “It wasn’t serving any physical or real or emotional purpose. It was just a pure waste of time. . . . Emotionally, I couldn’t handle it much longer. Toward the end there, I started feeling the folly of the whole damn thing, and at the point of near exhaustion, near collapse, I just said to hell with it and called it all off.”

Putting his big fat finger into the dial, Ed tried again. He was running out of nickels and knew he’d have to make these last calls count. One can imagine Ed feeling like the brokenhearted man from a big hit song at the time, Sylvia’s Mother, by Dr. Hook and the Medicine Show. (Bon Jovi covered the song in concert in 2003.) Desperate, on the road, and emotionally breaking down, the protagonist keeps pleading with his ex-girlfriend’s kind, but long-winded, mother, to put her daughter on the phone before she leaves town to marry another man. Meanwhile, the pay-phone operator keeps interrupting his psychological meltdown to tell him he needs to toss in “40 cents more for the next three minutes.” With her mother running interference, and the heartbreak kid running out of dimes, Sylvia packs up and skitters out the door to catch the nine o’clock train to Galveston, Texas. Absolutely gut-wrenching.

As fate would have it, Ed’s latest call to Sylvia’s Police Station was a bad connection via 1970s long distance technology. Agitated, Ed inadvertently quoted another classic song, this one by Little Anthony & the Imperials’ Goin’ Out of My Head. He had to scream that lyrical warning and the words “coed killer” three or four times to get his point across. Dropping more details about his kills, Ed started getting through to them. One aspect that distinguished Ed from other crazed confessors at the time was not mixing up his kills with those of Mullin and Frazier, which would have been a clear tell of a nut-case confessor. The officer motioned for superiors to get on the phone. They were equally intrigued and tried to set up a call trace. Then the line went dead. Either the bad connection had shorted out, or a superior had punched the wrong button on an extension. Now it was the cops’ turn to be frustrated. They hoped and prayed that the potentially legit killer would call back.

As the now-concerned Santa Cruz officers and detectives anxiously waited, Ed fretted with renewed frustration. Once again, he couldn’t help but consider the message that fate was sending him. Had he not absorbed all that law-enforcement knowledge during his barroom chats, he might have given up and started killing again. But he knew differently. He was cognizant of the pecking order at “cop shops,” and was keenly aware that the more experienced officers would be coming on duty soon. After nervously waiting for a few more hours, he tried again with his last shiny coins.

This time, not wanting to be ignored or cut off, Ed began dropping more names from the Jury Room, and identifying himself better. That didn’t work too well either. In fact, it quelled the officers’ initial excitement in solving the high-profile case. Those who now knew who the caller was figured Big Drunk Ed was just bombed on tequila and beer and was playing a dumb practical joke.

“Ed was unbelievable,” noted Jim Conner, an officer on duty that morning who knew Ed from the Jury Room. “Because Ed seemed like—excuse the phrase—a gentle giant. With a very nice personality, a likable kind of guy. That he could be responsible for something like that?”

Growing more caffeine- and fatigue-freaked out by the second, Ed mentioned a “Sgt. Aluffi,” who, he said, had been to his mother’s house recently after an argument and had retrieved a new .44 caliber handgun. Ed implored the officer to have Sgt. Aluffi check out the house again.

The duty officer asked Ed to walk to a corner and relay the street signs to buy some time. Ed did as he was told, giving them the number where he was so they could call back and eliminate the long-distance, timed-call “Sylvia’s Mother’s”–coin-fed-payphone issue. He returned and they rang, as suggested. Ed said he was at 21st Street and Norwood Avenue, Pueblo, Colorado.

Informed of the call and rambling confessions, Detective Mickey Aluffi, a Vietnam veteran who had survived being shot in combat, was curious enough to drive out to the duplex himself. He recalled being there before with his partner, Detective Don Smythe, and having had a bad feeling about the big man with the sealed juvenile record who had just purchased the very large gun. It was actually Santa Cruz Detective Terry Medina, and the Purple Heart-decorated ex-soldier Aluffi, and not Ed’s mother, who became wary of Ed’s .44 purchase when it came across their desk. That set the confiscation in motion. Detective Aluffi, an action-oriented alpha-male future undercover narcotics agent, had no idea how close he had come to being shot again during the previous encounter. He was a junior detective at the time and “I drew the straw. Big man. Big gun. And little ol’ me.”

There was some confusion regarding the address in the neighborhood that had them both as duplexes and single-family homes. To clear things up, Aluffi had spotted a man fiddling nearby under the dashboard of his vehicle and went over to ask for directions.

“He got out of the car, and got out of the car, and got out of the car,” Aluffi recalls. “Immediately, I knew this was the Mr. Kemper man I was looking for, because he towered over me and I’m six feet tall.

“There was something about Kemper that made me uneasy when we visited his house,” Aluffi told Tovin Lapin of the Santa Cruz Sentinel, when he retired as Captain of the UC Police force in 2010. “When he went to the trunk of his car to get the gun, Don and I instinctively put our hands on our guns and went to either side of the car. He [Kemper] later told me that if we hadn’t been watching him so closely, he planned to kill us.”

This time around, Detective Aluffi discovered a horror scene, just as Big Ed had described. The first thing that hit him was the familiar stench of decomposing human flesh, a scent cadaver dogs can smell even when bodies are buried underground. He then saw blood and hair scattered about, along with the Easter lily Ed had brought his mom, which was still in full bloom. Aluffi called for more detectives, officers, and the coroner. A search of the house discovered that the bed was soaked through to the springs with blood and body fluids. The deadly clawhammer and a three-foot saber streaked with blood were also in plain sight.

Unlike his past kills, Ed no longer had felt the need to cover the bed with plastic and clean up the scene. He had apparently lost his once-meticulous anti-Crime Scene Investigation mojo, along with his Coed-Killer desires. The horrified law-enforcement team eyed the smelly closet with trepidation. Sure enough, the headless bodies of Ed’s mother and her friend were stuffed inside. Unlike Ed’s other kills, the heads remained on site and were discovered as well. The officers noted that Clarnell’s face had been used as a dart board, just as the caller described. The same was true of the larynx that had been spit out of the garbage disposal. They found Clarnell’s no-longer-wagging tongue close to the sink area as well.

Not overlooked amid the carnage, Ed’s courteous apology note was also found.

“He left a note. ‘Sorry gents for the mess. But really had no time,’ ” a stunned Detective Medina recalled in a 2011 interview. “That’s the first time in my career, and I’ve been in this business 43 years, that a suspect left the cops a note.”

Stunning to all, the fun-loving Big Ed Kemper from the Jury Room was the real killing deal!

“It was a shock to everybody,” Tom Honig of the Santa Cruz Sentinel remembers. “Everybody was just buzzing around. It was all of a sudden things were happening.”

Investigators would later discover a letter addressed to Ed from the White House. Inside was a printed card and family photograph from President Richard Nixon thanking Ed for helping Nixon win the 1972 election. Unbeknownst to all, Ed had volunteered at a local campaign office for Nixon, at least long enough to have his name and address recorded. In keeping with Ed’s ongoing struggle to be “hip and with it,” most young people Ed’s age were fiercely anti-Nixon and favored his extreme liberal Democrat opponent George McGovern. Odder still, one of Ed’s victims, Alice Liu, had also volunteered for the Nixon campaign. There’s no evidence that the two fellow conservative Republicans crossed paths in that unusual political endeavor.

Ever the vacillator, Ed would later tell his jailers that before the election, he switched his allegiance from Republican to Democrat and voted for McGovern—who lost in a landslide. Apparently Ed failed to inform Nixon and family of his political treachery.

Neighbors gathering around the police swarm picked up on bits and pieces of the reason behind the commotion. Despite the “secured” premises, some of the younger women and curious kids started chatting up the bored peripheral officers. They eagerly learned that their large, odd, St. Bernard of a neighbor had not only killed his mother but was the infamous Coed Killer from the news! They recalled Ed bringing in and taking boxes out of the residence at all hours of the day and night. They shuddered to think that Ed had murdered and cut up the coeds and a high school girl—their peers—within screaming distance of their clustered homes. Indeed Ed had, nearly getting spotted by them a few times, as he would later recount.

Attractive, honey-blonde Carla Gervasoni, 20, one of the young women who lived upstairs from Ed, told a TV reporter from KRON Channel 4 News, “He was kind of an odd man. . . . He didn’t say much. He seemed like kind of a momma’s boy. I always was kind of afraid of him, actually. He scared me a lot. And I heard him and his mother argue quite a bit. All the time. He was too quiet sometimes. He was always taking things, you know, back and forth. Guns. He had guns, that I saw. I guess that’s why I thought he was strange. He scared me.”

Carla added that Ed apologized to her for all the loud family fights and brushed them off, simply, as the way large humans communicate—like Bigfoots growling at each other. Luckily for Carla, Ed wasn’t killing where he ate—as she fit his target type to a T.

Another neighbor, a middle-aged woman who lived close by, told reporters that a beautiful grotto she had constructed in her yard, and which housed a colorful statue of the Virgin Mary, had acted to protect her family from Ed’s deadly wrath! She was certain of it, because she noted that Ed often sat nearby and watched her and her family as they built and decorated the elaborate cave that displayed the Mother of Jesus, dressed in a baby-blue flowing robe with pink lining.

Other neighbors, knowing that Ed was a police buff, had even discussed the murders with him. Ed gave them the standard line he practiced at the Jury Room: “It must be some crazy person doing this.”

Meanwhile, the now fully alert Santa Cruz day shift had double-checked Ed’s precise location through a phone trace and called their counterparts in Pueblo. Bringing them up to speed, they warned that the suspect was a giant and would be extremely dangerous. Patrolman David Martinez just happened to be a few blocks from the phone booth and was radioed the arrest order.

“When they said on the police radio that he was 6-9 and 280 pounds, I couldn’t see anyone that big,” Martinez, 30, would tell reporters. “I moved to the area and spotted him in the phone booth with his back to me. . . . I put on my red lights, pulled my revolver, and eased from the cruiser. I wasn’t taking any chances.”

Martinez, a father of three, had fleeting thoughts of his children as he stealthily approached the huge serial killer, “who looked like three people in there,” and tapped on the outer glass of the phone booth. Inside, the very sick mind of a huge serial killer was still vacillating between giving up peacefully and engaging in a shootout-to-the-death with the police.

“He hadn’t noticed me yet. I checked his hands to see if he was armed.” Much to Martinez’s relief, Ed wasn’t. “He was still talking to Santa Cruz when I came up. When I told him to move outside, he asked ‘What do I do with the phone?’ I told him to drop it.”

That classic law-enforcement line, uttered millions of times—but rarely regarding a tethered payphone—was the beginning of what was obviously the biggest arrest of the small-town cop’s career. But the drama was far from over.

Before “dropping it,” Ed informed the Santa Cruz officer on the line that “The man’s here. Whew! He’s got a gun on me!”

Ed left the booth, leaned against the glass, raised his hands and put them on top of the booth—he was that tall—and spread his legs to allow Martinez to properly frisk him for hidden weapons. None were found. Allowed to turn, Ed held his hands together in front of him, awaiting the handcuffs. Ed had never accomplished his dream of becoming a cop, but he certainly knew how to properly behave during a non-resisting arrest.

“It took about four minutes for the backup car to arrive, but it seemed like four hours,” Martinez said to the excited local and national newshounds after the arrest. Once backup arrived and Ed was secured, officers searched his car and found a shotgun, a rifle with a telescopic sniper’s scope, and a light automatic rifle known as a “carbine” (similar to an assault weapon), along with various knives and sabers, and enough bullets “to hold off an army for about a week.” They also found a bloodstained buckskin fringed jacket.

When Ed was taken to the Pueblo station house, Police Chief Robert Mayber had the same reaction to his gigantic size as most everybody ever had, and has to this day, when meeting Ed Kemper. “Big enough to beat a mountain lion with a switch.”

Still crazed, or more crazed than ever, from a lack of sleep combined with an overdose of 7-11 stimulants like NoDoz®, Ed began confessing up a storm to the Pueblo chief, detectives, staff, cleaning personnel, and anybody who would listen.

“It had to stop. . . . I wish I had given up earlier. . . . Those people, not things, those people, would still be with their families, their loved ones. They would have had their own families.”

Since Ed’s spree had not yet received national attention in the pre-24-hour media/Internet days, the Pueblo police mostly had no idea what he was talking about. However, noting the intricate details in Ed’s babbling, Chief Mayber began to buy in.

“With that kind of detail, I believe he knows what he’s talking about,” he relayed to his staff, the media, and especially Hugh Stephens of Inside Detective magazine, who chronicled Ed’s arrest in a long August 1973 article.

Harried Santa Cruz DA Peter Chang, fresh off the convictions of the two other multiple killers in the area, Herbert Mullin and John Linley Frazier, caught a plane to Colorado with a trio of detectives, including Detective Aluffi, to retrieve Ed from local detention. Ed greeted them warmly and, after denying legal counsel and waiving extradition, proceeded to talk freely and openly about his state of mind, what he had done, what he feared he might do with his rental car full of guns, and anything else that spun through his demented mind. He told them he needed to be locked up to keep from continuing to kill and wanted to be tried “back home” in Santa Cruz. (Ed would later deny that he waived having an attorney present during his ramblings. That appears unlikely since he waived extradition in front of a judge and was extremely chatty.)

Ed, beginning to feel more like his jovial self, couldn’t help laughing with the Pueblo police as they struggled to locate the keys to his handcuffs to enable him to smoke a cigarette.

Taking him to California, to be taken into custody there, the detectives drove away in Ed’s green rental car. As if that wasn’t curious enough, they also stopped off in Reno, dutifully returned the car to the dealer, retrieved Sara Hallett’s abandoned car from the startled gas-station owner, and drove back to Santa Cruz in the slain woman’s vehicle, which Ed had said was broken. One can imagine the scenario an electrical breakdown on a lonely road could have caused. (Hitchhiking cops with a monster-sized killer?)

At night, the shackled and handcuffed violent giant was stashed in local jails by accommodating police departments. They ate their daytime meals at various drive-ins, where a shackled Ed strutted around like a celebrity, bathing in the attention—all the gawks and stares. Ed gave no inkling that he desired to escape. During one stop, two attractive women passed close to the car. Ed spotted them and had a bizarre psychological and physical reaction that has baffled even the best psychiatrists: he violently vomited. Apologizing to the officers, who may have suspected that it was an escape ploy, Ed meekly explained that it was a routine reaction he sometimes had to beautiful women—at least to beautiful women with their heads still attached.

The psychologically based illness Ed displayed is an uncommon variation of what is known as emetophobia, or fear of vomiting. The sight of the women apparently thrust Ed into his monster kill mode, which triggered a wave of anxiety so strong that it was as if a swarm of butterflies had literally been placed in his stomach. That reaction would seem to be a crippling flaw for a rapist-killer, but it might explain why Ed preferred his sexual partners dead and headless. There is no evidence or confession from Ed that he had thrown up during or after any of his kills or lengthy beheadings and mutilations—actions that would make most normal people vomit.

As an aside, the crafty creators of the award-winning satirical cartoon South Park portray one of their main characters, the 4th-grader Stan Marsh, as having the same, rare barfing reaction whenever a pretty girl talks to him. The biting and often explicitly violent 20-plus-year-old animated series, where nothing is off limits, covered real-life serial killers in a number of episodes, so the writers obviously did their homework. Ted Bundy, Jeffrey Dahmer, and John Wayne Gacy, for instance, were grouped together in one show as murderous buddies in a takeoff of The Three Stooges.

Back home, while Ed was eating, yapping, and throwing up like little Stan Marsh, detectives, armed with a search warrant, impounded his yellow policed-up 1969 Ford Galaxie 500, which was still parked outside the Aptos apartment. Going over it with the proverbial fine-tooth comb, they discovered blood and multiple strands of long human hair of varying colors under the back seat; some of the splotches were obvious to the naked eye, while other splotches were revealed by chemical sprays like Luminol and black lights. A .30 caliber ammunition clip was unearthed, along with a fired bullet that was dug out of a door panel.

Popping the trunk, more evidence sprang forth. Hair was removed from the trunk latch—Ed wasn’t so CSI-careful after all—along with a short shovel, some water bottles, a raincoat, a dish pan, and a knife with dried blood on it.
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Detective Terry Medina, left, and criminalist Paul Daugherty, right, of the Santa Cruz County Sheriff’s Department, walk away from Kemper’s car after searching it in April 1973; Daugherty carries a shovel, bagged for evidence.

Ed talked and talked, in Pueblo, on the trip back, at dinner, in the overnight cells, and locked up in Santa Cruz. In these conversations, when he sensed his listeners growing weary, he added a new—and then unknown—wrinkle to his necrophilia. He not only had sex with the torsos, he said, but with the severed heads as well! The sex he was talking about was, specifically, a form of forced (or receptive unforced) oral sex known as “irrumation,” since, of course, the heads were dead, couldn’t respond in kind, and his specific receptors had no choice in the matter. Those details usually woke up the detectives. Ed loved nothing better than making the hard-boiled cops cringe.

Pleased with their stunned reactions, Ed would explain to other investigators and reporters what his deal was with all the severed heads.

“The head-trip fantasies were a bit like a trophy. You know, the head is where everything is at, the brain, eyes, mouth. That’s the person. I remember being told as a kid, you cut off the head and the body dies. The body is nothing after the head is cut off . . . well, that’s not quite true: there’s a lot left in the girl’s body without the head.”

Sensing their weariness and attention fatigue again, Ed added a new element to his “not my fault” abused childhood horrors. Instead of being the suspected sibling molester, Ed was actually the victim! He claimed that his older teenage sister lured him into playing sex games with her when he was eight—the traditional “let’s-play-doctor” and such. And to make matters worse, his man-hating mother punished him for it, not the sister. That’s why she locked him in the dark basement at night. Although Ed would occasionally repeat this tale to others, and psychiatrists and psychologists would debate the cause and effect, there’s no way of confirming or denying it. Ed’s sister, who died in 2014, was naturally aghast at the account and strongly denied it. There were never any reports showing that she had any youthful or adult behavior of the sort—unlike the frequent stories of Ed’s violent sexual fantasies.

Ed’s incessant chattering and soul-searching was not uncommon with serial killers of his breed, especially ones who give themselves up. They tend to have a lifetime of angst to get off their chest.

“Somebody doesn’t wake up one day and decide ‘I’ll go out and kill women’ because somebody is trying symbolically to kill their mother,” explains forensic psychologist Louis Schlesinger. “It begins ten, fifteen, twenty years earlier in his mind. In his fantasies.”

As to why such a soon-to-be-legendary killer threw in the towel so peacefully instead of shooting it out with the “fuzz,” Ed had a decidedly Ed-like answer. It was another deeply Freudian answer, in fact. Putting on his accountant hat—his mother had worked at a bank in Montana—he let it fly.

“I have some accounts payable, and I have closed my accounts receivable, and so I have balanced the accounts.”

Taking off the visor and arm band, Ed put it another way.

“I mean, I could have kept going [killing] forever, which is facetious: I really couldn’t have. Emotionally, I couldn’t handle it any longer. . . . There are times I wish I had been caught. But considering that I wasn’t, there was a certain consideration that [if] the police weren’t going to do something, I had to do something. . . . I’m sure they were trying, but with the tools police have to work with, and with the basic concept that society isn’t as coldblooded and ruthless and backstabbing as I am. . . . If I had kept my mouth shut, I could have gotten away with them [the murders].”

Crossing the border into California, the detectives, weary from their four-day ordeal, nonetheless didn’t take Ed to the Santa Cruz jail to start paying his accounts. They stopped and cruised in and around San Francisco and Alameda County, went through Ed’s apartment there, and drove to locations where Ed had both picked up his Berkeley-area victims and later deposited their body parts. They pulled over again in San Mateo County, and Ed pointed out where he had bowled the heads of the two coed skulls he’d left there.

When they finally arrived in Santa Cruz, they were met by an army of twenty officers waiting to search other sites. Ed, ever unpredictable, freaked out over the excessive attention—a reaction that was diametrically opposed to his previous strutting behavior.

“This is no circus to me, man! Get me out of here,” Ed raged, showing the first signs of the monster within. Calming down, after being transferred to a larger station wagon, Ed agreed to take his new best friends on a six-hour tour of his main killing grounds within a twenty-mile radius of his home. As reported by Hugh Stephens of Inside Detective magazine, they unearthed Mary Anne Pesce’s body near Old Santa Cruz Highway, off Summit Road; a pelvis bone, possibly Anita Luchessa’s, near Loma Prieta; an arm encased in a green plastic bag off Rodeo Gulch Road; the rib cage and pelvic bone of Aiko Koo, or so Ed said, in a shallow grave near Two-Bar Road, near Boulder Creek; and some of Cynthia Schall’s personal items near a cliff in an unincorporated part of Santa Cruz.

Always one to play with heads—literally and figuratively—Ed amazed the army of officers by remembering and pinpointing the precise locations of the remains. Any that were missing were suspected of being carried off by animals. In contrast, curiously, he claimed to know the names of only five of the six victims, despite having pored over all their IDs, which he’d kept. Also, in his confession frenzy, Ed inexplicably volunteered to take a lie-detector test to prove that he was, indeed, the legendary Coed Killer! (As if pinpointing all the body parts wasn’t enough evidence.)
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The skull of a missing coed, Cynthia Schall, was dug up by Santa Cruz County Sheriff’s deputies in a grassy spot beneath Kemper’s bedroom.

While most of the searches in secluded areas went unnoticed, a storm of activity was created when the officers returned to his mother’s duplex, shovels in hand. Neighbors again watched with fear and fascination as officers began digging around the courtyard near the steppingstone. They didn’t have to wait very long before Cynthia Schall’s decaying skull, angled to “view” Ed’s window, was unearthed and carted away.
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Kemper towers above police officers as he is escorted into Judge Donald May’s court to be arraigned on eight counts of first-degree murder involving his mother, her friend, and six coeds, April 30, 1973.

“To think we’ve been living here so peacefully with that lying in the ground,” a neighbor lady sighed, pointing to Kemper’s back yard.

Santa Cruz Sentinel journalist Tom Honig, whose very first story on his first day on the beat was about one of the heads being found, was there for this unearthing as well. He recalls the smell of the coed’s rotting brain as overwhelming—a stench that “stuck with [him]” forever afterward.

When all the digging and searching and collecting was done, Ed was escorted to the Santa Cruz Superior Court on April 30, 1974 and charged with eight counts of murder in the first degree. When presented with his official “booking sheet,” Ed paused at the section where a name and phone number is requested for notification in case of emergency. Ed asked his new BFF Detective Mickey Aluffi if he could list him. “I don’t have anybody left,” he all but whimpered. Mickey said it was okay with him, and thus the young detective and future police chief’s name was oddly recorded, and will go down in history, as Ed Kemper’s closest pal.

At the arraignment, District Attorney Chang unleashed a less-than-complimentary opinion of the excessively liberal California psychiatrists who had been responsible for releasing a clearly deranged monster like Ed Kemper into his already-murder-ridden community.

With a firm grasp of the obvious, Ed explained to his court-appointed defense attorney, Jim Jackson, the actual reason why he discarded the parts all over northern California.

“Because they were rotting and I was losing them. When the girls died, I kept them a certain length of time, but I couldn’t keep them any longer. . . . I still have their spirits.”

Apparently, no one ever asked Ed if he thought “their spirits” might be a bit ticked off at him, instead of being the dutiful Stepford-like “spirit wives” he imagined them to be.

Although Kemper had expressed an eagerness to spill his guts at his trial, on Monday, May 28, 1974, the caged-reptile depression got to him and he tried to kill himself with a sharpened pen clip. Ed fought the jailers’ attempts to rescue him and get him to a hospital so vigorously that he had to be subdued with mace. Ed later quipped that he had “turned the pen into a sword,” a twist on the expression “the pen is mightier than the sword.” Ever the jokester, that Ed.

As news of Ed’s arrest and exploits became public, Ed’s former doctors at Atascadero held a meeting to try to determine how they had so badly miscalculated his true mental state. Ed had been one of their gold-star successes, and then suddenly—and glaringly—he wasn’t. Their professional miscalculation was a comeuppance—a “throw in the towel you’re only good for driving a truck” moment that threw everything they’d ever thought or believed into question. After hashing it out and comforting each other, they couldn’t come up with any valid explanations.

“Most of this work is a matter of an educated guess,” Dr. Alfred Russo, former acting director of Atascadero State Hospital, confessed to reporters after Ed’s arrest in 1973.

Dr. Bernard Diamond, a Cal State Berkeley psychiatrist who specialized in criminology and law, was also consulted by newsmen to try to make sense of what happened not only to Ed, but to Mullin and Frazier as well—all of whom had been under deep psychiatric care and then released prior to their deadly rampages.

“It’s the easiest thing in the world to fake sanity,” Dr. Diamond opined. “It’s unfortunate that the false impression has been created that a psychiatrist can x-ray a man’s mind and forecast his behavior, because this is not possible. I have no way to foretell a person’s murderous impulses. I cannot vouch for your potential violence, nor my own.”

Dr. Joel Fort, destined to examine Ed and testify at his trial, summed it up as only he could, dissing his own profession: “Traditional psychiatry is mainly irrelevant to the problems of society.”

Law and Order to the rescue again: In yet another notable reality-based episode, a brilliant female psychiatrist, whose life work was based on the belief that she could cure violent pedophiles, came to the conclusion that one notorious sex offender had been deceiving her all along. When he was “cured” and freed, she was horrified to learn that he was dating a woman with a young daughter. She knew, despite all her yeoman’s efforts and progressive beliefs, that he would eventually rape and kill the child. Her solution was to run him over with her car. Shades of Dr. Loomis from the Halloween movies. Some psychos, especially highly driven sex offenders, just can’t be fixed.

Staying with the “truth is stranger than fiction” theme in the original Star Trek series, Mr. Spock, the Vulcan science officer, offered a memorable statement that would seem to conflict with Dr. Diamond’s excuse that sanity is easy for a sociopath to fake. When a transporter malfunction beamed up a different Captain Kirk and crew from a violent alternate universe and sent the original Kirk to the doppelgänger universe, the real Captain Kirk was able to fit in without being detected until he could figure things out. However, the original Spock immediately threw the alternative Kirk and company directly from the transporter room right into the brig. Why?

“It was far easier for you, as civilized men, to behave like barbarians than it was for them, as barbarians, to behave like civilized men,” Spock astutely explained.

Alternate-universe Spock, famously wearing a goatee, was eventually able to figure out that original Kirk was too compassionate and “civilized” to be his captain and assisted with a corrective beam-them-up switch.

For the last 50 years—and without Spock’s Vulcan psychological insight—law-enforcement investigators and profilers have wondered how Ed’s kills went undetected for so long, right under law-enforcement noses.

“Just think, had he not turned himself in and just kept killing, he could have gone on for a long, long time,” notes FBI criminal-profiling pioneer John Douglas.

Aside from studying with rapt attention the mistakes his fellow rapist/murderers had made, while he was incarcerated at the aptly named Atascadero Mental Hospital for the Criminally Insane, Ed and his near-150 IQ had been learning on the fly. Mostly by hanging out at the Jury Room and other cop bars and talking with investigators about what they were doing, and what they were looking for to break the case. Among the ever-differing reasons Ed gave for his mutilations, one was to separate the main, less-easy-to-identify parts of his victims’ bodies from the more revealing hands, teeth, and heads, just as he had done with his sister’s dolls, as a child, to combat famed newspaper cartoon detective Dick Tracy. Ed probably didn’t count on the chest X-rays that identified Cynthia Schall, as he learned from reading the newspapers.

The popular TV crime show ploy of using decoys—almost always one of the show’s main female stars, dolled up during ratings week—was briefly considered as a means of catching the Co-Ed Killer, but it was discounted because of the wide prevalence of hitchhikers. Unlike television, which could cut right to the chase, in the real world it was more likely that a beautiful hitchhiker decoy would have to sit through hundreds of rides, with packs of detectives in tow every time, before hopping into Ed’s yellow Galaxie—and she might possibly end up with the wrong opportunistic rapist to boot. Consequently, Ed knew he was clear in that regard. He had no worries about picking up the real-life predecessors to the fiery Olivia Benson of Law and Order SVU, or the even more fiery Erin Lindsay of Chicago PD.

The decoy ploy was one of many police techniques Ed had learned from the popular television crime dramas of the era. He was a devoted fan of ex-Los Angeles detective-turned-author Joseph Wambaugh’s seminal Police Story series, based on his previous best-selling books, which debuted earlier that year (1973). Police Story was an innovative look into the lives, loves, and work of Los Angeles police officers. In a novel touch, the program rotated actors and characters in most new episodes, instead of having a regular cast.

“I got tremendous insights into not just gimmicks . . . procedures . . . but the mechanics behind it, the logic behind it. . . . I would not allow myself to walk into even a potential trap.”

As an example, Ed said he ached to quietly slip into the 1,000-strong crowds at the campus-wide funerals of his last victims. He wanted to see their friends and families and gain more insight into the lives of his “spirit wives.” That, and groove on the scene he had created. The problem was, he had learned from Police Story and other crime shows that the police often photographed the funeral crowds, and later studied the faces to search for suspects. Especially those who didn’t appear to belong—like a six-foot, nine-inch giant who drove over in a blood-soaked car. No, despite his inner urgings, Big Ed wasn’t going to fall into that snare.
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A MOST HORRIFYING TRIAL
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Normally, when a loose-tongueD criminal like Ed transforms himself into a confessing machine, he or she goes right to sentencing and spares the taxpayers a lengthy, costly trial. Ed would seem to be the perfect example of that, as he confessed to everything he had done and took police to his killing and disposal sites. Game. Set. Match. Lock him up and throw away the proverbial key.

But Big Ed Kemper was anything but perfectly normal. The common plea of “not guilty by reason of insanity” meant that Ed could indeed have his eagerly awaited day in court. He viewed his kills both as trophies and as a way to educate his law-enforcement pals and the media on the ways of a serial killer, harking back to his youth at the Atascadero Mental Hospital for the Criminally Insane.

Charged with eight counts of first-degree murder on May 7, 1973—the detailed reading of which was waived—Ed, being a celebrity criminal, was assigned to the top dog in the Santa Cruz public defender pack, James Jackson, Chief Public Attorney of Santa Cruz County. Unfortunately for him, Jackson had been handed another mangy dog of a case. He had already been playing Hamilton Burger to District Attorney Peter Chang’s sparkling hero Perry Mason—but in the reverse role, as Mason was a defense attorney and Burger a usually heroic D.A. Jackson, sporting long thick sideburns and a reddish-brown bushy mustache, had the inglorious task of going up against Chang and his assistants in both the recent Herbert Mullin and Linley Frazier mass-murder cases, slam-dunk trials that virtually nobody wanted Jackson to win. Now, to cap it off, Jackson was charged with defending Big Ed Kemper, confessed murderer, mutilation rapist, and, ye gads, a necrophiliac!
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Kemper’s manacles are removed by Bruce Colomy, Santa Cruz Sheriff’s deputy, prior to the reading of the verdict in Kemper’s trial for the killing of eight women, November 8, 1973. The jury took five and a half hours of deliberation to reach a verdict of guilty on eight counts of first-degree murder. Kemper took the verdict calmly.

A highly skilled defender, Jackson put up the kind of passionate and furious defense that often makes attorneys such societal pariahs, despite doing their actual jobs. He challenged virtually every aspect of the police and prosecutor’s case. He petitioned that Ed’s multiple confessions be thrown out because Ed didn’t have an attorney at the time. He pounded on the odd, long, four-day car trip from Colorado during which Ed yapped his head off—all before he was officially under arrest in California. He exposed the wacky conflicting psychiatric diagnoses, past and present. He motioned against the extradition hearing in Colorado that was, once again, held before an arrest warrant was issued for Ed in California. He questioned why Ed’s arraignment occurred three days after his Friday afternoon booking.

You name it, Jackson fought it tooth and nail. Had any of Jackson’s motions passed, they could have derailed the entire case, despite the copious amount of incriminating physical evidence, including all the body parts found, gathered, and sometimes literally dug up at Ed’s own direction, not to mention his elaborate confessions. Courtroom drama fans know why. With the tipping over of a single unconstitutional legal domino, all the subsequently gathered evidence could have been ruled “the fruit of the poisonous tree” (a legal metaphor used to describe illegally obtained evidence).

Jackson’s defense was so dogged that many feared he might actually walk the terrifying serial killer out of jail a free man before the trial had even started!

As expected, when Jackson’s clever efforts were shot down by a judge who wasn’t going to let a giant mass murderer waltz free under any circumstance, Jackson went with the ace-in-the-hole “not guilty by reason of insanity” defense, which would appear obvious on its face. Big Ed surely was stone-cold insane. Alas, there were all those psychiatric reports in Ed’s file that deemed him “cured!,” normal, healed, and zero threat to society. It was a Mount Everest-sized legal mountain that Jackson had to climb.

When Ed was incarcerated at the San Mateo County jail, his scene-stealing fellow mass killer, Herbert Mullin, was bounced out of his “priority” cell, which had its own shower, in order to accommodate the newcomer. The displacement forced the deputies to go through an elaborate process of clearing the hallways to take Mullin to the community showers. The other prisoners taunted him the entire way, back and forth, which Mullin obviously didn’t enjoy. He blamed Ed for the indignity, and for taking his place as the “celebrity” prisoner.

Ed, being the bigger man—size-wise—resented Herb’s claims and could be heard bellowing that his neighbor was “a no-class killer,” and that Mullin had stolen Ed’s modus operandi and dump sites. The pair were eventually separated.

“I guess you heard me say I wanted to kill Herbie Mullin, my fellow mass murderer,” Ed told Marj von Beroldingen, referring to an Inside Detective story on the Mullin case, published in June 1973. “There was a time when I thought it would be a good solution for everybody. It would be good for society and save everybody a bundle of money. Instead of spending thousands and thousands to lock the two of us up for life to protect us from people and people from us . . . I figured if I killed [Mullin] and then they sent me to the gas chamber, it would be a good solution to the problem. . . . I know I’d never get a chance to, though, and I don’t have any intention of killing him or anyone else.”

In contrast to Ed’s threats against Mullin, defense investigator (later attorney) Harold Cartwright spent up to a hundred hours with Ed, probing every aspect of the case prior to his trial, and didn’t report any bad behavior, either real or playfully feigned.

“I never at all felt threatened at any time. . . . He was an enormous man, but he was just sort of like a gentle giant. . . . One day, I had a really stiff neck. I couldn’t move my head hardly at all. [Ed] said ‘I know a lot about anatomy. I can make your neck feel better.’ So, I went around, and he worked my neck for maybe, I don’t know, five minutes. And you know? It worked. . . . Why would this large, friendly, cooperative guy, why would he kill all these people?”

A female psychology grad student, tasked with performing a routine pre-trial personality test on Ed, had a decidedly different view. She reported that Ed suddenly exploded “like a volcano” and started waving his hands around, causing his police guards to rush in and calm him down.

“I was the only person in the room with him. I read the questions to him. He was very cooperative,” recalled Dr. Cameron Jackson, now a certified psychologist, on Oxygen. “Then suddenly, just out of the blue, he started to get up, he just erupted. . . . I just went like that, backwards. . . . It was just so fast. Such an overwhelming rush of anger and emotion and fury. I don’t really remember the exact question now that I was asking. I’m sure it had something to do with women. And I was a woman asking him questions.”

There were no more pen incidents, no additional volcanic eruptions, and no inmate-on-inmate murders, so Ed was alive and well when his trial began on October 23, 1973, a rapid process all but unheard-of today. Aside from the ocean of evidence in his favor, Chang came to court equipped with three overwhelming psychiatric evaluations that found Kemper to be sane. It seems that after a lifetime of convincing doctors that he was sane, Ed was unable to reverse the process and fake insanity.

One of the shrinks, Dr. Joel Fort, had studied Ed’s history extensively, including his juvenile diagnosis of schizophrenia, and interviewed him at length, at least once under truth serum, usually sodium pentothal or sodium amobarbital.

“It’s about as serious and complex a series of sexual pathology as I’ve ever come across,” Dr. Fort testified, adding that Ed’s total and sole motivation was “to have as wide a range of sexual satisfaction and sexual pleasure as he could possibly have.”

Ed would later accuse the doctor of shooting him up after the truth-serum session with methedrine—speed—ostensibly to shake off the lingering effects and “snap him out of this.” Instead, it reacted to amplify the drug, freaking Ed out for two days. “They were trying to scrape me off the ceiling. I was raving. I was ranting.” Ed viewed his treatment as a form of punishment and payback, which, of course, the iconoclastic psychiatrist denied. Some who knew the late Dr. Fort say they wouldn’t put it past him, though, considering what Ed was all but boastfully saying about his slaughters. Plus, grooving on the truth drug, Ed wanted to extend the sessions far beyond the allotted time Dr. Fort had scheduled.

During his rages, Ed was moved to acknowledge: “I should be hung upside down on the bars and beaten daily for what I did. Because under the influence drugs, I was seeing what I did through other people’s eyes. . . . Pure horror. . . . It was an awful experience.”

That clear-headed reaction may very well have been the one Dr. Fort was seeking with the hot shot he’d given Ed. Ed’s deputies, however, weren’t as amused by that small measure of “payback,” especially the officer that Ed jerked “clear across the bed, zing, off he goes,” while he was trying to handcuff the raging giant prisoner. The cuffing came at Ed’s own request, fearing his drug-induced fury and what he might do.

Dr. Fort, later attempting to testify with detached professionalism, nonetheless shocked the audience by noting that Ed had cooked and eaten some of the leg flesh of his victims (but not with fava beans as per Hannibal Lector in The Silence of the Lambs). He used the human meat to spice up his elaborate casseroles. It was one of many confessions Ed would later deny having actually made.

The ever-opinionated Dr. Fort had previously offered the jury a laundry list of psychological and even political reasons why Ed might have jumped so historically far off the deep end: “Extreme height at a very early age. An absence of normal sexual education. Rejection by peers and family causing him to turn more and more to destructive fantasies. Poor evaluation and treatment by psychiatrists and others assigned to help him. Extensive training in the use of guns by the National Rifle Association. Easy availability of guns to buy and borrow despite his homicidal history. And police negligence in not apprehending him earlier.”

Note what was glaringly missing from Dr. Fort’s blame list—the usual crutch excuses of drugs and alcohol. Dr. Fort just happened to be a leading advocate for the legalization of cannabis, going way back to the 1960s and 1970s, nearly a half century before the concept was embraced by today’s progressive politicians.

The most difficult aspects of Dr. Fort’s evaluation, from defense attorney Jackson’s perspective, was the part where Fort testified that Ed not only knew that what he was doing was very, very wrong, but he was grooving on the fame of being a serial killer. That finding shattered the well-known “M’Naghten Rule,” under which a defendant can only be found not-guilty by reason of insanity if it is crystal clear, beyond any doubt, that they had no idea that what they were doing was wrong. In Ed’s case, that defense was viewed as preposterous, considering his pre-planning, stalking, killing by various preconceived means, dismemberment, necrophilia, and—the kicker: performing intricate, scattering disposal acts to avoid being detected, arrested, and punished for doing majorly wrong. Shockingly wrong.

Another psychiatrist cut through all the jargon and simply described Ed as “a sadistic sex maniac.”

Jackson, of course, had his own shrinks take the stand and bravely testify that the opposite was true. They relied on what is known as the “product standard,” which claims that an entire array of violent behaviors, before, during, and after they are committed, are related to a diseased mind that may have known right from wrong in retrospect, but were committed because the person couldn’t help himself. Essentially, it was the standard “The devil made me do it” defense that other serial killers, like New York’s Son of Sam, would later rely on. (In that case, it was the voice of a talking dog devil inside David Berkowitz’s head.)

On October 24, 1973, the rapidly progressing Kemper trial had to be temporarily stopped when Ed freaked out over a routine hand signal performed by a young woman in the gallery. Ed was already on edge because the prosecutor was playing a tape of Ed’s detailed confession of hacking up his mother like a slaughterhouse cow. To distract himself from his own memories of the horrific event, he aimlessly scanned the packed gallery, naturally focusing on an attractive young woman. When their eyes locked, she angrily made a cutthroat motion. It unnerved Ed so much that he became agitated, animatedly pointing at the woman and protesting to security, forcing his attorney to request an immediate recess. The judge granted it. The bailiffs searched for the woman to whisk her away—she was no doubt a friend or relative of one of Ed’s victims—but she ducked out on her own. Although the woman was never tracked down or identified, she nonetheless provided the Register-Pajaronian and Marj von Beroldingen with another titillating headline in the next day’s newspaper.

The incident again exposed the duality of Ed the monster vs. Ed the sensitive shrinking violet, who was picked on by much smaller, tougher kids in school while he was growing up. At his trial, the nationally renowned, now-historical, scary serial killer with alleged nerves of steel had totally come unglued simply by seeing a young woman exhibit a common hand gesture. Another one for the shrinks.

Thirty-eight years later, a group of spirit-hunting researchers and videographers, known as the Santa Cruz Ghost Hunters, included an interview in one of their productions with a woman who said she was the infamous throat-cutting lady. The woman was reported to be the grandmother of one of the ghost-hunter interviewers. She stated that she knew Alice Liu when she was working as a waitress in a local coffee shop, and the murder naturally infuriated her. The woman’s twenty-first-century account differs to a degree from the one in the Santa Cruz newspaper.

“I wanted to be there and listen to the testimony, and it was just real graphic, so I don’t know whether I should tell you all about that. . . .” the grandmother opened.

“Picture this lovely little Oriental girl, nineteen, working hard in a little coffee shop. When he was describing all these things about Alice Liu, there was a break in the proceedings and when he comes in with his chains and he’s walking in, his eyes focused on me. And I told you I was so emotional with that horrible testimony, I said to him . . . and he focused on me, and I said [she whispers]: ‘I would love to cut your throat,’ and he went [she screams]: ‘Oohhh!’ And the bailiff saying: ‘What is it? What is it?’ And I had a dress with polka dots on it and the bailiff comes over and said: ‘You’ve got to sit on the other side of the courtroom. You’ve upset Mr. Kemper.’ ”

Upsetting thin-skinned Ed was a no-no. A gallery girl certainly wasn’t allowed to threaten the esteemed Mr. Kemper—mutilator and murderer of young women. Courthouse decorum and all.

The courtroom drama surged on October 25, when the skilled prosecutor convinced the judge to allow the jury to view Ed’s yellow death machine. The Ford Galaxie 500 was driven behind the courthouse near the river levee, and the wary jurors were marched out, along with a growing crowd of courtroom observers, courthouse employees, and the media. Ed initially balked at joining them, ticked off about being cuffed, tied with a waist-restraining chain, and manacled. Inside, the judge allowed Ed’s hands to be free, in sight of the jury, as a chained-up prisoner often acts to turn jurors against a defendant. Ed wanted to go outside without the cuffs, but his “fatherly” keeper, Deputy Bruce Colomy, was having none of it. The chaos of the growing gawker mob around the car posed a giant problem with a giant defendant with nothing to lose. Not to mention that one of the jurors was a stunning young blonde with flowing hair and a polka-dotted mini-skirt, who Ed surely fantasized about putting her head on a stick and having sex with her body parts. (Polka-dots being the fashion of the time.)

Deputy Colomy eventually persuaded Ed to cuff and chain up, so out he went into the morning sun, towering over everybody in his orange jumpsuit, as he lumbered through the crowd, splitting it like the Red Sea. When Ed arrived, the jury was already in a state of creepy dread as they gazed at the place where most of the horror had taken place. Where the girls’ lives had left their bodies in brutal violent assaults. To further set the stage, moments before the excursion, prosecutor Chang had informed the jury about the blood of little fifteen-year-old Aiko Koo and hard-fighting Mary Anne Pesce, which had been found in the back seat, along with more blood in the trunk—including some of Ed’s when he cut his hand on “The General.” Suffice it to say, the visuals made a huge, Ed-sized impression on the jurors.

Other than the ghastly horrors it emanated, the car itself was a reflection of Ed’s bipolar personality. Although it was only four years old, the huge vehicle was battered and unkempt. It didn’t appear like an ounce of wax had ever been used on it, or any gear-head love whatsoever. It was just a tool. A massive tool. Ed’s death machine was an 18-foot-long, 6.7-foot-wide, 3,847-pound automotive T-Rex dinosaur. The area around the rear driver’s side, with the offending taillight, was crumbled from Ed’s fishtailing into things and not bothering to fix it. The car was also missing a hubcap on the front driver’s side wheel, and the battered rear panel bumper guard strip was missing, exposing the connection rivets. They were all unique features that any car aficionado, only half paying attention, would have noticed and remembered, spelling Ed’s doom.

On the other hand, a non-car aficionado probably wouldn’t have noticed any of those identifying features—few did. A young woman who saw one of Ed’s victims being picked up before she vanished described Ed’s distinctive, yellow, full-sized executive hardtop as a “green station wagon.”

As an aside, in typical Hollywood fashion, a heavily buffed sparkling 1969 Ford Galaxie, in mint condition, unlike Ed’s actual car as it appeared in 1973, would be used in re-enactments in the Oxygen documentary special Kemper on Kemper: Inside the Mind of a Serial Killer, which aired forty-five years later in 2018. No doubt the classic car-rental company that catered to the film industry wanted no part of banging up the rear panel to make it look more authentic.

Both blemishes were in areas that Ed would most frequently see, as that’s where he entered the vehicle. It also had a black hardtop, black interior, and two large, hinge-straining doors that were cumbersome, heavy, and curiously inappropriate for a vehicle that big (Ford also made a four-door version). The two doors did, however, serve the purpose of trapping Ed’s victims in the back seat, as the door handles were up front. Ed had disabled the passenger side, regardless, with his trusty ChapStick®.

Overall, the automobile would have screamed “danger” to any thinking person, but poor college kids are known for driving proverbial “buckets-of-bolts,” so hitchhikers didn’t think twice about hopping right in. Interestingly enough, Ed’s car was a poor man’s version of the sparkling yellow Cadillac Coupe de Ville Brad Pitt drove around in the movie Once Upon a Time in Hollywood, which he used to pick up a pretty, scantily clad underage free-love Manson Family hitchhiker in LA. Within minutes, she offered to perform oral sex on him as he drove, begging the question—would Ed have killed such a girl if she had made him the same generous offer?

Back inside the courtroom, Kemper’s younger sister did her best to defend her brother, ironically so, by pointing out all the creepy things he had done as an extraordinarily demented child. This included the torture and dismemberment of the family’s pet cats. (Obviously a dog person, Ed had never harmed his own loyal childhood dogs.) The point, again, was to have Ed declared not guilty by reason of lifetime insanity and sent to a hospital prison, not a violent snake pit that was viciously unfriendly to sex offenders.

Allyn Kemper even testified that when she first heard of the beheadings, she thought it might be her big brother because of what he had done to the dolls. She claimed that her mother also suspected Ed and had actually told her that she had questioned him about the murders, something the chatty Ed has rarely if ever addressed.

Kemper’s little sister told the court that she questioned Ed about the rash of murders and he denied them, but nonetheless implored her not to speak of such matters to their headstrong mother. “Don’t mention it to Mom, because she’ll start wondering . . . and I don’t want things to get heavy.”

Allyn also testified that prior to his arrest, when she was visiting Ed in his room, he pulled out a pair of handcuffs and playfully snapped them on her wrists. She became unnerved and demanded that he immediately take them off. They were probably the same handcuffs Ed had used on his butchered victims.

Not to be deterred by this potentially confusing, left-handed insanity strategy, Jackson cross-examined the psychiatrists who opposed the insanity defense with his customary gusto and skill, pointing out the shocking horrors of Ed’s behavior, and wondering out loud how they could possibly be the acts of a sane human. That was a hard question for the prosecution’s team to address, but they did their best to muddle things up with obtrusive shrink lingo and stuck to the diagnosis of sanity that was needed for a conviction.

In any case, even the vaunted Perry Mason would have had a near-impossible time of getting a paid medical expert, who was playing for the other team, to break down and change their tune on the stand. In fact, viewers would be hard pressed to find a single example of Mason accomplishing that rare feat in any of the 271 hour-long episodes of the hugely popular television series that was chock-full of courtroom twists, sudden gallery confessions, and surprise after surprise. Such a flip would spell the immediate end to a psychiatrist’s lucrative career as a prosecution witness. The same would be true, actually, for defense shrinks.

The battling attorneys even dug up some of Ed’s past “objective” psychiatrists from his Atascadero sojourn to determine if his troubling, violent, fantasy life was evidence of insanity. The consensus was that if his fantasies weren’t acted upon, they wouldn’t qualify as acts of insanity. Children, especially in the television age, awash in violent images, often have similarly disturbing thoughts that are sometimes displayed in their artwork. Then again, some of the great artists of the past and present have done much the same.

The latest Santa Cruz “trial of the century” was nearly derailed on October 28, 1973, when a caged, depressed Ed made another weak attempt to kill himself, while waiting in prison, by slashing his wrists with a clip, taken from a pen he had nabbed from Marj von Beroldingen, his favorite go-to reporter, who wrote for a local newspaper as well as Inside Detective magazine. An angry public found it curious that such a skilled killer could fail so miserably at killing himself and doubted that he was serious. Not with his big moments on the witness stand mere days away.

Harking back to the tube-of-lip-balm-stuck-in-the-car-door trick Ed used to trap his victims, he put wood chips in the lock on the door to his cell in an attempt to keep the jailers from rescuing him—or just to make their efforts more difficult—during his suicide attempt. The chips, apparently from a pencil, only delayed them for a few seconds.

The jailers rushed Ed to the Kaiser Foundation Hospital in Redwood City, about eight miles from the San Mateo County jail where Ed had been stashed. The Kaiser doctors sewed six stitches into Ed’s wrist to stop the bleeding and sent him back to jail. Afterward, the jailers took to giving Ed sedatives to calm his manic swings into depression, but they were said to have had little effect on the colossal man. He ended up trading them to fellow cons for extra food.

In a subsequent interview, Ed told von Beroldingen that he tried to off himself over guilt at how well he was being handled by his jailers. The “kindness and respect with which I was treated by the people [jail personnel] after a while started to get to me. . . . I started feeling like I didn’t deserve all that nice treatment after what I had done . . . and I guess that’s why I started cutting myself up.”

Oddly, Marj, the World War II Navy veteran, was allowed to meet with Ed again, despite the pen incident, which she blamed on deputies who’d failed to remove it from some papers Ed had in a folder. She hung out with him outside the courtroom during his trial, shooting the breeze, lighting his cigarettes with her lighter, and even eating dinner with him behind locked doors, unafraid, while he was under guard. Santa Cruz was a small town at heart, population 35,000 in 1970, and most everybody, good guys and bad, knew Marj from hanging around the courts and police stations for years and working for the local Santa Cruz Register-Pajaronian. She was one of the family.

Dr. Fort, ever the precise wordsmith, termed Ed’s wrist-slashing as “a suicide gesture,” rather than a legitimate attempt to join his ten victims in the graveyard. Fort stood by his diagnosis that Ed wasn’t actually suicidal—an evaluation that was destined to stand the test of time.

Bandaged and back in court, Ed sat quietly as a prosecutor’s psychiatrist, Dr. Don Lowe, reported that Ed had become so “arrogant” about getting away with his murders that he contemplated leaving one of his victims’ severed heads in front of the Santa Cruz police station. That certainly would have enlivened the conversations at the Jury Room for the next week.

Despite the often-mind-numbing battle of the shrinks, the prosecution of Edmund Kemper III was proceeding rapidly. The main event took the spotlight a mere nine days after the judge first hit the gavel. On November 1, 1973, Big Ed left his seat at the defense table where he had behaved himself, unlike Charles Manson before him. Ed had not tried to explode from his chair, froglike, and attack the judge as Manson historically did. Unlike the comparatively tiny and springy cult leader, Ed did not possess that level of leaping ability. Nor did Ed want to miss a second of his trial by being kept out of court.

It was a tough balancing act for Ed. As mentioned, after spending a lifetime convincing people he was sane, he now had to follow his attorney’s directive to allow his true crazy to shine forth. He did so with mixed results. The jury had already been made aware of Ed’s myriad confessions and of his elation and thrill when he spoke of “possessing women” and having sex with their dismembered bodies and body parts. That was a tall hurdle to overcome, especially after enduring the psychiatric testimony about his knowing that what he was doing was horribly wrong. But Ed gave it the old community college try, telling the jurors that his pounding need to hunt, kill, mutilate, and have sex with dead women was clearly the result of massive insanity.

“Alive, they were distant, not sharing with me. I was trying to establish a relationship and there was no relationship there. . . . When they were being killed, there wasn’t anything going on in my mind except that they were going to be mine. . . . That was the only way they could be mine. . . . They were like spirit wives . . . I still had their spirits. I still have them.”

He accomplished that, Ed told the stunned court, by eating their flesh so they could be a “part of me.”

Imagine the parents and families of the victims hearing that.

Former Santa Cruz Sentinel reporter Tom Honig didn’t have to imagine.

“I recall sitting in the trial, listening to the taped confessions of Kemper, and looking around, and seeing the faces on the parents of the murdered girls. Just the shock and agony of what they’d gone through. . . . What a tragedy. In those families, where a young woman was murdered and taken away. The tragedy of that is as much alive today as it was back in 1972.”

Honig told the Oxygen network in the documentary Kemper on Kemper that the emotion of the moment, and the powerful empathy he felt for the grieving parents, made the thick-skinned journalist and future editor tear up right there in the gallery. He wasn’t the only one.

Ed’s numbing live testimony was reminiscent of a taped confession the jury had heard days earlier. In one particular session, he detailed yet another of his many differing versions of how and why he selected his victims.

“It was all coeds, and it would only be if they were a possible candidate for death, which would mean they were young, reasonably good-looking, not necessarily well-to-do, but say a better class of people than the scroungy, messy, dirty, smelly hippie-type girls I wasn’t at all interested in. I supposed they would have been more convenient, but that wasn’t my purpose.

“My little social statement was I was trying to hurt society where it hurt the worst and that was by taking its valuable members, or future members of the working society that was the upper class or upper middle class. . . . I was striking out at what was hurting me the worst, which was the area, I guess deep down, I wanted to fit into the most and I had never fit into, and that was the group, the in-group.”

In a disturbing sidelight, Ed had finally bullied his way into that much-sought “in-group.” In a stark contrast to most of the horrified gallery, Judge Brauer was dismayed by the groups of teenage girls that had packed the courtroom in order to get a glimpse of Ed and hear his deep melodious voice. It was one of the early signs of a perplexing phenomenon known as “serial killer groupies.” The judge had to admonish the titillated girls to stop squealing and keep quiet a number of times. The last thing he wanted was a bunch of high school girls with shaved heads and bloody Xs carved into their foreheads crawling around in front of the Santa Cruz courthouse, as the Manson girls did during that circus of a trial in Los Angeles.

In between shocking (or stimulating) everyone in the courtroom, Ed would later admit to having brief moments of deeply emotional remorse.

“The days those fathers . . . testified in court was very hard on me,” he told von Beroldingen outside the courtroom. “I felt terrible. I wanted to talk to them about their daughters, comfort them. . . . But what could I say?”

He could say nothing—choosing to cast off those emotions and go back to trying to mitigate his expected punishment by acting psychotically crazy. Ed even played The Three Faces of Eve card, claiming he was actually a multiple personality, and the killings and all the other nasty stuff was done by Evil Ed, not Big Affable Ed. He explained that when Evil Ed took over, Big Affable Ed “blacked out.” He added, no doubt to his attorney’s dismay, that the same thing happened when he killed his grandparents. Generally, in trials, such past incidents are forbidden from being mentioned so as not to “poison” and prejudice the minds of jurors.

“I believe very clearly that there are two people inside me.”

At the time, there was some medical support for such a claim. The original, overused, criminal diagnosis of schizophrenia was often thought to cover the Hollywood concept of multiple personalities. But, ironically, as the medical profession gave more study to them, they split the illnesses, deciding that they were totally separate and unrelated, and gave the phenomenon of multiple personalities its own medical-jargonized category, namely “dissociative identity disorder.” Neither condition is now widely believed to encompass the totally different souls and identities that are portrayed in popular books and movies like The Three Faces of Eve and Sybil.

Back in 1973, however, such dramatic tales remained in the public consciousness. In fact, Sybil, Flora Rheta Schreiber’s bestselling book, which was published in May of the same year, was both acclaimed by critics and also assailed by skeptics. Such a defense might have had a chance of flying with literate jurors, but that was unlikely in Ed’s case. Jackson had to come up with something, and Flora Rheta Schreiber had conveniently provided it just months earlier, while Ed was cooling his Bozo the Clown-sized heels in jail awaiting trial.

Asked why Good Ed gave up and confessed, the killer momentarily lost sight of his strategy to play crazy to avoid going to a regular prison.

“I want help. If I go to a penitentiary, I’ll be locked up in a little room where I can’t hurt anybody, and I’ll be left to my fantasies.”

Trying to get the crazy train back on the rails, Ed’s attorney asked him about his attempts to kill himself while awaiting trial. Ed became emotional—obviously cherishing his own life infinitely more than the lives he took from his helpless victims. He oddly explained the method, not the motive, saying that although his jail cell was being monitored by a camera, he merely turned his giant back to the offending lens to accomplish the task of slitting his wrist. Defender Jackson asked Ed why such a skilled killer and knowledgeable dissector didn’t go for the neck to get it over with quickly. Ed responded that he preferred the slower process of “leaking out,” as he once said about his stabbing victims, so he could contemplate his mortality as it was fading.

“I would have died too fast that way,” he explained.

“What were you thinking about, Ed?” Jackson asked.

“I was thinking about the girls who died. . . . Their fathers.” Tears were now slowly crawling down the big murderer’s cheeks, which he pushed away with his giant paw. “Sorry. Their mothers. And I thought about what I did.”

Judge Harry F. Brauer immediately ended the proceedings for the day. Ed, showing sudden surprising adroitness, bolted from the witness stand and made it through a back door unaccompanied, catching his deputies off guard. The bailiff, Don Chapman, caught up with Ed first and patted him comfortingly as he led him to the jury room to regain his composure.

Whatever sympathy Good Sad Ed may have garnered with the bipolar defense, and showing brief signs of guilt and remorse, was erased under cross-examination. Chang maneuvered Ed into revealing that he often thought about escalating his rampages to killing thousands of people, including Chang himself.

Chang cleverly countered Ed’s suicidal death-wish stories with a contrasting account of how Ed, around the same time, repeatedly bullied the previously convicted serial killer Herbert Mullin. The purpose was to dispel the Good Ed/Evil Ed defense, bringing up incidents of Good Ed’s dislike of his rival, including the fact that he threw water on Mullin to stop him from making loud, long, demented speeches and singing in his cell.

“. . . He was disturbing everybody by singing in his high-pitched squeaky voice off-key,” Ed explained to Inside Detective writer Marj von Beroldingen afterward. “When he was a good boy, I gave him peanuts. He liked peanuts. It was a behavior modification treatment . . . the jailers were very pleased with me.”

What Chang didn’t tell the jury was that Ed had cleverly devised a way to keep Mullin from hopscotching around his cell to avoid being “gassed” by Ed’s water attacks. Since the cells were adjacent, Ed had to reach around the bars to throw the cups of water into Mullin’s cell, sight-unseen. Ed, of the 145 IQ, devised a way for a fellow prisoner in the larger “tank” cell across the hall to position himself in his cell to show where Mullin happened to be hiding when he heard Ed turn on his sink water.

“I’d blast him. I got him every time,” Ed cracked. “And he couldn’t figure out how I’d gotten so accurate.”

As Ed continued to chat with the local reporter he had come to like, he couldn’t help finding humor in his own harsh judgment of Mullin.

“He was just a cold-blooded killer, running over a three-week period, killing everybody he saw for no good reason. I guess that’s kind of hilarious, my sitting here so self-righteously talking like that, after what I’ve done.”

After being “modified,” Ed said Mullin softened, and the pair became friends of a sort. Ed often counseled his fellow serial killer, feeling empathy for the demons that were spinning inside the troubled young man’s head dating back to Mullin’s own childhood.

“We were kindred spirits.”

On November 6, Ed tried, or feigned, another suicide attempt by using a paper clip to undo the six stitches from his previous attempt. The San Mateo jailers, as with their counterparts in Santa Cruz, had had enough of Ed’s suicide shenanigans and hit him with mace. Afterward they petitioned the judge to dispatch Ed to a corrections medical facility where they could treat him on-site and avoid the drama of all the ambulances, sirens, possible Hannibal Lecter-type escape attempts, and the necessity for heavily armed guards to work overtime. The judge complied, and Ed was dispatched 114 miles north to the California Medical Facility at Vacaville—exactly where he wanted to be. Suddenly, all the failed suicide attempts made sense. In the midst of his trial, Ed was still cleverly manipulating the system to gain the softest time possible. As expected, there would be no more suicide histrionics at Vacaville.

Prosecutor Chang ended his evidence presentation against Herbert Mullin’s kindred spirit by showing a videotape of Ed’s detailed confessions. Although Ed had given an account of his bloody, vicious, and utterly inhuman acts freely and almost with relish, seeing himself on tape would then—and forever afterward—seem to him like an out-of-body experience, where he would be transformed into a shocked juror instead of the defendant. While the videotape was being shown in court, he buried his face in his giant hands and sometimes covered his ears. Noticing Ed’s mental anguish, his attorney, James Jackson, asked the judge if Ed could be excused. The judge generously complied, choosing not to make the soulless killer suffer through the viewing, as his victims’ family members must have desired. Mental meltdown aside, it was nothing like what he had put his innocent victims through, especially the first two young girls, who fought their hearts out in what was a long, savage, steel-cage death match with a sociopathic monster.

Despite his infamy and stunning testimony, Ed’s trial lasted a mere three weeks. Small-town justice can be both fair and swift. In most big trials, the arduous task of jury selection can last considerably longer than that. As an example, the jury selection in September 1994 for the murder trial of NFL football star OJ Simpson took twice as long as the entire Kemper trial, and the actual proceeding didn’t start until another month after jurors were seated. The beleaguered Simpson jurors were sequestered—put in virtual isolation—for 265 days.

The weekend before closing arguments provided more drama and left conspiracy buffs in a frenzy. That Sunday, the cabin-like rural home of fierce defense attorney Jackson caught fire and sustained serious damage. The cause was said to be a flaming log that burst out of the fireplace in Jackson’s rustic home near Carbonera, a residential neighborhood in Santa Cruz. Fire inspectors ruled it an accident rather than an act of public vengeance. Coincidence? The home of the attorney, who furiously fought to defend all three Santa Cruz-area mass murderers, gets torched the day before his last-ditch effort to free Ed the Necrophiliac? One would have a hard time convincing the citizenry that a rogue fireplace log was the culprit. Those who did buy in felt it was karma. It’s not easy being a high-profile defense attorney in “The Murder Capital of the World.”

Although Jackson wasn’t hurt in the blaze, he wasn’t pleased with the Santa Cruz and Branciforte firefighters’ response. (Branciforte, formerly Villa de Branciforte, is a Spanish colonial-era “pueblo” that was annexed by Santa Cruz in 1905.) Recordings of 911 calls reveal that there was some confusion over the location and jurisdiction of Jackson’s address, and the smaller Branciforte firefighter force never requested help from their larger and better-equipped Santa Cruz counterparts, who responded but didn’t engage. The fire did extensive damage to Jackson’s living room, kitchen, and bedroom.

(Putting the fire into perspective, Jackson got off easily compared to one of the Manson family attorneys, Ronald Hughes, who vanished into the proverbial thin air during a break in the action, right before closing arguments. His decomposed body was found four months later, wedged between two boulders in a Ventura County gorge by fishermen. The cause of Hughes’s death was never determined, due to the condition of the body. Manson Family members naturally took credit, saying Hughes’s strategy to save his assigned client, Manson Girl Leslie Van Houten, by blaming Manson’s hypnotic influence, infuriated the cult leader, causing Manson to spit numerous threats against the attorney.)

The Kemper trial was subsequently delayed for two days to allow Jackson to deal with his personal tragedy. He recovered quickly and, as was expected, was able to launch into a passionate closing argument, reiterating the “Sybil” defense, aimed at keeping Ed out of Folsom or San Quentin.

“There are two people locked up in the body of this young giant, one good and one evil. . . . One is fighting to be here with us, and the other is slipping off to his own little world of fantasy where he is happy. . . . You were listening to a person who at eight years old began to live in two separate worlds.”

Jackson became poetic, if a bit flippant, when he aimed some criticism at the prosecution’s medical experts: “Neurotics build houses in the sky. Psychotics live in them. Psychiatrists collect the rent.”

Prosecutor Chang wasn’t above adding a dash of melodrama himself. He closed by dubbing Ed’s spree as “the most enormous cold-blooded murder case in history.”

On November 8, 1973, the twelve-member Kemper jury, split 50-50 between men and women, deliberated for five hours before finding Ed sane and guilty on all counts. In a subtle compliment to Jackson, the judged turned to the jury and said “I had some fear you would arrive at a different verdict. I agree with you entirely.”
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Edmund Kemper, 1973.

Although Ed longed to live out his childhood fantasy of going to the electric chair, and told the judge that he should be tortured to death, the Supreme Court had not only abolished the death penalty the previous year, but they had also commuted all existing death sentences to life in prison. The Angel of Death hanging over Charles Manson, Ed’s future prison mate at the California Medical Facility, the male-only state prison in Vacaville, was notably vanquished in the process. Under public pressure, the Supreme Court lifted the ban in 1976, but only applied it to crimes committed after January 1, 1974. Both Kemper and Manson slid through a tiny legal loophole.

Forced to obey both the US Supreme Court and the California Supreme Court, which banned the death penalty in 1972, the judge sentenced Ed to eight concurrent, seven-years-to-life sentences. Such a ruling, which implies that a criminal can actually have eight lives to serve—all at the same time—was a legal quirk that was no less a case of overkill than Ed’s own murders. In 1978, California reinstated the death penalty, but did not make it retroactive or open to reconsideration. Ed and Charlie slid through the loophole once again.

“May God have mercy on your soul, Mr. Kemper, but you understand I have to protect the rest of the people from people like you,” Superior Court Judge Harry Brauer said at Kemper’s sentencing.

Despite Ed’s menacing size and creepy red face, which still displayed mace burns from his frustrated jailers, Ed was able to stroll over to the prosecution table and shake hands with DA Chang. “Mr. Chang, I want to thank you for your restraint during this trial.”

Ed’s only display of anger was over the disparity between his sentence and that of his crazed-killer rival, Herbert Mullin. Having his own short trial first, Mullin was convicted of two counts of first-degree murder and eight counts of second-degree murder for the ten people he had killed, ostensibly to prevent a big earthquake from destroying California.

“It really sticks in my craw that Mullin only got two ‘firsts’ and I got eight,” he lamented to Marj a few hours after his conviction, when she was surprisingly allowed to speak with him yet again. “He was a cold-blooded killer . . . killing everybody he saw for no good reason!”

Calming down, he offered an insightful big-picture assessment of the jury’s finding: “I really wasn’t surprised when it came out that way,” he said. “There was just no way they could find me insane. . . . Society just isn’t ready for that yet. Ten or twenty years from now, they would have, but they’re not going to take a chance.”

Continuing his introspection, he told Marj about the tight relationship he had developed over the months with his main keeper and transporter, Santa Cruz County sheriff’s deputy Bruce Colomy. Before going away to Vacaville, Ed, with tears in his eyes, gave Colomy one of his most prized possessions, a Junior Chamber of Commerce pin he wore on his coat lapel. The pin was apparently so cherished that Ed never thought to desecrate it by using it as a suicide weapon. He saved that for his friend Marj’s ballpoint pen, which he also blamed on one of the jailers, assuring Marj that “It’s not your fault.”

Colomy, Ed insisted, was not like the slacker who had provided him with a suicide tool. He was one of the good guys.

“He’s more like a father to me than anyone I have ever known,” he confided to Marj. “He’s like the father I wish I had had.”

It was an odd comment, considering that Ed and Bruce were around the same age.

As Marj and her trusty cigarette lighter were leaving, Ed stood in the doorway, nearly bumping his head on the doorjamb, and asked a deputy if he could have some matches. A nearby desk sergeant spat “He can’t have any matches!”

Ed found that comment to be humorously indicative of his pending new status.

“Yesterday I had matches; but isn’t it funny: when you’re convicted, you immediately become combustible.”
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[image: ]

Although Big Psycho Ed Kemper was found to be sane, he was sent back to the California Medical Facility in Vacaville anyway for “observation.” That gave him a chance to continue to get the lay of the land at a place some inmates and corrections personnel referred to as “Disneyland North” for its friendly, hospital-like accommodations and collection of weird characters, including the inmates and the medical staff. By law, the warden of Vacaville has to be a medical doctor, not a draconian, whip-cracking zookeeper as in other prisons. That designation was meant to create a healing, dormitory atmosphere from the top down.

Ed immediately decided that Vacaville was where he wanted to be, and lamented not trying harder to prove himself insane. Such a jury ruling would not have freed him, as some erroneously believe, but he would have been assigned to a comfy place like Vacaville until he was deemed to be healed.

Considering the horror of what Ed had done, a “healed” release would be a long shot. But it still would have hung over Ed, and the public, like a giant anvil during his entire incarceration. Instead of scheduled parole hearings, he would be in a constant state of possible parole. Delude a few more egotistical shrinks, and the monster could, in theory, be released yet again.

“Not guilty by reason of insanity” wasn’t the verdict, so Ed not only was incarcerated “for life,” as the judge sternly hoped, but he would potentially do so in some rat-hole state prison.

That scenario was pounded home when Ed, after the evaluation, was allegedly dispatched to Folsom Prison, an infamous, violent snakepit—far from a mouse-themed amusement park. Folsom was the much-hated joint, where Johnny Cash served time and which he wrote about in one of his biggest hit songs. There was little talk of Ed’s beloved psychology at Folsom, and the doctors there, if indeed there were any, were mainly around to treat physical injuries from fights, stabbings, sodomy rapes, bloody accidents, and any number of other man’s-inhumanity-to-man horrors. Ed, thanks to his beastly size and isolation, was mostly immune to those assaults, but suspected it would be only a matter of time before some shrimp stuck a shiv in his back, or he was beaten to death by an angry gang.

In the convoluted world of prison morality, sex offenders are considered the worst of the worst, loathed by their fellow prisoners and often subjected to torture and death. Criminals, for all their bad behavior, have mothers, grandmothers, wives, girlfriends, sisters, and little daughters. A predatory monster like Big Ed, who killed, raped, mutilated, and had sex with random hitchhikers, including a fifteen-year-old, was deemed to be the lowest of the low. A sub-sleazy criminal in a world of sleazy criminals, immediately marked for death.

In stark contrast, at a medical prison where every manner of mentally deranged inmate could be found, sex offenders were far more prevalent. They were viewed as patients to be treated rather than perverts to be killed. Ed, having spent six years in a mental prison as a teenager, was well aware of this. Wherever he was assigned, he would spend every waking hour trying to get back to Vacaville or Atascadero.

“The first three years [were spent] in what we call the hole, the adjustment center of the prison,” Ed explained in the1990 documentary Forgiven—A Serial Killer’s Story. “I spent probably the first year of that in what I saw as the blackest pit of my life. The state had put me [in] a little concrete room. I had a garment to keep from freezing. Some food to keep from starving. A place to deposit it when I was done with it. That was it. I was told that’s what I needed to live. I guess the most shocking thing was all my life, being especially a California person . . . I’d been listening to the media conversation. You need this. You have to have that. You just can’t live without this product. This item. This support system. . . . What I found myself doing was facing myself for the first time in my life. . . .”

Ed noted that the scary, fuming, violent criminals who average citizens sometimes unfortunately encounter on the streets, hanging around a corner, lurking in a dark alley or in front of the 7-Eleven, all end up on the mainline in a prison. Most attempts to treat and heal a person through psychiatry in those settings are futile. Rehabilitation specialists must face the reality that a patient who emerges from a productive session with his head tied up in knots has to return immediately to a closed-in world populated by rage-filled bad guys who want to do him harm—and he must revert to kill-or-be-killed mode, despite anything he may have picked up about good tidings of comfort and joy toward mankind during his session.

“Doing time in the lockup. I could just squander my life away. Waste it away. Quietly die in a little corner. Or start living my life. It was over a period of months. It was very ugly. It was the worst place I’ve ever lived in my life and it’s the best place I’ve ever lived. Because during that three years there, I came to grips with myself and my feelings. With who I was. I became a human being for the first time in my life, instead of a caricature.”

In an undated letter purporting to be from Ed, from a memorabilia website, he complains about having to share his tiny cell with a host of spiders, including “daddy longlegs, brown recluse, and black widows that make their way up the walls into our windows.”

Complicating matters was a 1974 book, Sacrifice Unto Me, written by San Francisco Examiner reporter Don West. One chapter speculated that Ed was a “latent homosexual,” which would explain why he beheaded and cut off the hands of his victims. Interesting theory, but it didn’t seem plausible, considering Ed’s myriad statements about his strong attraction to pretty young women and his female-oriented sexual fantasies going back to his childhood. During his trial, Ed testified that essentially the only thing he disliked about being incarcerated at Atascadero State Hospital was the rampant homosexuality there. “It was a serious problem.”

Ed, of course, denied West’s theory. Being a rapist, a mutilator, a necrophiliac, a mommy-killer, and a latent homosexual would put Big Ed at the top of every prison’s list of who to immediately shank in the laundry room. Plus, other gay serial killers, like Jeffrey Dahmer and Juan Corona, had focused exclusively on the objects of their desire. Kemper, despite his future parole-hearing denials, had sex with his decidedly female victims’ heads and bodies.

There were zero accounts of male hitchhikers in play, alive, dead, or in parts. Ed never even specifically acknowledged picking up a single male hitchhiker in all his practice travels. He merely mentioned in his very early days of providing free shuttle service that he would pick up “anybody.” Anybody to Ed could very well have been females of all ages and sizes.

Then again, in a little-publicized, more manic section of a “lost portion” of the 1991 interview with French investigator and author Stéphane Bourgoin, Ed mentioned that he once picked up a woman and her young son and took them all the way to Oregon. He casually says that he struggled the whole way with the desire to do his thing with them. He doesn’t detail what exactly he would have done with the boy if he had given in to his casually stated urges. Homoerotic pedophile necrophilia? That would make him a really popular fellow at Folsom.

“I’d been fighting my inner impulses to not go off on this woman and her 12-year-old son. . . . I’m struggling with these feelings. I don’t want to do it. ‘Man, you ought to do it anyway. You’re weak. You’re a punk. Nah, I don’t want to do it.’ All day long I’m doing this. By the time I’m coming back down that highway, I’m exhausted. I’m driving alone just to get home.”

Despite this even deeper dive into Ed’s sick psychosis, the account was told in passing, merely as nothing more than a setup to a more traditional potential Ed slaughter. He continued his story that after all that battling with the male child-killing-raping devil on his shoulder, he stumbled upon what he viewed as the perfect situation—two young high-school girls, hitchhiking to “escape the farm” and party in town. A situation, he noted, that exceeded all his “criteria” for a perfect murder—beheading and rape—without getting caught. A freebie, so to speak. He was a stranger, far from home, on a dark misty night in Nowheresville, “probably around Eureka or somewhere.” No houses or people in sight anywhere. Just a couple of feckless country girls looking for a good time, willing to jump into the first vehicle that pulled over, never to be seen again.

Except Ed was too wrung out from the mother/son AC/DC tug-of-war to do anything about what had just dropped in his lap. He drove the teenagers a few miles to their little town, dropped them off, gassed up the yellow death machine, and went on his wrung-out way.

“I was not in the proper state of mind to do something like that. It blew me away. It was like it was handed to me on a platter. It scared the hell out of me. I couldn’t do it. I had everything I needed.”

In another blow to his demented ego, a book published in 1978, Murder U.S.A: The Ways We Kill Each Other by John Godwin, contained this unflattering passage: “Kemper was driven by manic sex urges but saddled with a crippling sense of inferiority. He had a small penis, which on him looked minuscule, and was quite inept as a lover.”

Ouch! If Ed ever saw that, he wouldn’t have been pleased.

Big Ed’s sex life with breathing humans has always been a convoluted mystery. Sometimes he spoke of his first and last time, in which the woman crushed his frail ego by never wanting to see him again for reasons she wouldn’t say. Since women, and men, can react that way, even after a good experience, with endless rationalizations, it’s hard to surmise what the problem was—if any. One-night stands have always been the way of the singles bars. Other accounts reported that Ed tried, but couldn’t finish, with a live woman—contrasted with how fast he said he could release with a dead one; twenty seconds or less! Such a selfish performance mattered not when his partner was dead.

In still other interviews, Ed would say he never had sex before his murders. Whether he was using Clintonesque phrasing for completing the act as opposed to no sex at all is unknown. The more Ed babbled, the crazier the stories became.

Dead or alive, Ed oddly spoke of women with respect, never referring to his victims as “whores” or “sluts” or “bitches,” as so many misogynistic rapists have spat out, when caught. Instead, Ed would frequently give them a proper title, as in Miss Koo, Miss Pesce, Miss Luchessa, etc.

“I killed her, but I didn’t hit her,” Ed recalled about murdering Miss Pesce, as if that was a major plus in his favor. Trouble was, at Folsom, nobody cared about Ed’s bizarre chivalrous side.

“It’s been a rat race,” he told Don Smarto in Forgiven. “That’s what it felt like to me, like a big race. And all of a sudden it came to a screeching halt, and I was just standing there. I didn’t have any reason to live. I was wavering between suicide and trying not to be violent again. It was a very violent atmosphere I was in, in the hole. . . . The violence down there is like 65 percent higher than on the mainline of the prison. It’s hard to avoid that. And it’s so easy to fall into suicidal.”

To escape such misery, Ed wasn’t above playing the Brer Rabbit card, pleading with authorities not to torture him by sending him back to the briar patch that was the loony bin in Vacaville. A place where considerably more prisoners were mainlined and roamed free inside—including Charles Manson!—giving them more opportunities to take out Ed. A reasonable assumption, but Ed knew most mental-hospital crazies were both passive and drugged into barely sentient automatons.

As it turned out, such machinations weren’t required. The hardcore Folsom staff wanted no part of a lifetime of dealing with Big Ed, not to mention the fruitless task of trying to protect him from being gutted. They made their own excuses to either bounce him right back to Vacaville at every opportunity for further “evaluation,” or they had refused to accept him at all from day one. That was a common practice with particularly difficult or infamous inmates. Charles Manson in particular received the back-and-forth treatment. As with Manson, the exact dates of such pong-acts were rarely shared with the public to keep the media at bay, interview requests from piling up, and avoid cultist, murder-fan crazies and creepy-crawly bald women from hanging out at the prison gates, as had happened all too frequently with the worshipful Manson Family.

Additionally, news that Ed Kemper was actually at Disneyland North smoking weed and crooning protest songs with Charles Manson and Juan Corona would have infuriated some segments of the public.

It’s not known how many times Ed was sent back to Vacaville, or indeed if he ever left the medical facility during his first three or four years of prison. The hardcore Folsom administrators are tight-lipped about such transfers. It is known, however, that Ed finally got his wish and was either transferred to Vacaville for what was apparently the last time in 1977, or released from his hated isolation cell there and allowed to mingle in the more open areas.

“Big Ed arrived at CMF Vacaville about two months after I was transferred there. Late summer, 1977,” recalls former Vacaville administrator Ed George, author of Charles Manson—Conversations with a Killer. “At first, we thought he’d be a danger if we put him in the mainline because of the nature of his crimes. After about three or four months, we cleared him and gave it a try. He didn’t cause any trouble, so he was able to stay in the mainline.”
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A view of the California Medical Facility, a prison hospital, in Vacaville, California March 17, 2010.

In a letter Ed wrote to a female pen pal decades later, dated May 6, 2004, he claims that he was at Vacaville the entire time, and the draconian, spider-filled isolation “hole” cell in his first three miserable years were at Vacaville, not Folsom, as it’s sometimes reported. This conflicts with other accounts, like Vacaville administrator Ed George’s recollection of when Ed arrived during his watch in 1977; but Ed’s Folsom time, however long or short, continues to be a well-kept secret. It’s hard to imagine that “Disneyland North” could have a “hole” section that dismal. Then again, a tiny isolation rat hole is a tiny isolation rat hole. Even if confined to a maintenance closet in the lowest, darkest basement of a magnificent Hilton Hotel, life would be unpleasant. With or without ritzy Hilton Hotel spiders.

A check with Vacaville authorities in April 2020 would seem to confirm Ed’s letters that he has always been at Vacaville and was spared a single day at Folsom. This report would seem to fly in the face of Ed’s entire “not guilty by reason of insanity” defense which had been waged so skillfully and intensely by his attorney, Jim Jackson. Ed was found to be both guilty and sane, which means, in Monopoly terms, “Go directly to Folsom. Do not pass Go. Do not collect a life of easy time at Vacaville.” If the Vacaville reports are true, then Ed the Manipulator somehow beat the system again—for half a century!

Wherever the insect-filled “hole” was, Ed was overjoyed to finally be footloose and fancy-free in the Vacaville mainline. To keep it that way, happy Vacaville Ed became a model prisoner, not wanting to do anything to be dispatched to a violent spit hole like Folsom or San Quentin. He freely offered himself up as a willing case study for doctors, law enforcement, FBI profilers, and every level of media, no matter how low, as long as he could stay in Vacaville.

Ed’s desperation to avoid being sent to a regular prison was such that he loudly volunteered to have psychosurgery, a cousin of the lobotomy, a brain-cell-killing technique that had once been thought to cure aberrant behavior, and which, for years, had been discontinued. It cured it all right, mostly by turning people into drooling vegetables. Still, never willing to give up on a seemingly good idea, the more medical-sounding psychosurgery was developed as a less-destructive alternative to the lobotomy. It involved inserting a probe into the offending brain tissue and once again shotgun-locating evil, serial-killing cells and eradicating them in a more pinpointed, less overall destructive fashion. The procedure was high-risk and could still turn Ed into a giant brainless zombie, but Ed reasoned it would be better than being beaten to death in the shower with a broken mop stick at Folsom.

Big Ed had been corresponding with a noted Santa Monica, California neurosurgeon who supported the practice and volunteered his services. Somehow, an unknown donor got wind of the request and donated $4,600 to cover the cost of the intricate surgery and expensive hospitalization, which included the salaries of 24-hour guards, who would be required. That amounts to $21,000 in 2020 dollars—a generous offer.

Despite his pleas, Ed’s dramatic request for the procedure was denied in 1976 and again in 1977. The reasoning was that the surgery was still too risky, and Ed might try the same practiced trick again to gain his release. After the surgery, he would deem himself cured and petition to be set free. Shocking as the thought was, the psychosurgeon fraternity, as the psychiatric fraternity had before, might have supported such a bold example of their new miracle cure.

Putting on his MD hat, Superior Court Judge Thomas Healy put it this way when squashing Ed’s dreams of a zombie-like future existence: “No specific medical disorder warranting ‘medical treatment’ in the form of psychosurgery has been diagnosed or identified.”

With a lobotomy off the table, Ed volunteered to read books for the blind, eventually racking up an incredible five thousand hours of reading by 1987, according to the Los Angeles Times, and probably doubling that afterward. At one time, Ed was supervising a staff of fifteen fellow inmates involved in the project. They earned $36 each month, following four routine forty-hour work weeks. That’s a cool 22.5 cents an hour. Good work if you can get it!

Ironically, Ed’s long stretches innocently spent reading aloud contrasted with his outpouring of gruesome confessions, both on video and audio tape. During a cassette cartridge changeover in 1973, shortly after his arrest, Ed cracked “Oh jeez, wouldn’t this make a good horror story on tape?” Ed the psychic was apparently channeling his future career.

The towering killer, who would serve as the model for so many horror-movie icons like Jason Voorhees and Michael Myers, did in fact record some frightening books, including The Rosary Murders by William Kienzle, Flowers in the Attic by V. C. Andrews, and Petals on the Wind, also by V. C. Andrews. He additionally gave his voice to Star Wars by George Lucas, If Tomorrow Comes and Windmills of the Gods by Sidney Sheldon, and The Glass Key by Dashiell Hammett. Ed and friends also read children’s’ books like The Trumpet of the Swan by E. B. White. (See Appendix I, page 224, for other titles.)

Sometimes, blind customers, accompanied by their guide dogs, were allowed to visit Ed and his staff at Vacaville to offer their thanks. One notable couple, Toni Ann Gardner and Ed Ames, traveled all the way from New York in January 1987 to voice their thanks in person. Gardner was a rehabilitation counselor at Kings Park Psychiatric Center, New York State Hospital. Ames was a professor of anthropology at Baruch College, City University of New York, and an author as well. They came with Perrier, a black Labrador, and Ivy, a Golden Retriever, and spent more than ten hours visiting with the locked-up bad guys. It was a pre-honeymoon excursion, as the accomplished couple, ages 42 and 56, were set to be married that summer.

“These prisoners are doing so much for the unseeing population,” Gardner told Los Angeles Times reporter Charles Hillinger. “We just wanted to come here, meet them, and thank them personally for their dedication to the program that means so much to the blind.”

Ed was touched by their visit. He already had earned two big trophies from outside supporters for his dedicated work. Both were proudly on display in the prison hospital’s volunteer program office.

“I never had a trophy in my life. I never had a ribbon. I never had a plaque. None of that stuff.”

Meeting Gardner and Ames was icing on the cake.

“Their visit here is so special for us,” Ed told the reporter. “We get letters of thanks from our blind patrons, but they never come inside the prison to meet us. . . . I can’t begin to tell you what this has meant to me, to be able to do something constructive for someone else. To be appreciated by so many people. The good feeling it gives me after what I’ve done.”

Ed and pals also sent their customers a monthly newsletter mentioning new books they had recorded and giving updates on their lives.

“We feel so close to these guys,” Gardner gushed.

A photo that accompanied the story showed a smiling, long-haired Ed greeting the blind couple from his seat in one of Vacaville’s eight elaborate recording booths. Luckily, he suppressed whatever fleeting urge he might have felt to reach out and kill them, one in each paw. Ed always was a sucker for the weak and vulnerable, killing small teenagers and young women, along with the elderly.

When not reading out loud into a microphone, Ed developed a talent for making colorful ceramic cups. Most noteworthy was a semi-whimsical half-cup with the inscription “Budget cuts are hell” on the unfinished side. That statement was Ed’s way of dealing with his disappointment over a late 1970s movie about him that had been on tap to be made but was dropped due to “alleged” budget cuts. Ed had worked on the screenplay with the writer/producer to make it authentic.

Ever playful, Ed sent another cup to one of his former childhood psychiatrists at Atascadero. This was inscribed “I beg your pardon. I never promised you a rose garden,” a lyric from the song “Rose Garden,” an international crossover hit made famous by country singer Lynn Anderson in 1970. (Pop artist Billy Joe Royal first sang the Joe South song in 1967. Martina McBride covered it in 2005, among many other versions.)

Vacaville administrator Edward George noted: “Ed was active in the hobby program and took up pottery making. One of the first things he made was a clay beer mug for me with his signature on the bottom. He thought that was cool.”

A Vacaville art teacher, George Couper, brought Ed a coffee table book depicting Chartres Cathedral in France and its awe-inspiring stained-glass windows and artwork. The 10th-century castle-like Roman Catholic Gothic-style church is located 50 miles southwest of Paris. Ed found it fascinating, an inspiration for his elaborate coffee cups.

“We had conversations . . . no, he had long conversations. . . . Boring, really boring in an interesting way,” the instructor cracked on Facebook.

At Vacaville, Ed spent years under the supervision of administrator George, who had toiled for more than a decade as the main ringleader of the Charles Manson prison circus at various California correctional facilities. That included Vacaville when Manson pulled the same stunt as Ed’s in 1976 and earned himself a decade of easy time in the Cuckoo’s Nest. George would later write a book about his years as Manson’s “zookeeper,” titled Taming the Beast—Charles Manson’s Life Behind Bars. George’s tale was recently updated and retitled Charles Manson—Conversations with a Killer, the second book in Sterling’s Conversations with a Killer series. (I was his coauthor.)

Ed George recalled his many interactions with Kemper, who was one of his other “celebrity” subjects, a roster of inmates that included serial killer Juan Corona; Richard Allen Davis, who famously kidnapped and murdered a little girl name Polly Klaas; and Willie Spann, President Jimmy Carter’s troubled nephew.

“Big Ed and I used to chat occasionally about his life on the street. I discovered that he actually lived in Alameda in an apartment two blocks from where I lived. Scary. He worked at a gas station where I used to buy gas. Very scary. One day I asked him, tongue in cheek, what did he consider his greatest contribution to society. He didn’t miss a beat. With a gleeful smile, he cracked ‘I taught women not to hitchhike.’

“After releasing Ed to the mainline, he was assigned a desk clerk job in the education department. His job was to coordinate and schedule group and individual sessions with our psychiatric and psychological staff with inmates. He would check with the doctors and phone the schedule to my clerical staff. Ed was a stickler for detail. Working on a schedule, he called one of my female clerks, Shirley, and asked for one of our psychiatrists, Dr. Slaughter’s, first name. Shirley checked and told Ed it was Ike Slaughter.

“With that, Ed burst into a hilarious laugh and said, in a loud voice, ‘I Slaughter! What a cool name!’ Shirley panicked, let out a scream and slammed the phone down. She was upset for the rest of the day because Ed decided to have a little fun.

“Ed had a very sick mind, and he knew it. He asked for a partial lobotomy explaining if they could take out the part of the brain that controls violence, perhaps he had a chance for parole. I told him that was a no-brainer. The macabre humor went both ways.”

Among the most noteworthy connections Ed made at Vacaville was with FBI Special Agents John Douglas and Robert K. Ressler, a pair of deep-thinking Feds who were part of the pioneering study of psychological profiling at the FBI’s Behavioral Sciences Unit in the early 1970s. The history and growth of the program has been chronicled by the long-running television show Criminal Minds, which follows a team of FBI profilers around the country as they try to solve major cases, usually involving serial killers, mass murderers, and spree killers. The show sometimes flashes back to the beginning days of psychological profiling.

The concept of profiling criminals was initially viewed as quack voodoo by other agents and, especially, local police. Think of old-school, grizzled, New York City Police Detective Andy Sipowicz, on NYPD Blue, scoffing at the notion of “profilers,” every time they showed up to “help.” That program, which premiered in 1993, usually portrayed FBI profilers as inept and off the mark and pavement-pounding Sipowicz, with his array of partners, as the case solvers. Criminal Minds, which premiered in 2005—a year after NYPD Blue ended, completely reversed the trend, portraying the profilers as the far more intelligent stars and the local police, sometimes, as inept hayseeds.

The real-life John Douglas and Robert K. Ressler made it their mission not only to visit and study the successful—and unsuccessful—techniques of the police and detectives on the beat, but to study the victims and the worst criminals themselves. The nuggets they dug up from the minds of such human monsters would be compiled in a database for future teaching and use by law enforcement under the premise that human behavior, particularly aberrant human behavior, can be both copied and consciously or unconsciously repeated. The data were designed, among other reasons, to help local police determine whether they were tracking a single serial killer or just a random spate of disconnected murders. Think Ed, Juan, Bundy, and Charles Manson vs. the fifty-four hitchhikers killed randomly in Santa Rosa and Sonoma, California, in the 1970s.

The pair interviewed thirty-six criminals, many notorious, to pick their brains about what they were thinking before, during, and after committing their crimes. They also tracked the saga of Ted Bundy and Jeffrey Dahmer, among others, in real time.

Douglas and Ressler both wrote numerous well-received books about their experiences, including Douglas’s Mindhunter—Inside the FBI’s Elite Serial Crime Unit, and Ressler’s Whoever Fights Monsters—My Twenty Years Tracking Serial Killers for the FBI. Mindhunter was turned into a gripping Netflix TV series that premiered in 2017. “Ed Kemper,” an ongoing character in Mindhunter, helps the FBI with their current cases. Douglas is also widely believed to be the model for Criminal Minds character Jason Gideon and his replacement, David Rossi. (Criminal Minds creators admitted as much in 2015.) It has also been said that Ressler, a Vietnam veteran and retired Army colonel, inspired characters in Mary Higgins Clark novels and movies such as The Silence of the Lambs and Red Dragon, and X-Files TV episodes.

“If you want to understand the artist, look at his work,” Douglas wrote. Kemper, the first serial killer the pair interviewed, was one of the “brightest” of the motley, murderous crew they studied, and was capable of “rare insight for a violent criminal.” The pair traveled cross-country for their sit-down with Ed without gaining prior permission from the FBI brass.

“It’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission,” Douglas once cracked, noting that daring to be a pioneer in a newfangled science can meet with many objections and hurdles.

Such interviews are not without their own dangers. In Whoever Fights Monsters, Ressler recalled an intense four-hour interview with Kemper, in which they were locked, alone in a cell, near death row. When Ressler had finished listening to all the vicious tales, he buzzed for the guard to let him out of the cell. Already on edge from Ed’s stories, Ressler felt an increasing sense of anxiety when no guard appeared. Ed sensed Ressler’s fear and began playing with the agent’s head.

“If I went apeshit in here, you’d be in a lot of trouble, wouldn’t you? I could screw your head off and place it on the table to greet the guard.”

Ressler wrote that he began to mentally spar with Ed to buy time, mentioning his own expertise in martial arts, while still pushing the buzzer button.

“My mind raced. I envisioned him reaching for me with his large arms, pinning me to a wall in a stranglehold, and then jerking my head around until my neck was broken. It wouldn’t take long, and the size difference between us would almost certainly ensure that I wouldn’t be able to fight him off very long before succumbing. . . . So, I told Kemper that if he messed with me, he’d be in deep trouble himself.”

“What could they do—cut off my TV privileges?” Ed scoffed, making an extremely valid point. He was already serving eight life sentences.

Ressler countered that they’d surely put Ed in “the hole,” the dreaded solitary confinement that most prisoners fear, as it can bring on paranoia and insanity. Ed parried that he could handle it; he would eventually be released and emerge a hero among his fellow crazies for waxing an FBI agent—an important reversal of status for a hated rapist and sex offender. That last detail filled Ressler with even more dread. Ed had a strong motive for killing him with his bare hands, at virtually no risk.

“My pulse did the hundred-yard dash as I tried to think of something to say or do to prevent Kemper from killing me. . . . Of all people who should have known better, I had succumbed to what all students of hostage-taking events recognize as the ‘Stockholm syndrome’—I had identified with my captor and transferred my trust to him.

Desperate, Ressler pulled a James Bond move on Ed, claiming to be armed with a secret FBI laboratory weapon that even the guards didn’t know about. Ed was intrigued. “What is it—a poison pen?”

“Maybe, but those aren’t the only weapons one could have.”

“Martial arts, then,” Kemper jested. “Karate? Got your black belt? Think you can take me?”

A martial arts discussion distracted Ed long enough for the guard to finally arrive and defuse the situation.

“You know I was just kidding, don’t you?”

Ed Kemper just kidding? Ressler surely must have been chilled by that. Isn’t that what Ed had done with all his victims before blitzing them with massive deadly violence? Ed often spoke of how Aiko Koo laughed when he was taping her mouth and had pulled off too much tape. How she smiled knowingly and opened the door when he locked himself out of the death car—with his massive .357 magnum handgun on the floorboard and the key in the ignition. Or when he told Rosalind Thorpe to take in a magnificent mountain view outside her passenger-seat window so he could shoot her in the back of the head without her noticing and ducking. Or when he told multiple victims that he was going to kill himself and just wanted company so he wouldn’t have to die alone. Yeah, Ed was always the big kidder.

Ressler said that incident forever changed FBI policy. Despite what you see on TV with star detectives and FBI agents, they would never be allowed to interview a violent criminal alone like that again.

Ed, of course, would relish the moment and relay Ressler’s fear to fellow cons and staff. It was a mind game that both he and, particularly, Charles Manson played with interviewers and prison staff. Manson, for one, threatened virtually everyone who ever interviewed him, both verbally and with wild, frenetic physical gyrations. Trouble was, with a hands-on monster like Ed, you never knew when he’d truly snap. That, and the fact that John Douglas’s first impression of Kemper during a previous interview was that he was “enormous” and “could have easily broken any of us in two.”

Vacaville administrator Ed George, a former Navy pilot and a big, strong six-foot-four himself, mostly laughed at Ed’s familiar acting-out and said he never felt fearful of the giant killer during scores of similarly close interactions. Then again, George had spent literally a decade battling wits with a free and unshackled Charles Manson in his various offices at San Quentin and Vacaville, and routinely brushed off Manson’s relentless death threats. If Manson was breathing, he was threatening to kill everybody and anybody, from corrections officers to judges to a A-List celebrities like Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin.

“Hell, first day I’m out I’d have to kill 50 people,” Manson once screamed at a shaken Vacaville corrections officer, who filed an official report about it. “All those people who lied about me, that (expletive) with my life. Those so-called judges and lawyers that put me in here. Yeah, I’m going to kill them all. And that’s just at first. There’s a lot more I’m going to kill when I get out. I have thousands of people writing to me all across the country. They think I’m their god. They would do anything for me. They would kill for me because I’m their god and I told them to. You might walk out in the parking lot and get your throat cut from ear to ear. Just like a lot of other assholes that work around this (expletive) place that don’t do what I tell them to. I’m as much a judge and jury as those that put me in here. I judge you to die! I’m putting you on my list because you didn’t do what I told you to do. All I have to do is get the word out to them and you’re a dead man.”

As he did with Manson, when he met him in person, George tried to stifle a laugh when reading the report and assured the terrified officer that this was Manson’s routine Broadway-quality stage act, and that it was nothing new, that George had heard it screamed at him from San Quentin to Vacaville. Not only from Manson but from Squeaky and Sandra and other family members gathered outside the gates or incessantly ringing his phone. Squeaky even told George she tried to assassinate President Gerald Ford because of him, because he wouldn’t let her visit Manson at the prison or allow Manson to receive her calls. A policy that was the warden’s and the law, not George’s.

George tried to comfort the man with one of Manson’s unintentionally funnier lines that he often used to end his rants.

“Don’t worry. You’re on my death list. But you’re way down at the bottom. I probably won’t ever get to you.”

If any of that calmed the young officer’s spirit, George couldn’t tell. Visions of a scruffy hippie chick sidling up to someone, all happy and smiling, whipping out a blade and slitting their throat are difficult to erase. What George didn’t tell the officer was that Manson was actually telling the truth about the bags of mail from his legion of followers, many of whom were more than willing to kill for him. George knew that because it was his job to read and screen Manson’s avalanche of mail.

The only incident that gave George pause was when Manson made voodoo dolls of various perceived enemies, including one of George, and stuck pins in the center of their heads. Not long afterward, another prisoner went berserk and cracked George on the nose with a food tray, breaking it and a few of George’s teeth. Manson deviously claimed responsibility. That gave George pause. As a young man, he had spent five years in a seminary, planning to be a priest. He thus believed in demons and other evil fallen angels with superpowers. He just found it hard to believe Manson was one of them.

The same psychotic prisoner who attacked George apologized profusely to him, then later doused the cackling Manson with lighter fluid and torched the cult leader. Not long afterward, the troubled man killed himself.

As for Kemper, George rated him well below Manson on the entertainment, drama, and death-threat meter—Manson was a hard act to follow—but Ed was way above the creepy, unintelligent, blah Juan Corona.

“Big Ed Kemper joined the circus around the same time as Manson,” George wrote in Charles Manson: Conversations with a Killer. “Six feet nine, three hundred pounds, he was both a literal and figurative monster. A passive congenial man, he appeared totally harmless. He was—unless you happened to remind him of his mother. Then it was lights out. Unfortunately, too many women had the misfortune of resembling the late Mrs. Kemper. Ed obviously hated his mom, painting her as a mean, vindictive witch who abused and tormented him throughout his youth.

“When the digging was done,” George continued, referring to Kemper’s post-arrest body-part retrieval excursions, “Ed wasn’t just killing his mother, he was trying to eliminate the entire gene pool.”

“I didn’t want to kill anybody,” George recalled Ed telling him multiple times with seeming remorse. “I just couldn’t stop.”

George’s accounts of Ed’s reflective prison chatter are interesting, in that Ed’s victims actually didn’t resemble his mother at all, at least on the surface. His 220-pound mother was six feet tall, lumbering, gawky, and “ugly.” His young coed victims were usually small, slim, and pretty. One, in fact, Aiko Koo, was a skilled athletic Korean ballet dancer of some renown. Another of his victims, Alice Liu, was also Asian. The only apparent resemblance they had to Clarnell Kemper was the fact that they were female. To Ed, that was enough of a connection.

Then again, as mentioned, Clarnell Kemper had actually been quite attractive when she was young—slender and supermodel-tall for her generation. Time had not been her friend and she had aged badly—just like Greg Yates’s mother in Chicago PD. Ed may have seen a younger version of his mother in some of his victims, a resemblance that only he would recognize.

At other times, George noted that Ed yapped way too much about his crimes—always dangerous in a prison where sex offenders and rapists are low on the totem pole, even at a medical facility.

“He related his stories with a fiendish relish,” George said, “giving detailed descriptions of how he killed each girl, how their eyes popped out, how they grasped and struggled, how their tongue protruded as they died. It was almost like he was describing a sporting event.


One story he told was particularly creepy. He picked up two girls and decided to do them both when one had that familiar maternal look about her. He locked the second girl in the car and dragged the first into a field, where he repeatedly stabbed her. When he came back to the vehicle, he realized that he’d left his keys in the ignition! The girl was locked inside with the keys! All she had to do was hop into the front seat and drive away. Her life would have been spared and Big Ed Kemper’s reign of terror would have been over. Ed stayed cool. He calmly tapped on the window and pointed to the lock, ordering the petrified girl to kindly release it. Incredibly, she did—and died horribly shortly thereafter.



That was really stupid,’ ” George recalled Ed saying, cackling with glee.

Ed often retold the same chilling story, only with Aiko Koo in the main role. In that version, Koo could not only have driven away; if she’d had her wits about her, she might also have killed Ed with the large handgun he’d left in the death car in plain sight. Yet in the version of the story he told to George at Vacaville, Ed left out that critical detail. It would serve as an early example of Ed’s changing memory, merging fantasy with reality, and attributing the details of one incident to another.

George said he often warned Kemper to avoid boasting about his kills to other inmates. “Don’t go telling everybody your war stories.” That scolding usually depressed Ed, as it was the “only thing he felt made his worthless existence significant.”

“Why?” Kemper would ask, almost with a whimper.

“Because somebody’s going to kill you!” George reminded him. “Inmates don’t like guys like you.”

George recalled that Ed once gave him precise details of how he prepared and ate his “spirit wives.”

“Ed casually told me that he had sautéed human flesh in butter with onions and mushrooms to experiment with taste. I almost threw up. Believe me, Ed was/is a very sick sociopath. Even Manson picked up on that.”

Ed had elaborated on his dining habit in interviews with various authors and reporters, including Don West of the San Francisco Examiner.

“When you were a child, I’m sure you asked yourself this question: how would I react on a desert island, with three other people and without any food? If one of us is sick? All these come from stories of the Second World War. I had heard about it from former Marines. And then, in a way, I own my victim once again by eating her.”

Despite his frequent revulsion, George continued to study and care for his notorious charges.


I found it interesting that Ed and Charlie had similar dysfunctional backgrounds—mothers they hated—then fed off the same niche of people . . . young women,” George noted. “After that, the differences were dramatic. Ed killed his women because he had no personal interactive skills, no rap or confidence, while glib Charlie abounded with such. Charlie recruited, bewitched, brainwashed, drugged, and fornicated in the dirt with his living minions, then sent them out to kill others for him. The only thing the pair—one a giant, the other a shrimp—had in common from the end-result aspect was they aborted the lives of a lot of good innocent people.



A deciding factor in their nurturing might have been the fact that Manson’s mother, though criminal, immoral, and neglectful, was not mean. Ed’s decidedly was.

George added that Manson and Kemper didn’t get along. Manson was an old school inmate who had spent his youth and adult life mostly in regular snakepit prisons. He hated “pervs and peds” with the best of them, and professed a deep affection, if not respect, for his gaggle of loyal, hitchhiking, female family members—none of whom he killed or even slapped around. Kemper, of course, slaughtered his.

Instead, Manson allegedly sent out his forces to brutalize environment-destroying celebrities, which brought him infamy unrivaled by any other Vacaville inmate—or any inmate anywhere, for that matter. In contrast, Kemper’s victims were regular coeds and high school girls. Their tragic murders garnered a few soon-to-be-forgotten stories in the local newspaper. Of his kills, Aiko Koo, who might have done great things in the future with her dancing, exotic beauty, and intellect, was the closest to achieving celebrity. But she was just a random pickup and was only fifteen years old. Had Manson picked her up, he would have tried to recruit her into his family and instruct her to teach his hippie harem the art of Oriental dance. Manson, as one may forget, was a musician and artist, and Spahn Ranch was a happy party place for the most part. Sex, drugs, rock and roll, bad hippie-chick dancing, and deep LSD- and marijuana-inspired chatter about the entire Earth existing on the fingernail of a giant space creature, as per Animal House. Quick, random, impersonal kills weren’t his thing.

While Manson had no use for the giant destroyer of his flower children, Ed sometimes expressed sympathy and understanding toward the infamous cult leader. They had both come up through the wretched 1950s and 1960s reform-school system and criminal mental hospitals. The difference was Manson was tiny, five-three, weak, and was repeatedly preyed upon sexually. Ed, despite existing inside Mrs. Freddy Kruger’s chilling nightmare of being locked inside an insane asylum with 1,600 “maniacs”—for five years, not just a weekend—was big and strong and could easily defend himself.

“I should have been raped. I should have been mutilated. I should have been screwed over,” Ed acknowledges. “Like Charlie Manson. He was raped as a kid in prison. Youth authority. Then he started raping other people. Then he’s a leader of that stuff. And he’s manipulating people.”

The FBI profilers had also wrangled a sit-down with Manson, who usually had no interest in educating hated law-enforcement “jackboots.” As they had with Charlie, they had to study Ed’s files extensively prior to his multiple interviews because Ed was prone to exaggeration and outright making things up for shock effect, a common post-incarceration habit of Ed’s. That, and mixing and matching details as his memory faded. Like Edward George and Ed’s many psychologists, some suspected that Ed’s slaughters were so shocking to the human brain that they simply merged with his fantasies and nightmares to the point where he himself could no longer separate reality from fantasy. Ed admitted as much when he said he continued to kill to ease and write over the horrible images of his prior kills. Though it may have worked for Ed, it’s certainly not recommended as a way to deal with violence and tragedy.

It’s common for people who have vivid nightmares, especially repeating ones, to lose track over the years, especially in their older years, as to whether their frightening dreams were real or imagined. This also seems to be true of past tragic events that have been desperately pushed into the recesses of the brain. They can and will resurface.

Along with attempts at deception, Ed peppered his interviews with psychiatric jargon that he absorbed like a sponge during his scores of treatment sessions dating back to his teens. Ed forever fancied himself a shrink—a “sociologist,” actually, he once said—figuring that his years of interactions with doctors of the mind were similar to years of formal study for a degree. The distinction between the sciences, Ed explained, is that psychiatrists are looking for a pathology, while he was studying ways to win victims and influence people, so to speak.

In Douglas’s deep Mindhunter analysis of Kemper, he noted that Ed viewed his kills as a game in which he was learning the best way to play. Particularly how to put his victims at ease, in the moments before he attacked them with sudden violence, in order to make the murders go as smoothly as possible. Recall again that Ed claims to have made Aiko Koo laugh and crack jokes, even as he was taping her mouth and securing her hands, literally seconds before trying to suffocate her. “This type of information would start suggesting something important: the normal common-sense assumptions, verbal cues, body language, and so on that we use to size up people . . . often don’t apply to sociopaths.”

Douglas concluded that Kemper was all about “manipulation, domination, control,” a trifecta one often finds mentioned in evaluations of the killer. That and his desire to “possess” his victim’s body and soul. Taking their lives, Ed reasoned, was the ultimate form of possession.

In the profiler interviews, Ed also revealed that the death scene he finally played out with his mother, sitting bedside, fuming, and eventually slamming her with a hammer, was rehearsed on numerous nights prior to the actual murder; only the hammer was imaginary, as he was not quite ready and didn’t want to jump the gun. He often did this, he told them, before going out on his coed kills.

Glossing over the scary moments with his partner, Douglas came away liking Ed to a degree—just as Ed George grew to like Charles Manson and Ed Kemper to a lesser degree—for their engaging personalities, evil genius intellect, humor, and entertainment value. Leaning on some psychological jargon himself, Douglas viewed Ed’s spree as “fetishistic” instead of sadistic. A distinction that certainly would carry no weight with Ed’s victims or their families, but would fascinate the forensic psychiatry and profiler fraternity.

“I don’t want him out walking the streets; and in his most lucid moments, neither does he. But my personal feelings about him then, which I still hold, do point up an important consideration for anyone dealing with repeat violent offenders. Many of these guys are quite charming, highly articulate, and glib.”

One professional who wasn’t charmed by Ed to any degree was the noted Stanford University psychiatrist Dr. Donald Lunde, author of Murder and Madness. Dr. Lunde not only personally evaluated Ed after the murders; he also evaluated both Santa Cruz area mass killers Mullin and Frazier, as well as Patricia (Patty) Hearst and Dan White, who pled the “Twinkie defense” after he killed San Francisco Mayor George Moscone and Supervisor Harvey Milk, one of the first openly gay politicians in America. Dr. Lunde was additionally involved in analyzing the People’s Temple and Jonestown mass suicides, along with a post-death investigation into industrialist Howard Hughes’s sanity. One can imagine the human horrors filling the doctor’s head over that tumultuous period.

Dr. Lunde viewed Kemper as the worst of the lot. Mullin and Frazier were certified whack jobs, with screamingly insane motives from the pits of Hell, but who nonetheless had altruistic, if misguided, goals—like improving the world by protecting the natural environment and saving California from earthquakes. But Kemper killed and slaughtered with complete awareness for his own sexual pleasure. That and, of course, the ever-present Freudian hatred of his mother, and the murderous fantasies he had regarding her that inexplicably—at least to the layman—transformed into sexual fantasies.

Lunde mentioned Kemper’s electric-chair games with his sister, but by his own account it was Ed who was writhing to death in a gas chamber, not an electric chair. Ed, with his high IQ, probably played different versions of the game on different days.

Regarding that “high IQ,” Ed’s relatives claimed that he sandbagged IQ tests to keep the number down. They said his IQ was more in the “super-genius” 180 range. They had no explanation for Ed’s motive for dumbing himself down, except, possibly, so that staff and doctors would underestimate him.

As noted, Ed often denied his necrophilia to parole boards; but to Dr. Lunde, he freely admitted such fantasies, dating back to his childhood—memories of wanting to kiss his teacher but only after killing her. Such sick fantasies, Ed explained, expanded way beyond his teacher, and he spoke of wanting to kill everybody in the surrounding area, and have sex with all the attractive females. Such desires stayed with Ed, despite six years of intensive treatment in a criminal mental hospital.

To be fair, Ed’s sessions with Dr. Lunde, which were fully supported by Ed’s defense attorney, came at a time when he was attempting to be found not guilty by reason of insanity, so it’s not hard to understand that the ever-manipulative Ed would pour on the crazy. He even threatened Dr. Lunde by pointing out the huge disparity in their size, stopping short of saying he could twist off Lunde’s head and put it on the table for the guards.

As with Special Agent Ressler, the threat of Ed’s size made Lunde hit the door buzzer, and, as had been the case with Ressler, the guards were lackadaisical about responding. Not for seven excruciating minutes. The wait had to be extra torture for a noted psychiatrist who was on record for insisting that reasoning with a crazy killer would not be successful because he would be “viewing you from his own delusional place.” Therefore, there was nothing you could do to protect yourself if, say, you were locked in a small room with such a psycho. That didn’t stop Ressler, or Dr. Lunde, from trying.

Dr. Lunde had ironically left home that day assuring his nervous wife that the guards would be right on it if something went wrong. Something went semi-wrong, and the officers were nowhere in sight. Ed merely enjoyed the doctor’s fear and fortunately didn’t act upon his implied threat.

The thing that dismayed Lunde the most about the Kemper affair, aside from fears of being beheaded himself, was the fact that his fellow practitioners had failed to cure Ed during all those years and sessions they’d spent with him as a teenager. They not only had failed to cure him—they also had failed to predict that he’d act out his violent sexual fantasies in the future.

“There may be a point in the sexual sadist’s development beyond which sexual and violent aggressive impulses are inextricably interwoven.”

Translation: Lunde felt that Ed received his treatment too late in his development, at age fifteen, to stem the tide. That, and the fact that Ed had been relegated to a hospital for the criminally insane after slaughtering his grandparents. The respected shrink admitted, however, that it would be difficult to identify such children at an earlier age, or any age. In fact, Lunde was no fan of the budding art of criminal profiling and often clashed with such investigators, and they with him.

“Telling which paranoid schizophrenic or sociopathic person—or anyone else—is going to kill or be violent five years from now is essentially impossible,” Lunde told People magazine in 1977. “One way our system is supposed to be different from totalitarian governments is that you can’t go to jail for what’s in your mind.”

Lunde categorized Kemper as a “sadistic sociopathic killer” and noted that as hard as the medical profession tries, such killers can’t be treated and cured. The misdiagnosis of Ed at Atascadero as a paranoid schizophrenic, which condition can be treated with medication, instead of sociopathic sadism, which can’t be fixed with drugs, led to his release at age twenty-one.

“He does not suffer from hallucinations but selects his victims for the purpose of venting certain deeply rooted sexual and sadistic urges, such as the need to mutilate parts of the victim’s body to achieve sexual satisfaction. Edmund Kemper, who killed and dismembered eight women, including his mother, falls into this category. But this is much rarer than the paranoid schizophrenic—only occurring about once a decade.”

The ever-opinionated Dr. Lunde also had issues with the way the legal system judges sanity.

“. . . [N]one of the formulas suggested so far have proved satisfactory. The criticism of the existing standard of insanity, the M’Naghten rule of 1843, is that it leaves out the emotional factor. You are found to be sane if you have the intelligence to understand the questions, ‘Did you know that was a gun in your hand and not a banana you were squeezing?’ or, ‘Do you know that killing is wrong?’ The rule was written long before psychiatry was born.”

As for Freud’s “mommy made me do it” defense leaned on by Kemper, Dr. Lunde had mixed feelings.

“A bad home environment is not enough to cause paranoid schizophrenia, although it is important in juvenile delinquency and in psychopathic or sociopathic behavior.”

Although Dr. Lunde often testified in court as an expert witness, and was well compensated for doing so, he was no fan of the process. He referred to conflicting psychiatrists in courtrooms as “the theater of the absurd,” and lamented the task of trying to teach PhD-level psychology to layman juries in one or two days.

On the subject of having a positive effect on psychological research and understanding, Ed agreed to participate in a 1982 documentary titled Murder: No Apparent Motive, in his quest to help others who might suffer from his own mental illness.

“There’s somebody out there that is watching this and hasn’t done that—hasn’t killed people, and wants to, and rages inside and struggles with that feeling, or is so sure they have it under control. They need to talk to somebody about it. Trust somebody enough to sit down and talk about something that isn’t a crime. Thinking that way isn’t a crime. Doing it isn’t just a crime, it’s a horrible thing. It doesn’t know when to quit and it can’t be stopped easily once it starts.”

Steve Weisinger, a progressive high school teacher who doubled as a creative writing instructor at various well-known California prisons like Soledad, San Quentin, and Vacaville, worked with Ed in the 1970s and early 1980s. Upon his retirement from the Prison Arts Program in 1984, Weisinger offered the Santa Cruz Sentinel a more realistic assessment of dealing with Ed than many of Ed’s doctors had.

“Some guys do great in prison—it’s a male world, isolated, structured. They act okay. . . . Society needs to be protected. These [crimes] are horrible, abysmal things to do. . . . Kemper is a model prisoner—a potter, he writes poetry, he runs a prison program for the blind, a pretty nice guy—but how are you ever going to say this guy is rehabilitated? Do you want him out there? I don’t.

“Other societies just write people like that off. I’m far from advocating something like that, but clear, decisive, harsh punishment is called for. Liberals have a hard time with the word ‘punishment,’ but people are controlled by punishment. If we’re clear about that, then we won’t get hundreds of criminals whining and sniveling, ‘The system is ripping me off! I’m a political revolutionary!’ ”

Weisinger also touched upon the effect of television on impressionable young minds, an issue made famous by maverick Florida attorney Ellis Rubin’s “television intoxication” defense that rocked the world in September 1977. In that historical legal case, Rubin argued that years of viewing television violence on such true crime programs as Kojak, Baretta, and Starsky & Hutch propelled a pair of otherwise seemingly normal Miami Beach teenagers, friends and junior high classmates of Rubin’s daughter Kim, to rob and kill their 83-year-old neighbor. The pair not only robbed and killed the woman; they also used the money—$450—they found ransacking her home, along with her 1972 Buick Electra, to go to Disney World and live it up. The woman had been shot with her deceased husband’s ancient .32 handgun, which the boys uncovered on the scene, ad-libbing the murder. The teens then attended a party and invited Kim Rubin and her girlfriends, who were unaware of what had happened, to go with them on their celebratory Mickey Mouse adventure; but the young teenage girls declined the offer, responding that they didn’t have enough preparation time to just vanish like that.

“If he’d have given us some advance warning, we’d have gone,” Kim recalled in her father’s book (which I cowrote), Get Me Ellis Rubin! (Ellis Rubin disputed his daughter’s account, saying his wife would have never let Kim travel to central Florida with the boys, who weren’t even old enough to drive!)

Despite worldwide sympathetic media coverage—more than sixty reporters covered the teens’ trial, which was televised live—and powerful warnings from defense psychiatrists about America being awash in violent television imagery—Rubin’s defense ultimately failed due in part to tight legal restrictions and the prospect of opening a can of worms for future defenses. Television—which hypocritically had strict controls on brief nudity and even skimpy clothing—went on its merry, extremely violent way.

Weisinger was one of those who heard the alarms emanating from Florida.

“When I asked men why they had committed a particular crime, a lot of them mentioned something they’d seen on TV or in the movies. The process of rationalization in prison is absolutely fantastic. I used to think people who committed violent crimes had to be insane. My moral standards would not admit murder or violent crime could be a rational act. But it is. When I listened to what people said to me, I knew for them it was a rational act. People don’t want to admit someone can be that mean or heartless. Yet, in eight years working in prisons, I never heard a convict express regret over hurting somebody.”

In 1997, California governor Pete Wilson banned media interviews with prisoners, ending Ed’s career as a popular go-to person for the media. The decision came after Charles Manson, among some others, had given some wild performances on various tabloid-style talk shows and news programs. Most states around the country followed suit to varying degrees. Twenty-three years earlier, in 1974, the US Supreme Court gave states the right to handle the media as they saw fit. That decision came after 1960s–’70s radicals like Angela Davis were giving frequent interviews that enabled them to continue to push their radical and often violent agendas.

Ed suffered a stroke in 2015 and could no longer record his book readings. Most men of Kemper’s height and weight don’t make it beyond their sixties, if that, but Ed has defied the odds again, living into his seventies and still going on semi-strong at the time of this writing (2021).

In 2016, the serial-killer-turned-model-prisoner received a rules violation—his first—for failing to provide a urine sample. In contrast, Charles Manson’s violations numbered in the triple digits. Little has been heard from Ed since, as his health deteriorates.

Ed’s teasing little sister, Allyn, ever loyal, continues to visit Ed to this day.
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FREE BIG ED?
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Should Big Ed Kemper ever be released? He’s served more than a half century behind one set of bars or another, one of the longest sentences in American corrections history. We are a generous and forgiving nation, and California is an especially liberal state when it comes to freeing criminals. If he were let loose, how much damage could an old, sick, seventy-something-year-old man do? Word is that Ed is mostly confined to a wheelchair.

Charles Manson, facing the same issue, often said that he could never be released because “I’m like Frankenstein. Where could I go?” What community anywhere in the world would tolerate Manson as their neighbor?

Good point. The Manson Girls, those who are still alive and those who have died, served some of the longest sentences in American history as well. Their extraordinary incarcerations were 100 percent based not upon the law, or the rehabilitation system, or jurisprudence, but solely on the publicity given to their two-night spree, which occurred more than a half century ago. You can’t kill celebrities in celebrity-worshiping America and expect to ever be paroled. That’s just the way it is.

Ed Kemper, who is nowhere near as infamous as Manson, has been denied parole nine times since his incarceration: in 1979, 1980, 1981, 1982, 1988, 1991, 1994, 2007, and 2017. He waived the scheduled hearings another four times: 1985, 1997, 2002, and 2012. He’s next up for parole in 2024.

At Ed’s first hearing in 1979, while the murders were still fresh in everyone’s minds, Ed came across as introspective but somewhat defiant. His go-to journalist friend, now going by the more byline-friendly name of Marj Von B, was naturally there to say hi and report on her always fascinating subject. Surprisingly, Ed reacted badly to seeing her familiar face and wanted her removed from the hearing, a puzzling reaction that wouldn’t be clear until he started his defense—which would differ dramatically from his past gleefully offered confessions. Unfamiliar with the process, since it was the first time he’d gone through it, Ed may have thought Marj would have a voice in the matter. That she would pipe up and say “Hey, wait a minute. That ain’t what Ed told me in 1973.” The press, of course, is not given those privileges.

“I’d have refused to be considered for parole, but I didn’t want to be provocative,” Marj quoted Ed as saying, in a huff, adding that he felt setting him free would not be “feasible, legal, or moral.”

“I don’t want to set a precedent of being a person two times released after multiple murders. I don’t want to ever hurt anybody again.”

Marj wrote that she was struck by the fact that as parole board chairperson Ruth Rushen read a summary of Ed’s “brutality, sexual depravity, and violence” into the record, “in a strange contrast, birds chirped in a tree outside the windows of the second story prison conference room.”

That’s a scene for Quentin Tarantino to take note of and remember. Expect to see it in an upcoming movie.

When it was his turn to speak, while the birds continued their soothing lullaby, Santa Cruz District Attorney Art Danner reminded the board that in the past Ed had eaten parts of his victims; put his mother’s tongue and larynx in the garbage disposal; and conned officials into setting him free to kill again. Ed countered that all those gory details were just a ruse to support his not-guilty-by-insanity plea, in an attempt to return to his beloved childhood home at Atascadero State Prison Hospital for the Criminally Insane. Ed again neglected to mention all the others to whom he had told the same stories—including Marj, who was sitting there, big as life.

Ed, who was usually relatively logical and coherent when explaining his madness, made a statement so preposterous, it was worthy of being in The Guinness Book of Records or Ripley’s Believe It or Not!

“I disclaim any sexual misconduct during any of my crimes. I made those statements when it was understood that I was to be the only witness at my trial. I am not a cannibal. That’s unsubstantiated and only claimed by me. As every hunter knows, I could get physically ill or die from eating an animal or person in that state.”

Apparently to Ed, in 1979, merely raping women while they were alive was not sexual misconduct.

The most boggling head-scratcher was the next to last line in Ed’s statement where, essentially, he said that the despicable entity who was spreading such vicious lies about him was—himself. That comment harked back to his failed Sybil-inspired, multiple-personalities defense—Good Ed vs. Evil Ed—but Parole Ed wasn’t even playing that card. Hard to figure what card he was playing.

“I was trying to seal my fate, and the state in presenting its case botched it. . . . I have ample opportunity now to save myself in the courts. I’m not going to avail myself of them. . . . I needed help. I wanted help. And I made statements unsubstantiated by fact that are now being introduced as fact. I was suicidal in my feelings at the time. . . . I felt I had one foot in a coffin and one on a banana peel. . . . I didn’t like being controlled by my dislikes.”

Ed’s outlandish performance recalled something he said at his trial when asked by his attorney if he felt his murders were “glorious.”

“On five different days, I’ll give five different opinions.”

Although the law in most states permits it, the board was not allowed to mention or consider Ed’s juvenile history of killing his grandparents; but Ed himself brought it up a number of times, further shooting himself in the foot.

Parole board member Craig Brown asked Ed a very good question: Why did he get along so well under lock and key in mental hospitals, and behave like a brutal monster on the outside? The reverse would seem the more logical behavior. Ed relished the probing of his psyche and steered back onto a somewhat saner track.

“Because when I am in a structured situation, I can get help when I need it. But on the streets, I felt rather forgotten and sometimes I felt abandoned. . . . I was convinced when I came here, I would soon be dead. But the last six months have been the best of my life. I’ve learned to live with myself and with God. I believe I have an obligation to myself and the people around me.”

As the panel continued to mention and detail his slaughters, Ed became upset by what he viewed as misinformation and asked to set the record straight. For Ed, setting the record straight was more like offering major revisionist history, but the chair indulged him.

Instead of repeating his past admitted attempts at deception, he segued into having become a Christian, the usual inmate parole-hearing scam conversion, and in that regard understood his eye-for-an-eye punishment. California had “more than enough reason to keep me locked up for the rest of my life. I have to say eight people are dead and I murdered them.”

Ten, actually. Ed forgot about his grandparents; but then again, he had already tragically been graciously paroled for those killings.

Asked at his 1979 hearing if he still had the urge to kill, Ed vacillated and created his own word. Apparently Webster’s big fat New World Dictionary: Second College Edition didn’t offer one that satisfied Ed’s 145 IQ.

“No . . . if some time I had a bad day and a prison officer or technician had a bad day and was provocative or ‘insultive,’ I might smack his head up against the wall, and I would die in CDC (California Department of Corrections). . . . I am not known for a very short temper. I’m passive-aggressive.”

Displaying his love/hate relationship with the psychiatric profession, Ed had some choice words for his doctors, especially those who wrote that he felt no guilt over his inhuman brutality, and that there was no way to determine if he would kill again.

“I’ve had nine diagnoses in my time; I wonder how many of them are valid. . . . I feel very strongly about what I’ve done. I do feel remorse in what I’ve done.”

As always, Ed saved his strongest rage and excuses for his mother.

“I hate her—guts,” he railed, saying he turned to killing young women because he was “feeling persecuted and destroyed by my mother. . . . I’m not blaming my mother, I’m saying I hate my mother.” He killed her, he went on, because she was going to “blow the whistle.”

“If she died, they [the police] were going to get me, and if they got me for her, they would get me for the others.”

Ed denied his previous accounts that he murdered his mother’s friend with his bare hands to provide the “they’re-on-vacation-together” cover story to allow him to escape. “I killed her because she hurt my mother grievously,” he claimed without elaborating.

Citing Ed’s “extreme violence and depravity,” the board deliberated for a half hour and denied his parole “as an unreasonable risk to society at this time” and for showing “a total disregard for the worth of another human being.”

Instead of being angry, Ed thanked the board for hearing him out.

“I would like to apologize for my untoward and abusive behavior, although it’s probably better than some you’ve had in here.”

Oddly enough, during this hearing it was mentioned that Ed had been questioned by Sonoma County detectives, who were trying to close a case on the 1972 murders of up to fourteen hitchhiking girls and young women in their area, located north of San Francisco and encompassing the city of Santa Rosa. Their ages ranged from twelve to twenty-four. While Ed had been chatty and helpful, and admitted to having picked up many a young hitchhiker in Sonoma County, he denied having anything to do with those deaths. Rural Sonoma girls weren’t his style, he claimed. The detectives, finding Ed to be honest, if possessive, about his own kills, ruled him out as a suspect.

The Sonoma murders, suspected to have been committed by everyone from Ed to Ted Bundy and the still un-apprehended Zodiac Killer, to the Hillside Strangler, have never been solved. Investigators haven’t discounted the theory that the murders may have been random events performed by a legion of unrelated suspects feasting on the easy prey of abundant female hitchhikers. That theory is based upon the wide range of the victims’ ages, types, murder methods, rapes, non-rapes, and differing vehicles last seen picking up the victims.

At Ed’s second hearing in 1980, someone tied a nearby venetian blind cord into a hangman’s noose directly across from where Ed, fully within eyeshot, sat in his blue denim prison uniform. It was probably either a fellow prisoner with prison-wide trustee privileges, or a staffer. If Ed noticed the noose, he didn’t mention it. Instead, he reflected on his chance to the board.

“I don’t see a place for me in society ever again. . . . I literally sink my own boat and I do it quite frequently. . . . I might as well be on Mars. I don’t see a parole in my future, so I’ve made no formal plans.”

Santa Cruz Deputy District Attorney John Hopkins agreed, stating firmly that Kemper had not yet come to grips with the staggering madness of his behavior and appeared to wave off his savagery as so much past history.

“He seems to gloss over things, despite his attention to minute detail, and seems unable to really contemplate what underlies this,” the prosecutor argued, noting that Ed was trying to “distract attention from what really had been done.”

A bit put off, Ed responded that he felt “an obligation to do something positive, not just sit here and cry for society.”

That, of course, didn’t sit well with his judges. They found that he showed “a total disregard for human dignity” and stamped his parole “denied.”

In 1981, Ed told the parole board that even after nearly twenty years, he was still trying to come to grips with the killing of his grandparents.

“My grandparents are still rotting in their graves. I am making attempts to resolve the hurt and hate in my family. They still don’t want to have anything to do with me.”

When asked about his necrophilia and cannibalism, instead of denying it, as he had previously and would later attempt to do, he sidestepped the question, hiding behind well-practiced psychiatric language.

“What I was doing was perverse by anyone’s standards.”

Answering another question, he claimed that his murders were a “social statement” without elaborating on what that meant.

Steve Bedient, Ed’s court-appointed attorney at his parole hearing in 1981, argued that Big Ed was making “progress in therapy” and would be requesting parole in the future.

In 1982, Ed surprised parole observers by showing up eighty pounds slimmer, due to a fitness program that apparently included jogging in the Vacaville recreation area. He sported longer hair, stylishly swept back, instead of his usual parted on the side, stuck-in-the-early-1960s style. His sideburns were also longer, and his ever-present mustache was thicker and curled down below his mouth. He cut, dare it be said, a tall, dark, and handsome figure. Finally, ten years too late, Ed had become hip!

Despite the makeover and statement that he was making progress with the staff doctors, Ed confessed that he wasn’t ready to be released.

A staff psychiatrist reported that Ed “has made considerable progress in re-establishing his working relationship with his family, in many ways to a level which surpasses his highest functioning in the family in the past. . . . As he releases some of his intellectual defenses and experiences and expresses his emotional responses, he has become more ‘real,’ stepping out of his ‘monster’ role.”

The “working relationship with his family,” or, better stated, the working relationship with family members Ed hadn’t murdered, consisted of corresponding by mail with his two sisters. His father wasn’t communicating. “I blew it,” Ed explained in an understatement.

Boggling understatements were the rule at this particular hearing, as Ed’s appointed attorney argued that Ed’s litany of murders and mutilations, plus his childhood killings, made it seem difficult to make a convincing pitch for his release. The lawyer nonetheless tried, as was his job, by pointing out Ed’s good behavior in prison, the positive psychiatric reports, and his work for the blind.

“If two-and-a-half million feet of [audio] tape is not paying back society, I don’t know what is.”

When it was Ed’s turn to speak, gross understatements rose to an Earth-orbiting level.

“I doubt I will ever understand what I did. I’ve made my own choice to try to become normal. I believe in a humane society. Some of my past actions have shown a disregard for the compassion of another person.”

You think?

Not done, Ed shamelessly continued: “I don’t think it takes much effort for a person to realize that the notoriety of what I’ve done makes relationships with women a lot more difficult. It makes it rough, but it’s a challenge.”

Meanwhile, the damage Ed had caused continued to live on in unexpected ways. In 1982, Ed’s prosecutor, former district attorney Peter Chang, fell into a dark place. The trailblazing, trumpet-playing, headline-making, prosecutor-turned-defense-attorney began drinking heavily, possibly to erase memories of the horrible mass murderers he had convicted, along with the searing details of their crimes, which he was forced to study and expose in order to bring the perpetrators to justice.

“I had lost my practice, my family, and everything that had been dear to me. I would walk five miles in the rain, if necessary, to be at a bar when it opened.”

Chang started going to Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, sobered up, got his act together, and went back to his practice the following year. By 1991, he had recovered from his psychological descent so fully that he became a board member of the National Association of Criminal Defense Attorneys.

Similarly, FBI profiler John Douglas, defense-investigator-turned-attorney Harold Cartwright, and Santa Cruz Sentinel reporter Tom Honig, among others, all reported that the Kemper case haunted them well into the future, sometimes wreaking havoc with their marriages and personal lives.

Moments before his 1985 hearing, Ed, ever the media hound, balked again when he saw a television camera and other reporters in the room. He waived the hearing on the spot, telling his corrections officer that “he couldn’t adequately state his case in front of the press.” Probably because he knew they would expose his latest pack of lies and retroactive history.

The hearing was held regardless—everyone else had gathered, so they might as well do something to earn their keep. Corrections Department Lt. Joe McGrath was given the gargantuan task of representing Ed’s interests. He did his best, stressing how Ed was coordinating the prison’s successful Books for the Blind program. Lt. McGrath, in trying to stress Ed’s eager participation in his own psychiatric care, pushed it a bit too far when he said, as an aside, that Ed was not suffering from any psychiatric illness. That comment was made to support Dr. Jack Fleming, an extremely liberal Vacaville psychologist, who testified that he had “no hesitation” in recommending Ed for work assignments at a facility that included female staff members.

Assistant District Attorney John Hopkins, representing the state, was able to speak to Ed (who had skipped out) at length after the hearing ended. Ed, of course, always wanted to talk. He explained why he had balked at the media. It was the same lament practically everybody from presidents to the regular Joe has snapped about the media since the first printing press came online. Ed said the reporters would pick out about ten seconds of the most sensational parts of his testimony to inflame the public, and ignore everything else. That would kill any chance he had of release, then and in the future.

At the 1988 hearing, the ever-prisoner-friendly Vacaville psychologist Dr. Jack Fleming astoundingly determined that Ed, still a young, strong, and menacing giant at age forty, was “suitable for release.” Prosecutors argued that the state had been there, done that when Ed was a teenager, and look what happened after the previous release when the shrinks had declared “he’s cured!” If that wasn’t bad enough, there was the issue of Ed showing up for a psych evaluation with two additional mental health practitioners who found him sane and safe, despite the fact that the head of his most recent victim was in the trunk of his car outside. Ed had felt the need in the past to add, against his own future interests, that he’d gotten drunk on beer during a break in the evaluation and showed back up “blasted off my tail.” Apparently, the doctors didn’t notice or care, or didn’t have a sense of smell.

Ed himself countered Dr. Fleming’s supportive comments by saying “Society is not ready in any shape or form for me. I can’t blame them for that.”

Edward George, longtime administrator at Vacaville, said that Fleming always sided with the prisoners.

“He wanted to let everybody go. Charles Manson. Juan Corona. Big Ed Kemper. Everybody. I knew Jack very well. He was the most liberal guy I ever met. He didn’t believe in locking people up, period. We had many conversations about inmates. He recommended a murderer’s release many years ago who went out and murdered again, a case in Marin County. When the guy got convicted and sent back to prison, Dr. Jack acted like after just a little more therapy, a little tweaking, he’d be ready to be re-released. Dr. Jack was a character.”

Ever vacillating, Ed again denied the necrophilia and cannibalism he had bragged about on so many previous occasions, claiming to have made those confessions to the police when he was tired and confused, and failing to mention how he had gleefully repeated such gruesome stories for years to anyone who would listen. Nor did he explain the level of human fatigue and confusion that would prompt a person to confess, in such vivid detail, to repeated necrophilia and cannibalism. Seems that would take the effort of a fresh, well-rested brain to create such shocking fiction.

Ed didn’t deny beheading his victims, based upon childhood fantasies, or throwing darts at his mother’s disconnected face, apparently because he knew the hard evidence said otherwise.

Like a high-school-glory-days athlete exaggerating his past gridiron exploits—think Al Bundy of Married with Children, as opposed to serial killer Ted Bundy—Ed now upped the number of hitchhikers he’d picked up—and hadn’t killed—to more than a thousand. As if that would impress the board.

As was his wont, Ed also blamed his six-foot-tall, 220-pound mother for making him into the Evil Ed he became, along with why he’d had to kill her as well.

“There was love and there was hate. I didn’t want to put her through what I created. She was a victim, not a perpetrator.”

A female cousin took it upon herself to write the parole board and remind them that Ed’s sociopathic violence dated back to their childhood. Ed mutilated cats, and once waited for hours outside the hole of a ground squirrel so he could blast the harmless little creature that had somehow wronged him. She insisted that Ed, like the fictional Michael Myers of the Halloween movies, would start slaughtering anew immediately upon his release.

At the 1997 hearing, which Ed declined to attend, it was revealed that the ever-enlarging beast was suffering from diabetes. A small measure of just deserts—or simply a matter of consuming way too many desserts—for a man who couldn’t control his raging appetites.

“I was a twelve-year-old boy at the time, and I remember instead of having a monster in our dreams, we had him in real life,” ADA du jour Bob Lee told the parole board outside of Ed’s hearing.

While ditching numerous hearings, Ed, always the paradox, still held on, at times, to the slim hope of getting a future release. Ever the showman, he agreed to have a documentary company come to Vacaville and make a 33-minute film about the “miraculous” born-again religious conversion he claimed to have experienced in the late 1970s. The program was titled Forgiven—A Serial Killer’s Story. The same producers had previously lensed a short film on Ed called A Pale Horse. Ed showed up for this one even more bloated and heavy than ever, tipping the scales at nearly 350 pounds—“Forgiven” and obviously still eating well in the Vacaville dining room. In a photo taken around that time, a smiling arms-outstretched Ed looks to be the size of three of his guards combined.

“If Christ were not in my life. If peace was not in my life. If love were not in my life, I’d probably be dead. If I weren’t, I’d be wishing I was dead,” he said in Forgiven.

Forgiveness, he elaborated, is “. . . [a] real trap. Hatred, revenge, vengeance, retribution, it’s interesting how often people say that’s the Greek way . . . a classic Greek statement. At least with revenge there’s some kind of solace. I don’t really believe that. I think that’s a cop-out. It’s easy for me to say, being a violent criminal . . . but I haven’t had to deal with feeling directly related to murder, to retribution, and to forgiveness. . . . I’m in for life. I’m doing life. I’m not satisfied with that. I accept it. It was something that took a long time to accept. . . . I’m not beating anybody out of retribution. . . . I won’t waste a life again.”

In 2007, prosecutor Ariadne Symons argued that “we don’t care how much of a model prisoner he is, because of the enormity of his crimes. . . . Apparently Kemper does not like to be referred to as a ‘monster.’ However, the term is apt, even though it is woefully inadequate. Mere words cannot convey the horror of what he did. . . . In an interview at the time of his arrest, Kemper stated ‘I certainly wouldn’t trust me in society again.’ ”

Symons would become a judge the following year—all the better to indirectly monitor Kemper’s parole hearings to this day.

In December 2017, one of Kemper’s relatives, fearing without cause that President Donald Trump might actually parole the beast, gave an anonymous interview with the Daily Mail, published in London. The person was said to be a half-brother, possibly mistaken for Ed’s stepbrother.

“He has this control over the family, and there’s still anger over what he did. So many people live in fear that he could be allowed freedom, you just can’t trust what a president may decide. I don’t want to live in fear, not be able to work or walk around, but other relatives are afraid to go to a restaurant or park, because of what happened, it’s still there.

“There are several members of the extended family that have claimed they’d hunt Guy down and kill him if he ever got out,” the relative continued, using Ed’s childhood nickname. “Mostly for killing my grandparents but also for hurting so many people while destroying our whole family unit. This is while feeling zero remorse for what he did. But he’s smart enough to know that he should never be released because he cannot stop himself from continuing where he left off. When he was sentenced during his final statement, it’s why he threatened to kill the judge and jury if he was ever let out.

“I think he manipulates everyone. I think that he has never told anyone the truth about things he has done. I would suspect he is holding back a good 20 to 30 percent of the truth about himself, his past, and how he thinks. All I know is that he gets to live better there than most people on the streets. Free gym, free food, free housekeeping. Thanks to liberals, he has it good. Personally, I hope he chokes. If he came around to my family, I’d shoot him on sight.”

In regard to family threats to get revenge on Ed for killing his grandparents, the truth is Ed was free for four years after his release from Atascadero and was never set upon by any of his relatives while remaining in the area, roaming around, and living off and on with his mother.

In contrast to the “shoot him on sight” anonymous relative, Ed’s devoted little sister, Allyn, ever loyal, continues to visit Ed at Vacaville.

At the 2017 parole hearing that some Kemper family members feared, a bloated, morbidly obese, Jabba the Hutt-looking Ed was grilled about feeling superior to others because of his smarts. Hemming and hawing a bit, knowing it was a loaded trick question playing on his ego, Ed, now heavily medicated for myriad illnesses, finally formulated his thoughts.

“Some people, some of my acquaintances, uh, speak in, uh, a fashion that tells me they’re happy with much simpler accomplishments moment to moment, day to day, and I might put a lot more energy into that. A lot more effort into that than to so simply speak up to something. In that sense.”

The presiding Board of Parole Commissioner Cynthia Fritz wasn’t having any of it. The no-nonsense administrative-law judge zapped Ed with this scathing summary of his less-than-astute response.

“So, you can’t empathize or be happy with the accomplishments they have ’cause you think they’re simple accomplishments versus your accomplishments.”

Lost in this battle of wits was a line Ed dropped almost off-handedly about the relationship between his mother and her friend Sara “Sally” Hallett, the older woman Ed also killed the day he clawhammered his mother. Ed referred to Sally as “her friend, her lover. . . .” He added that his cover story of the pair going on vacation together was actually something they planned to do, but after some disagreements, Clarnell went to England and France for two weeks alone.

It’s not known if there was any truth to the accusation, or that Ed was just playing with heads, metaphorically, yet again. Clarnell had been married three times and, as noted previously, she blamed her “murderous son” for killing her post-marriage sex life with smaller men who feared him. Which, considering Ed’s size, was all men except NBA star Wilt Chamberlain. A late-in-life lesbian affair seems unlikely. What was even more unlikely was the verbose Ed waiting nearly a half century to mention that tidbit.

Author Margaret Cheney, who wrote two detailed books about Ed, reflected upon her experiences in a 2019 interview with Lane Wallace of the Santa Cruz Register-Pajaronian.

“If Kemper had been diagnosed as a classic sadist, perhaps we wouldn’t have had these murders.”

Photographer Joey Tranchina, who befriended Ed in 1979 and visited him at Vacaville, took many now-historic photos and was given one of Ed’s brightly colored ceramic cups. In a 2014 blog, he expressed his views on Ed and the death penalty.

“Imperfect criminal justice systems execute the innocent along with the guilty—Kemper’s case does fit that rubric. However, Kemper’s execution would have done nothing to change the unpardonable acts of his past, while it would have precluded every decent, useful and beautiful [thing] that he has done in prison. Considering the lives of his victims, Kemper’s execution could not fairly have been called an injustice, but considering the life he has led in prison, it would have been a mistake. However, it is Kemper’s remarkable artwork that ultimately confirmed my faith in the futility of the death penalty.

“Because of powerful forces beyond his control, Edward Kemper is too high-risk to be on the street, but in 41 years of incarceration, he had been a model prison-citizen, an effective functionary, and a very interesting artist, whose ceramic designs have amazed me and astonished my friends for almost 35 years. The cup Kemp mailed to me, almost 35 years ago, continues to delight me every day.”

Noted documentary and motion picture directors Werner Herzog (Aguirre, the Wrath of God; Nosferatu the Vampire; Woyzeck; Fitzcarraldo) and Errol Morris (The Thin Blue Line, The Fog of War), who had met in and around Berkeley’s movie community in the early 1970s, faked being psychiatrists and talked their way into a meeting with Ed at Vacaville in 1974. (Not exactly the best screening of visitors at Vacaville.) They recalled their conversations in a 2008 article in The Believer magazine.

“I had the feeling that what was interesting was that the man, in my opinion . . . he made a lot of sense,” Herzog said, viewing it rather film-noir poetically. “In a way he makes a lot of sense, why he killed and how it all originated. . . . Kemper was, in a way, a very sensitive person. When you looked at his hands, like the hands of a violin player . . . I remember he looked like an elephant with a Mozart soul.”

Morris had taken an interest in Ed from the moment he read about the case.

“I would drive every day from Berkeley to Santa Cruz and I would attend the Kemper trial. I became a regular fixture. And I would say the trial transformed my thinking about many, many, many things. . . . And there was this wacko psychiatrist, Dr. Joel Fort, who took the stand and said . . . ‘You know, this man is not even neurotic. Not only is he not psychotic, he’s not even neurotic, because he can’t empathize with the victim. He has a sociopathy or a psychopathy. He can be completely dispassionate while he is killing another person.’ And I started to wonder—I still wonder about this stuff—I started to wonder how in god’s name does the psychiatrist know what Ed is thinking? Maybe Ed has this fantasy of being in control. Maybe in this writing after the fact he imagined himself as being dispassionate. Perhaps he was completely out of control, deeply psychotic. This kind of discrepancy between the accounts that we provide about ourselves and the world.”

Staying with Hollywood, Ed’s former art instructor at Vacaville, George Couper, noted in 2017 that the actor who played Ed in the Mindhunter series was eerily spot on. “Cameron Britton plays Ed Kemper better than Ed Kemper plays himself. The resemblance isn’t just in size and mustache. . . . That would be easy. . . . Make-up and props. It’s in the body language, voice modulation, movements and phrasing. . . . The focus in those black holes for eyes.”

In 2018, Britton, nominated for an Emmy for his role, gave the Hollywood Reporter some insight into transforming himself into Big Ed, including his almost creepy resemblance at six-foot five, around 275 pounds.
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A still from Mindhunter featuring Cameron Britton as Ed Kemper, left, and Jonathan Groff as FBI Special Agent Holden Ford.

“I’d find a couple vocal inflections that I found unique and interesting to him, his overall sort of energy and vibe. I felt like I wanted to capture that. But then after that it was ‘Bring your inner serial killer out.’ Sort of. I think Anthony Hopkins mentioned in Silence of the Lambs how instinctual of a process it was, developing him. And I felt the same. You just sort of trusted where the dark thoughts and elements took you. . . . There was his level of eye contact, his way of being ahead of you in the conversation, his way of saying something and making you think you thought it up. He’d phrase things in a certain way that make you think it was your idea. His point came from your end.”

“I didn’t have any interest in meeting him. I didn’t want to go on a personal level. I just don’t want to meet someone who’s murdered a bunch of women. You know, I just would never want to meet someone like that. Perhaps he would enjoy if I came to meet him? Perhaps he would find that as a feather in a cap? And if that were the case, then I most certainly don’t want to meet him. Even in the auditions we discussed not focusing on doing an impression of him, not paying homage, because that’s not what this is about.”

Britton said the physical transformation into Ed sometimes scared him.

“Once they put me fully into the look, it was hard to look in the mirror. I didn’t realize how much I looked like him. I would get up to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night and startle myself looking in the mirror. I just didn’t know who was in my bathroom with me for a moment there.”

Though scores have tried to get inside Ed’s head, make sense of his horror, some experts sigh and say it’s an impossible task—especially considering how often Ed changes his stories and motives and reactions with every new telling.

“I don’t think we’ll ever know why he did what he did,” said expert witness and psychology professor David Marlowe at an August 1974 psychology symposium held at the University of Southern California. “He wasn’t particularly different from many people. He wasn’t crazy. The question is ‘What accounts for his loss of control?’ Many others with similar fantasies and upbringings never commit a violent act.”

Psychiatrist and author Dr. Joel Fort, who testified at some of Kemper’s parole hearings, said “To him and other mass murderers, killing is as acceptable as eating a meal or brushing your teeth. This type of behavior didn’t bother him in the least.”

That’s because, as Detective Terry Medina concluded, “Ed Kemper is the classic sociopath.”

“He feels no guilt,” Detective Mickey Aluffi seconded. “It’s all about him.”

“It’s very difficult to say how he looked at what he was doing,” defense attorney James Jackson surmised decades later for the Oxygen Network special, Kemper on Kemper. “Would a person who walks into a butcher have remorse about cutting up a chicken? I don’t know. I doubt it. I think that’s what he looked at. An object that he could dismember.”

Investigator Harold Cartwright has wrestled with the age-old question of nature vs. nurture. Was it genes or environment—the way Ed grew up and his life experiences? “Maybe he was killing his mother all along. Who knows?”

Dr. Helen Morrison offered more of a woman’s perspective in the Oxygen special.

“I think when we’re all studying serial murderers, we want to find something to blame. It’s got to be this crazy mother that he had who locked him in the cellar. But she must have felt something. People who are around serial killers for a period of time will pick up some type of feeling. They can’t describe it, but they know something.”

That sounds exactly like what Kemper’s stepmother, the beautiful German immigrant, sensed in Ed from the first moments she spent with him as a child: the eerie, penetrating stares that creeped her out. Her insistence that he had to go, that she wanted no part of the demon child in their home.

The journalist’s take?

“I think there’s a side of him that would have given anything to be a normal person,” concludes Tom Honig from the press gallery. “I could see that in him. I could see it while he was testifying. There’s part of Ed Kemper that is as horrified and as disgusted with what he did as the rest of us are.”

Mental health counselor Todd Grande, PhD, analyzed the Kemper case in 2020.

“There’s this idea that because the relationship with the mother is over, because of that murder, that Kemper wouldn’t hurt anyone else. Even though he committed a murder after that murder. So the argument that we hear is that the crisis was resolved. . . . There are two reasons why this isn’t the case. First, a rage that deep doesn’t get resolved with the mother’s murder. If anything, that would only increase the rage. Second, personality traits are tendencies, tendencies we tend to see throughout the lifespan. Personality traits just don’t change because of a particular event. Once they are set, they are not really influenced too much by environmental factors.”

Dr. Grande’s heady analysis swings back to Vacaville administrator and three-ring-circus whip-cracker Ed George’s more simplified version: “Everyone would be safe with Big Ed—unless you remind him of his mother. Then all bets are off. Trouble is, far too many women remind Ed of his mother. I think you merely have to be female to qualify.”

That, unfortunately for Ed, is the most prevalent thought extending into the twenty-first century. Freeing him, even if wheelchair-bound, might not stop the rage.

In recent years, with Ed’s size, strokes, a spiraling weight virtually paralyzing him, and a host of other illnesses beating him down, what few visitors he has report that he’s basically “given up on life.” He doesn’t appear to respond to letters anymore. He no longer has the ability or desire to record books for the blind. He doesn’t bother with the cumbersome task of bathing much, if at all. He sometimes drools and wets himself because he can’t feel his face and other areas of his body as a result of the stroke. Finally, he’s as miserable as his victims’ families always wanted him to be. Yet, despite being an invalid who is partially or fully chained to a wheelchair now, and although he’s seemingly harmless, Ed will probably never be set free, not even via a routine hospice-type medical pardon like the one, the late Susan Atkins of the Manson girls, used to finally escape her cage after nearly a half century behind bars.

“Kemper is never going to be released from prison,” asserts Dr. Grande, despite some in the psychiatric community who believe otherwise. “Those hearings are simply academic. . . . No chance of parole.”

Ed’s prosecutor, Peter Chang, was also at the psychology symposium held at the University of Southern California in 1974. He echoes current sentiments from the Wayback Machine: “One side of him really had a conscience. I think he really wanted to confess. . . . [Then again,] Ed never showed remorse or guilt. He told me ‘One thing I learned at Atascadero was you don’t get far if you regret anything.’ ”
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Page 145 from California Board of Parole Hearings, July 25, 2017, in which the panel concluded that Ed Kemper “would pose an unreasonable risk of danger to society or a threat to public safety if released from prison.”






EPILOGUE

It’s hard for parents today to imagine how things were a mere twenty-five years ago, much less a half century in the past when Ed Kemper went on his spree. Children didn’t leave home with smartphones or even beepers that allowed their mothers to be in constant communication. It was long before legally enforced sex offender registration was made available on the internet—complete with maps that warn of, and precisely pinpoint, the locations of rapists and child predators who reside in virtually every neighborhood. The registrations provide the police with a ready set of suspects to immediately interrogate when a child goes missing.

The early 1970s were also long before today’s twenty-four-hour cable news networks, expanded local news, and exploding social media that have the capacity to broadcast photos of newly missing children over an area that can, astoundingly, include the entire world—a necessity when dealing with international sex slave kidnappings and/or adventurous college students vacationing in distant, exotic locations. A kidnapper on the run can no longer feel safe if he simply leaves the city or state, as the whole nation is now virtually linked together in one, all-inclusive community.

In addition, such networks and other media are adept at quickly exposing the crimes of arrested kidnappers and pedophiles, acting as a warning to young children to always be on the alert.

Similarly, modern “adult” cartoons that children naturally watch, like South Park, The Simpsons, Family Guy, and American Dad, have broached every once-taboo subject imaginable, including pedophilia, internet child sex stalkers, rapists, kidnappers, and serial killers using phony profiles on dating sites or through interactive video games. It’s done in a way that both entertains and educates children and young adults of every age about the deadly dangers that lurk in both the real and virtual twenty-first century worlds.

And yet, not all technology has served to make the world a safer place. The number of people who hitchhike has fortunately diminished to almost none—but in its place phone applications for private ride sharing businesses like Uber and Lyft are exploding, and once again vulnerable young women are hopping without thought or care into a stranger’s private vehicle. In some tragic cases, they’ve mistakenly jumped into the wrong vehicle.

Had Big Ed Kemper been born fifty years later, there’s little doubt he would have become an Uber or Lyft driver. One with the high IQ computer skills to erase his technical footprint.

Young men and women of the twenty-first century beware.
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APPENDIX I:

A FEW OF THE BOOKS ON TAPE READ BY EDMUND KEMPER III

Andrews, V. C.: Flowers in the Attic. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 5/8/1984.

———: Petals on the Wind. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 4/28/1993.

Cook, Robin: Sphinx. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 11/28/1996.

Hammett, Dashiell: The Glass Key. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 2/6/1994.

Harris, Marilyn: This Other Eden. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 3/28/1996.

———: Women of Eden. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 4/15/1995.

Herbert, Frank: Dune, Book 4: God Emperor of Dune. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 5/2/1988.

Kenzie, William: The Rosary Murders. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 1/1/1981.

L’Amour, Louis: Bowdrie’s Law. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 11/2/1999.

Lucas, George: Star Wars. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 6/21/1979.

Lutz, Giles A.: Tangled Web. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 12/31/1996.

Norton, Andre: Merlin’s Mirror. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 1/4/2002.

Sheffield, Charles: Web Between the Worlds. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 2/2/1987.

Sheldon, Sidney: If Tomorrow Comes. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 5/11/1989.

———. Windmills of the Gods. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 8/12/1987.

Stewart, F.: Ellis Island. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 12/31/1998.

White, E. B.: The Trumpet of the Swan. Date Recorded/Catalogued: 7/8/1998.






APPENDIX II:

EDMUND KEMPER III GUEST ESSAYS

BY CHRISTINE FALCO CREATOR OF THE EXTRAORDINARY EDMUNDKEMPERSTORIES.COM BLOG.

French actor Gérard Depardieu remembers this anecdote in his book Monster:

“I knew a potter in Berry: when it pissed him off to make plates, always the same ones, he would take his clay and make a monster. A huge monster. A terracotta monster. And he would say, ‘I do this because it has to come out! I have plenty of them inside me!’ ”

“He was right. We have to let our monsters out if we don’t want them to eat us up.”

WALK ON THE DARK SIDE

My name is Christine Falco, and I’m the creator and main runner of the Edmund Kemper Stories (EKS) blog. I’m grateful for the opportunity to write this essay about one of my subjects of fascination, and I extend my warmest thanks to author Dary Matera and his editors, Barbara Berger and Jennifer Williams of Sterling Publishing.

The EKS blog is about American serial killer Edmund Kemper’s life and crimes. Our goal is to document the Coed Killer case with as much accuracy and detail as possible. Our fact-based presentation of his early life, his crimes, his trial, and his life in prison is told with the help of newspaper archives, magazines, books, films, TV reports and shows, interviews, legal documents, photography, etc. We also show how Ed Kemper’s story has influenced many artists (painters, writers, graphic artists, musicians) who have created original artwork inspired by or featuring the Coed Killer. We hope to become a reference for anybody who is interested in Kemper’s case. Needless to say, we do not condone Ed Kemper’s crimes, nor do we support any form of violence against women. Our heart is always with the victims of Ed Kemper.

Some of the first questions people always ask me are: Why dedicate a blog to a serial killer of women? Why Kemper in particular?

The starting point for me is a lifelong fascination with the dark side of human nature.

Early in my life, I became fascinated with the “monster” that lives in all of us, wanting to understand why some people give in to theirs, snap and resort to criminality, to violence.

My great-uncle on the Italian side of my family, Guerino Mastroluca, was a henchman for one of Montreal’s mafia families in the 1940s and 1950s. He apparently never killed anyone, but he did hurt many people with a knife as he threatened and intimidated them during his “visits.” He was in and out of prison for a while and, not long after his last release, he “disappeared.” Nobody knows where he went, or what happened to him. In 2018, a few weeks before her death, my ninety-nine-year-old aunt, Guerino’s niece, Lina, gave me a small wooden box. In it was uncle Guerino’s knife and a small cross from the terra catacombes in Rome, Italy. She had kept this box all that time. Knowing my interest in true crime memorabilia, she thought I was the best person to take over the preservation of these items which are part of our family’s history. I was honored, and of course I accepted the responsibility.

As some other members of my family came in and out of a life of crime [related mainly to drugs and money], it instilled a worried family climate to which I was quite sensitive as a child. I remember some evenings where strange men visited my father. They sat around the dinner table for several hours, drinking cognac and talking in low voices in Italian. Then they would exchange firm handshakes with my father and leave. I asked my father a few times why these men visited him, but he answered each time by saying it wasn’t anything a young girl should concern herself with. I learned many years later from my mother that these men wanted to buy my father’s printing company for money-laundering purposes, but my father ultimately turned down their offer because he didn’t want to get his family involved in this world.

My mother was definitely an influence in my building fascination with the dark side. An avid consumer of crime novels and films, she was very protective of my younger sister and myself when we were kids, and often warned us about “the maniacs out there.” Luckily, nothing ever happened, but I often wondered about these “maniacs”: Who were they? What did they look like? How many were they? To hear my mother talk about them, they were monsters who did terrible things to people, to children. I imagined demonic creatures, somewhere between man and animal.

I had my first look at a “maniac” on August 10, 1977, when David Berkowitz, the Son of Sam, was apprehended. He had been terrorizing the residents of New York City since 1975, where he killed six people and wounded ten. That night, I saw him on the TV news: two policemen were holding him and bringing him inside the police station, and he was all smiles! He looked happy to have been caught. Here he was, a short, bulky postal worker, who seemed nice and friendly. He didn’t look like the demon I had imagined. I was just six years old, and I was stunned and fascinated: maniacs were ordinary-looking people.

On July 3, 1979, tragedy struck in my hometown of Montreal when two teenagers were killed on the Jacques-Cartier bridge that evening as they were returning home from a concert at the La Ronde amusement park. Chantal Dupont, 15, and Maurice Marcil, 14, were raped and beaten by Gilles Pimparé and Normand Guérin, both 25, and then thrown off the bridge. They both drowned. The killers were arrested a few days later. They had also attacked other people on the bridge in the weeks prior to these murders, looking for money as they were out of work. Again, two ordinary-looking guys. This story had quite an impact in Quebec at the time, and still to this day, people remember it. I had nightmares about it for several years as I had realized there are bad people out there. . . . It’s part of Montreal’s most famous monster stories.

Another story that impacted me in my youth was that of John Hinckley, Jr., who tried to kill President Reagan in 1981 in order to impress actress Jodie Foster. Hinckley became obsessed with the 1976 film Taxi Driver, in which disturbed protagonist Travis Bickle (Robert De Niro) plots to assassinate a presidential candidate. Hinckley developed an infatuation with Jodie Foster, who plays Iris, an underage prostitute, in the film, and began to stalk her while she was studying at Yale University. I was already a fan of Miss Foster back then, and I was impressed by the fact that a man would be willing to go that far to get a woman’s attention. That an obsession could be this strong. Was it love? Was it lust? Was he crazy?

The irony in my life is that several years later, in my early twenties, I also had to deal with a stalker, a fellow university film student and roommate who had become infatuated with me. This went on for several years, and it finally stopped when my partner threatened to go to his house with a baseball bat to “talk.” My link with the Hinckley case is very strong, as I can identify with Foster’s position, and because Taxi Driver, my all-time favorite film, plays into a theme that is one of my subjects of fascination: that of the outcast who is alienated from society and cannot establish normal relationships with people. And how he eventually lashes out at society. What’s his tipping point?

In my teenage and young-adult years, as I started to gain more freedom, I quickly came to know to be wary of men. Inappropriate gropings on the subway to school or ungentlemanly comments on the street as you walk home. . . . Most women have experienced similar attacks on their body. I’ve had my share of #MeToo moments in my life, like this time during university where I barely escaped being raped by another student at a party, or during college where I went into a donut place at 3 a.m. with three girlfriends after a night of partying at the discotheque and being surrounded by a group of men groping us and blocking the exit. . . . Confronting their leader at the door, meeting with him eye-to-eye. . . . Getting my hand on the door handle, pushing it, breaking free. . . . The four of us running away so fast, scared to death, almost unhinging our hips. . . . The fear, the adrenaline rush. . . . Although you are scared, you feel enthralled to have gotten away, because you are alive.

As a teenager, I watched a lot of horror movies, thrillers, war films, and crime stories. This eventually sparked my interest in famous killers. Serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer was arrested in the early 1990s, and the media amply covered the trial. Dahmer exercised both fascination and repulsion on the public, and on me. How could such a handsome young man be such a gruesome murderer?

I wanted to know about others. I read up on Ted Bundy, John Wayne Gacy, Richard Ramirez, Aileen Wuornos, and the Zodiac. While researching famous serial-killer cases at the municipal library, I first came upon Edmund Kemper’s story in Margaret Cheney’s book The Co-Ed Killer Kemper’s story, as horrifying as Dahmer’s, hit home with me. His crimes, mostly perpetrated against young women (I was about their age at the time I discovered the case), defied comprehension and showed total disregard for human integrity and dignity. But, as with Dahmer, I found myself being fascinated by the dichotomy of Kemper’s character: a young man who had all the appearances of a gentle giant had committed the most violent and hateful crimes.

In 2017, Ed Kemper came back in the public eye, as a character was based on him in the Netflix series Mindhunter. The character became instantly popular and triggered a new generation of “fans,” amateur researchers, groupies, social-media pages, and blogs dedicated to the case. My fascination for his story was renewed as well, and I started back up on the research. In the age of Internet, it has proven a lot easier to find new information and new content, thanks in part to the findings of amateur researchers. Ed Kemper, during his years of incarceration, has been quite generous with details and insights about his life and crimes, giving many interviews to journalists, writers, filmmakers, and FBI agents wanting to document his case to better try to understand it. The idea of creating a blog where all information about the Kemper case would be collected and gathered to try to form a precise picture of what really happened started to take shape in my mind. I felt (and still feel) compelled to tell his story in a fair manner, as there are many falsities being spread on the Internet.

I have made a career of being a film producer. Producers like to tell stories and are always on the lookout for good ones. Cinema is about action and emotion. What is the character doing? What is he feeling? How is he evolving? This way of thinking is how I approach life as well. Actions speak louder than words, and we can learn a lot about someone through their behavior. Kemper’s story has all the right elements to make it cinematic: a complex hero (or antihero, in this case), a clear antagonist (his mother), a dreamy location (California beach town), gruesome sexually motivated crimes, and a perpetrator willing to talk in minute details about his crimes.

A few years ago, I took a further step in my fascination for the “monster” and became a collector of true-crime memorabilia. I mostly collect items related to Ed Kemper, although I do collect other criminals as well, such as David Berkowitz and John Hinckley Jr. I see myself as a hunter and gatherer. Like previously discussed, some criminal cases have marked me at different times of my life, and I want to know and have as much as I can about them. I want to own a piece of those stories; I want to be able to grasp them somehow.

In Kemper’s case, I came upon a lot of personal objects he had given to a friend, an inmate who was incarcerated during some time at the California Medical Facility in Vacaville where Kemper is imprisoned. These items, such as books and ceramics, are all connected to positive things Kemper has been involved with while in prison, like his participation in the early 1980s in the FBI’s studies of serial killers (as seen on Mindhunter), and his artistic creativity (he has crafted many ceramic mugs and he also had close relationships with writers, like Leonard Wolf). I also own some jewelry and photos of his. These personal objects help me go beyond the “monster” facade and see his humanity.

So, why dedicate a blog to a serial killer of women? Why collect murderabilia? Why Kemper in particular?

Maybe I’ve been fascinated with monsters all my life because they speak to mine. Maybe Kemper’s monsters in particular speak to mine because they represent my biggest fears. Maybe like the French potter in Gérard Depardieu’s story, I collect and blog about Kemper because my monsters have to come out. I have to let them out if I don’t want them to eat me up, like they did Kemper.

SPENDING TIME WITH ED KEMPER

Is it selfish of me

to want to be

a recurring character

in your dreams,

a permanent visitor

to your subconscious?

I’m sitting in the passenger seat of Kemper’s car, a 1969 Ford Galaxie 500, yellow with a black hardtop. Kemper’s driving; he’s not looking at me. It’s a gray fall afternoon. The sky looks like it’s about to rain. Are we in California, or Quebec? No idea. It looks like both.

I’m feeling very tense; scared, even. I know that Kemper has kidnapped me. We drive on a highway at first, then on a road surrounded by fields. Houses and buildings become more and more scarce as we drive on. Why did I get in this car. . . .

I try opening the passenger door, but it won’t work. It’s stuck (he has put a ChapStick in the mechanism to block the door from the inside, but I don’t know that). There’s no way out. I glance at Kemper a few times. He is much bigger than me. He could squash my face with one hand. I ask him what he wants, why he is doing this. He doesn’t reply. He looks around outside as if he’s looking for a specific spot. He finds it. I look in the same direction as he is.

We get to a field that seems in the middle of nowhere. Kemper stops the car on the side of the road. He pulls out his gun from under his left thigh and says we’re getting out of the car. I try to open the door again, but it doesn’t open. Grinning, Kemper gets out of the car and goes to my side to open the door. I get out; he indicates the way to go by a movement of his gun. We start walking deeper in the field. He walks behind me. I can’t see him, but I’m pretty sure that he is pointing the gun at me. I’m very nervous and scared.

It seems like we walk for a long time. At some point, we arrive near a big tree. It’s black, with no leaves; it looks dead. Kemper asks me to stop walking. I stop. I’m now facing the trunk of the tree, about 20 feet from it. Kemper stays behind me. I hear strange noises. I don’t know what he is doing, and it scares me.

I ask him again what he wants. He answers: You know what I want. . . . My body starts shaking. I start negotiating with him, even offering him sex: we’ll do what he wants. He is handsome enough; I could let him touch me. He tells me to shut up. It’s embarrassing. I try glancing behind me. I see that he is standing three-quarters behind me on my left side. He’s looking at me with the gun in his hand. He tells me to turn to face the tree. I’m shaking and crying now. All I see is the bark of the dead tree. I focus on it to try to calm down, but it doesn’t work.

Kemper cocks his gun. Now I’m really scared. I ask, panicked, what he is doing, what is he going to do. Kemper doesn’t answer. The moment seems to last forever; nothing is happening, but it’s very tense. I look around a bit. Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. I know I can’t overpower him. Physically, he is too big, too strong. And he has the gun. I’m shaking and crying uncontrollably now.

Then, in a rapid movement, he comes closer to me and I hear a loud sound close to my head. And I feel a stinging pain. It all goes black. I’m dead, he’s shot me in the head. Then, in all Kemper logic, he will go to work on me. . . .

This is an account of a nightmare I had in May 2018. It was so vivid that it woke me up suddenly in the early morning. I was shaking and crying uncontrollably for a while after I had awakened. It had seemed very real. I had almost felt the bullet to my head. I had difficulty working at my job that day.

Creating a blog about Ed Kemper means spending a good amount of time with him, through various retellings of his case in books, documentaries, and newspaper archives. It means having the necessary empathy to try to put myself in his shoes, in his head, in order to understand his motivations. I believe he had legitimate pain and suffering brought on by how his parents, especially his mother, raised him. I believe that his character and his manhood were constantly under attack and demeaned by his mother, a dominating woman. It doesn’t excuse in any way what he did, but I believe it sheds light on why he went on his crime spree.

Creating a blog about Ed Kemper also means pacing yourself. When I first started, I could only do research during the evenings. I would read books just before going to bed. It would stay with me. I would go to bed nervous and have nightmares. I eventually changed my schedule around so I could work on the blog during the day.

ATROCITY TALES

Every human being is a whole colony.

—Pablo Picasso

Atrocity tales are a presentation of an event, real or imagined, told in a way that creates moral outrage pertaining to the values that were violated by the perpetrator. They are highly inflammatory stories that evoke powerful emotional responses from the public. Such stories are often used to characterize serial killers. Ironically, the actual accounts of serial killers’ crimes can be so barbaric that no dramatization is necessary to elicit shock or horror from the public, and yet their exploits are exaggerated nonetheless by law enforcement and the media.

Edmund Kemper has been the subject of such atrocity tales, tales that have transformed him into a cartoonish monster. Kemper’s atrocity tales demonstrate just how loathsome the actions of a real-life serial killer can be, as his odyssey of murder, dismemberment, and sexual perversion still defies comprehension. No hyperbole is required for his crimes to shock and horrify the public, yet the facts of Kemper’s murders are often misrepresented or exaggerated in their retelling by the media.

This has obscured the distinction between reality and fiction for the general public. The incessant media stereotyping has changed Kemper into a serial-killer caricature similar to Freddy Krueger of the Nightmare on Elm Street film. Kemper and Krueger have become interchangeable in the public’s eye. These stereotypes harm society, because the blurring of reality and fiction causes confusion and desensitizes the public. If Kemper becomes just another cartoonish entertainment commodity like Freddy Krueger, then the actual horror he perpetrated and the lives he destroyed are forgotten. This is unfair to Kemper’s victims and only intensifies the pain for their surviving family members.

Since the beginning of his imprisonment in 1973, Kemper has been dissatisfied and frustrated by his public image. He even has refused to attend some of his parole hearings because of the presence of some journalists he disliked or mistrusted. He accused some of them of lying. Kemper, however, has brought this upon himself, as he can be considered a somewhat unreliable witness in his own case. The core of his story has not changed that much through the years, but he has recanted or changed certain details of his crimes, like the cannibalism or the rape of the headless victims’ corpses. Kemper’s crimes being so shocking, his appointed attorney during his 1981 parole hearing, Steve Bedient, said: “I don’t see any way that he will ever be free from the frustration of knowing that people do not regard him as a normal human being.”

MORE TO DISCOVER

Much is left to tell on the Edmund Kemper Stories blog, as there are several unanswered questions in the case. Through the years, several people who have come in contact with Kemper have expressed their feeling that Kemper hasn’t revealed everything. His half-brother, David Weber, believes that only Kemper knows how many victims are truly out there as he says his brother has kept up to “30 percent” of the truth to himself. “I think he manipulates everyone. I think that he has never told anyone the truth about things he has done. I would suspect he is holding back a good 20 to 30 percent of the truth about himself, his past, and how he thinks.”

Detective Michael Aluffi, who went to pick Kemper up in Pueblo, Colorado after his arrest to bring him back to Santa Cruz, also had his doubts about Kemper’s being completely truthful: “He always left me with the impression there’s something he didn’t admit,” said Aluffi, who said, the last time he interviewed Kemper, the killer alluded to a confession that he would make at a later date. During Kemper’s initial twelve-hour confession, Aluffi was curious as to just why Kemper wanted to tell his “complete story.” Kemper replied that it was only mostly a complete story. “But my main purpose,” he said, “is getting it off my chest, because whatever is on my chest must stay, I am sure, but let’s say I had some Accounts Payable and I closed my Accounts Receivable, and so I had to balance the accounts.”

Kemper’s court-appointed attorney for his 1973 trial, Jim Jackson, said that when he and private investigator Harold Cartwright talked with Kemper, he always started giving them the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory. And he never at any time, in Jackson’s opinion, told the whole truth. “He fooled his interrogators by always starting to talk about dismemberment, which riveted their attention. But we always felt he was holding something back,” Jackson said. “The last couple of days of the trial, one of his friends gave him a lot of tranquilizers and he began to tell the truth.” But what it was he concealed, the trial experts never found out

GOING BACK TO SANTA CRUZ

As soon as it is possible to travel safely again [referring to the Covid-19 pandemic and lockdown], I plan on returning to Santa Cruz to follow Kemper’s trail and his victims’ by visiting locations that were important in the case. I’ve already been there once, in 2018, and visited iconic Kemper locations such as his mother’s house in Aptos where he killed her, the Jury Room bar where he hung out with police officers to find out what they knew about the case, and the Santa Cruz Courthouse where his trial took place in 1973. It is one thing to read about the crimes, but to actually go back to the case’s roots and see the places where it happened leaves a profound impression. It’s unfathomable that such unspeakable violence was committed in the sunny, happy beach town of Santa Cruz, California. The once-dubbed “murder capital of the world” embodies the nature of the beast that is man, where forces of good and brooding evil cohabit in a delicate and constantly tested balance.

Christine Falco, July 2021
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APPENDIX III:

ED KEMPER: “SUPERSTAR” IN POPULAR CULTURE

Throughout the book, it is noted how often Ed Kemper has been painstakingly studied by psychologists, psychiatrists, prosecutors, defense attorneys, the media, authors, the FBI, and other law-enforcement agents. Ed and his exploits have also been used as a model for television and movie scriptwriters, with elements of his life, physical appearance, and murders reflected in such notable characters as Jason Voorhees of the Friday the 13th movie franchise, Michael Myers of the Halloween franchise, and Freddy Kruger of the Nightmare on Elm Street franchise. Those three alone have produced more than thirty full-length motion pictures. Ed even used a buzzsaw in some of his mutilations, so you can toss in the monstrous Leatherface of the Texas Chainsaw Massacre franchise. Leatherface, like Ed and Michael Myers, spent his youth in mental institutions for the criminally insane. Jason Voorhees spent his youth in an even worse place—at the bottom of Crystal Lake.

In addition to scores of motion pictures, television series such as Law and Order, Chicago PD, Criminal Minds, The FBI, Mindhunter, and others have also appropriated elements from Ed’s saga. It’s apparent that Big Ed Kemper is a screenwriter’s dream. (Ed is even a named, non-fiction character in Mindhunter.)

As noted on his Wikipedia page, Ed Kemper, for all his beastly nature and horrifying behavior, has influenced many artists in film, television, music, and literature:

Ed has been said to be the inspiration for the famous “Buffalo Bill” character in Thomas Harris’ 1988 novel The Silence of the Lambs, which became a popular movie, and more recently, the CBS TV series Clarice. As with Ed, Buffalo Bill kicks off his brutal life by killing his grandparents.

In interviews, famed author Dean Koontz has credited Ed for his character Edgler Vess in his novel Intensity.

In the controversial film American Psycho, the character of Patrick Bateman, played by future Batman Christian Bale, attributes an Ed Kemper quote to fellow serial killer Ed Gein. “When I see a pretty girl walking down the street, I think two things. One part of me wants to take her out, talk to her, be real nice and sweet and treat her right. The (other part wonders) what her head would like on a stick.”

A horror movie loosely based on Kemper murders, but pinpointedly titled Kemper: The CoEd Killer, was released as a video in 2008.

The French fascination with Kemper continued in 2012 with author Marc Dugain’s novel Avenue des Giants.

As mentioned, actor Cameron Britton portrayed Kemper in the Netflix series Mindhunter. Britton was nominated for an Emmy award for his riveting portrayal of Ed.

FROM MURDERPEDIA.COM—EDMUND EMIL KEMPER III—POPULAR CULTURE

Songs that have referenced or included quotes from Ed include:

“Abomination Unseen” by Devourment

“Forever” by The Berzerker. The Berzerker’s song “Forever” from the self-titled album uses actual quotes from Ed about having a decapitated head in his hand, chatting with it, and how it affects his rapidly disintegrating psyche. It contains samples from Ed Kemper’s testament, including “As I’m sitting there with a severed head in my hand, talking to it, or looking at it, and I’m about to go crazy, literally I’m about to go completely . . . flywheel loose and just fall apart.” It also contains samples such as “At the age of 24, he murdered his mother, then called police and confessed to having dismembered college coeds for two years, as well as cannibalizing and raping their headless bodies” and “put her vocal cords in a garbage disposal, then threw darts at her severed head.” These are all references to Kemper’s murders.

“Crave” by Optimum Wound Profile

“Edmund Kemper Had a Horrible Temper” by Macabre

“Forever” by System of a Down Dary (aka “Fortress” or “Outer Space”) from the leaked album Toxicity II contains lyrics referencing Kemper, including references to Ed easily deceiving his shrinks.

“Edmund Kemper solved it all, He fooled the shrinks.” The song was later dropped from the released Steal This Album!

The Glorious Dead” introduction by Dutch death metal group Gorefest features Edmund Kemper talking about killing people based upon his view of society. “I am a human being and I kill human beings, and I did it in my society.”

Instrumentalyst (Octagon Beats) by Kool Keith (aka Dr. Octagon) has Kemper-interview excerpts in the song “I’m Destructive.”

“Killfornia (Ed Kemper)” by Church of Misery contains a long testament by Kemper also featuring lines about holding severed heads.

“Love/Hate” by Dystopia

“Murder” by Seabound

“Severed Head” by Suicide Commando

“Temper Temper Mr. Kemper” by The Celibate Rifles

The Ed Kemper Trio took their name from the killer. The band formed in the late nineties in Montgomery, Alabama, releasing three albums on Pinebox Records.

Kemper is described as an “exotic” serial killer compared to Ted Bundy, John Wayne Gacy, and Jeffrey Dahmer in the novel Black House by Stephen King and Peter Straub.

SuicideGirls model Kemper took her name from the serial killer.

The 2003 movie Cradle of Fear features a convicted serial killer named Kemper.
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