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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: What Is a Serial Killer?

§

Kristen H. Gilbert is a serial killer. She was convicted of the
first-degree murder of three disabled patients at the US
Department of Veterans Affairs hospital in Massachusetts,
where she worked as a nurse in the 1990s. She was also con-
victed of second-degree murder, having killed a fourth patient,
and the attempted murder of two other patients. Gilbert is
further suspected of killing, or trying to kill, other vulnera-
ble people who were under her skilled care. In fact, so many
patients died while Gilbert was on duty that her colleagues
called her an “Angel of Death.”!

Death was apparently not Gilbert’s sole endgame. As The
Boston Globe pointedly noted, “She liked to play the star.” She
“liked the thrill of medical emergencies” and “reveled in
the excitement of emergency calls.”® Gilbert also wanted to
impress VA police officer Jim Perrault, with whom she had
a relationship and said she was in love, by showing off her
skilled medical heroics.?

Sources say Gilbert thrived on the excitement and medi-
cal challenge of treating a patient coding in a cardiopulmo-
nary emergency. This explains her murder weapon of choice:
epinephrine. Epinephrine is synthetic adrenaline that causes
extreme tachycardia (accelerated heartbeat). To induce
cardiac arrest, Gilbert, by all accounts a very skilled nurse,
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injected patients’ intravenous lines with the drug epineph-
rine. According to Assistant US Attorney William Welch, “She
caused patients to die because of the adulation she would get
from coworkers . . . and her own personal thrill and gratifica-
tion from saving individuals she put in distress.”*

But, according to investigators, these were not her only
motivations. One nightin 1996, Gilbert reportedly asked her
supervisor if she could leave early if her patient died. She
was meeting up with boyfriend Jim. This patient was 41-year-
old Kenneth Cutting, a blind, disabled veteran with multiple
sclerosis who had no known heart issues. She proceeded to
kill Cutting, a husband and a father, so she could leave early.
This victim died of a heart attack — his tragic, early departure

1.1 Kristen Gilbert in an undated photo. (Photo from Getty Images)
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from this world occurring less than an hour after Gilbert
requested an early departure from work for her romantic
interlude.’

Gilbert’s colleagues became increasingly suspicious and
finally alerted authorities after a patient receiving a simple
antibiotic treatment reported feeling nauseous and that he
had a burning sensation after Gilbert flushed his IV line.® An
investigation ensued, in which all 37 deaths that took place
from 1995 to 1996 during Gilbert’s shifts in Ward C were
examined. When Gilbert was interviewed in March 1996,
healthcare inspectors asked her, frankly, “Why are you the
first one finding patients in distress?” She told them she had
keen medical intuition.”

During the time of the investigation, Kristen Gilbert left
work with a shoulder injury and began collecting workers’
compensation. In her absence, the death rate on the evening
shift markedly decreased. As the investigation progressed, she
apparently grew desperate, making harassing phone calls to
the VA hospital and fighting with her boyfriend, Jim Perrault.
She even accused Perrault of being complicit in the inves-
tigation and kicked him in the testicles. Then, in October
1996, seemingly to derail the investigation, Gilbert called in
bomb threats to the Veterans Affairs Medical Center. She was
arrested for the threats and, two years later, sentenced to 15
months in prison for making them.® Yet her demeanor was
not consistent. Even when she was identified as a murder sus-
pect, Gilbert was not distressed by the seriousness of the alle-
gations, according to her neighbor. Rather, she hoped that all
pictures of her in the press were flattering and that Bridget
Fonda would play her in a movie about her life.

Meanwhile, investigators exhumed the bodies of victims
and found evidence of epinephrine. Furthermore, they found
85 doses of epinephrine unaccounted for in the VA Medical
Center.” Overall, they determined that there was a one in 100
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million probability of so many deaths occurring with Gilbert
present.'’ In May 1999, she was arrested for murder.'!

At trial, Gilbert pleaded not guilty, but the evidence was
overwhelming. Fellow nurses testified that she was the first on
the scene to the deaths and that they often found broken,
empty bottles of epinephrine at the scene. The jury heard one
survivor’s account that Gilbert “put something in my arm”
before his heart rate increased to 300 BPM and he passed
out. Patient Angelo Vella died before trial, so his daughter
testified that he had said he thought his heart was “going to
explode.” As the US Attorney said, “The depth and cruelty
of her evil had no natural boundary.” Gilbert was, he added,
“a cold-blooded serial killer.”!

On March 14, 2001, Kristen Gilbert was convicted of mur-
der and several other charges.'* Since she committed crimes
on federal property, prosecutors sought the death penalty as
punishment, but in consideration of Gilbert’s own children,
jurors decided she should spend life in prison instead.'®
Gilbert received four life sentences for her crimes. Ironically,
however, had Gilbert received a death sentence, she would
have been executed the same way she executed helpless, dis-
abled veterans — by lethal injection.'® Reflecting on the case
just a few days after Gilbert’s conviction, law professor David
Rossman captured the horror of her crimes: “These good

men . .. vulnerable men, there to be healed, all dead. What
could be more frightening? More evil?”!”
§

What is a serial killer? If you read five sources, you might get
five different answers to this question. Although US Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) agent Robert Ressler’s'® use of
the term “serial killer” decades ago made it more mainstream,
there is, to my knowledge, no absolute definition available

for “serial killer” or “serial murder.” The FBI considers serial
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murder to be “the unlawful killing of two or more victims by
the same offender(s), in separate events.”'” However, noted
academics such as Eric Hickey, Stephen Holmes et al., and
Amanda Farrell et al.?’ defined a serial killer as someone who
has murdered three or more victims. In research conducted
with my team in 2015, we adopted the definition of three
deceased victims and added the distinction of them being
intentional killings. Furthermore, to distinguish serial killing
from mass murders or spree killing, we stressed that there
must be a cooling-off period of at least one week between
murders.

Indeed, the FBI website’s information on serial murder is
incomplete. It describes the modus operandi of the typical
male serial killer. It ignores the fact that women can be just as
deadly as men. All case examples presented are those of male
perpetrators. In fact, almost all the experts who compiled the
report were also men. In fairness, the group that assembled
the FBI’s information was a highly reputable and experienced
team — likely some of the best experts in the world — working
with the information they had at the time. However, newer
research such as that published by my team in 2019 has elu-
cidated drastic and statistically significant difference between
the backgrounds, crimes, motives, and methods of male and
female serial killers.?!

At one time, authorities actually claimed that there were
no female serial killers, and that serial murders were limited
to sex-based crimes.?? Even research® in the last 20 years has
used the terms “serial sexual homicide” and “serial killer”
interchangeably. And while the FBI report debunks the myth
that all serial killers are motivated by sex, the examples pro-
vided in its report are largely sexual in nature. However, we
know that the most common motive for female serial murder-
ers is financial gain,?* which is not mentioned in the report
at all. The FBI report does underscore that “more research

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessmermvww.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009158206
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-15820-6 — Just as Deadly
Marissa A. Harrison

Excerpt

More Information

JUST AS DEADLY

is needed to identify specific pathways of development that
produce serial killers,” but more research has since become
available. It is time for the FBI and other law enforcement
agencies to update their information, as other agencies look
to this reference material when assessing murder cases in
front of them.

The undeniable facts are these: women have been, and can
be, serial murderers; their motives, crimes, and victims are
almost always different to those of male serial murderers; and
they have committed arguably some of the most disturbing
clusters of murders the USA has ever seen.

§

Martha Patty Cannon was a serial killer. She committed among
the most heinous crimes I have ever heard of in my many years
of murder psychology research. People often ask me, “Which
female serial killer’s crimes do you consider the worst?” My
usual answer is “all of them.” But when pressed to name names,
Cannon is typically at the top of the depraved list.

Also going by Lucretia P. Cannon, or simply “Patty,” she was
called “the wickedest woman in America” and “the most aban-
doned wretch that breathes.”®® Believed to have been born in
about 1760, 16 years before the Declaration of Independence
sparked the Revolutionary War, she was one of the first serial
killers documented in the United States.

Cannon and her son-in-law, Joe Johnson, resided on the
Delaware-Maryland state line, where they murdered and
robbed people who patronized her tavern.?® She was a prolific
and equal-opportunity murderer throughout the early 1800s,
reportedly killing men, women, and children of many ethnici-
ties. She and her gang of thugs also kidnapped approximately
3,000 free Black people and sold them into slavery, separat-
ing them from their children, often shackling victims in her
attic to await a buyelr.27 Scholars such as Richard Bell have
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referred to her crimes as a “reverse underground railroad.”
Reports say that she strangled a three-day-old baby, burned
other babies alive, and poisoned her own husband. Cannon
also threw a child into a fireplace to stop the child from cry-
ing.?” Patty Cannon was Black, and scholars contend that her
ethnicity and gender prevented suspicion that she was engag-
ing in these crimes.*

In 1829, a three-foot-long blue chest containing a man’s
bones was found buried on her property. The bones of others,
including a child, were found in oak boxes. These discover-
ies led to her arrest for murder.®! After she was in custody,
one of Cannon’s gang members, Cyrus James, told investiga-
tors that the buried remains were those of a well-known slave
trader from Georgia whom she had shot and killed, keeping
the $15,000 he had in his possession. James also said that he
had seen Cannon kill a child by hitting them in the head with
a wooden log.*? Cannon confessed to killing more than two
dozen people, including her own husband and child, but wit-
nesses indicated she had murdered far more victims. At the
age of approximately 70, Cannon died by suicide while in jail
to avoid being put to death by hanging.”

Although one might question the accuracy of reports from
200 years ago, Mike Morgan, who wrote a biography about
Patty Cannon,? stressed his confidence in the historical docu-
mentation he uncovered in his research. “Whatever you have
had heard about her is probably true,” he stated, “and even
more so.” He added, “Patty’s heinous crimes equal, if not sur-
pass the legend.”*

Although we cannot explain what exactly drove Cannon to
a life of horrible crimes, an obvious motive is the vast amount
of money she earned from her kidnapping and slave-trading
ring.*® One can extrapolate that if someone is willing to kid-
nap, shackle, and sell another human being for profit, killing
anyone who gets in the way does not seem far-fetched.
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Digging into history, not much is available on Patty
Cannon’s past. The Morning News wrote a retrospective piece
on Cannon in 1960. According to the report, she was victim-
ized by her father, who was ultimately executed by hanging.
Patty was said to have been tall, good-looking, and well-liked
in her youth. She married Jesse Cannon, a captain in the
Delaware militia, in 1791. At some point in their marriage,
Jesse was found guilty of kidnapping free Black people. He
was sentenced to the pillory, a wooden framework that the
prisoner sticks their head and hands through for public dis-
play and shaming. Although the sentence was supposed to
involve nailing his ears to the wood, it was reported that the
governor of Delaware removed this part of the punishment
because of Jesse’s distinguished military service.*” While it is
unknown why Patty Cannon may have decided to kill her hus-
band and child, it is clear that she was in charge of her gang
by the early 1800s.

A macabre liner note to Cannon’s story is her bizarre post-
mortem journey. In 1902, her remains were unearthed from
her grave outside the Sussex County Courthouse in Delaware
in order to be relocated. Apparently, Attorney James Marsh
had a “fascination” with her remains.*® The Morning News ran a
front-page story, “Found Patty Cannon’s Skull,” reporting that
“the skull and bones are on exhibition at James A. Marshall’s
law office and scores of people are attracted there to see
them.”® After public display, Marshall took her skull home
with him, and when he died, his son-in-law Charles Joseph
reportedly hung the skull on a nail in his barn.

After Joseph’s death, the new owners of the house, the
Burtons, found the skull in a hat box in their attic. Mary
Burton announced that she “didn’t want any part of it.”*
They gave the skull to relatives of the Joseph family, who
donated it to the Dover Public Library, where it was used as
a display at Halloween. Cannon’s skull now appears to be in
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the care of the US government at the Smithsonian Institution
in Washington, DC. Or, a skull from another woman buried
in Delaware at around the same time as Cannon, who was
also about the age of 70 when she died, whose skull was once
displayed, hung in a barn, and stored in a hat box, is at the
Smithsonian.*!

And this was the end of the first documented case of a serial
killer in the United States that I have encountered. Imagine
someone considered so depraved that Delaware State erected
a commemorative road plaque warning, “Nearby stood Patty
Cannon’s House.” Nonetheless, with crimes committed so
long ago, we must concede that it may be impossible to deter-
mine what is fact and what is fiction.

§

Despite crimes of horror and magnitude, the names of female
serial killers (FSKs) are virtually unknown to the public. When
I give academic or public talks, I challenge audiences to name
serial killers aloud. The names of male serial killers (MSKs)
like John Wayne Gacy and Ed Kemper are invariably men-
tioned. But no one seems to have heard of Kristen Gilbert,
Patty Cannon, or most other FSKs. Indeed, when asked to
name a female serial killer, many people can only think of
Aileen Wuornos, whose story earned notoriety when depicted
in the 2003 movie Monster starring award-winning actor
Charlize Theron.

Wuornos has been called “America’s first female serial
killer,”*? but by all available definitions, she was not. Not only
does this misnomer overlook the crimes of Patty Cannon
more than 200 years earlier but also Wuornos does not quite
fit the mold. Between 1989 and 1990, she shot men in the
head and torso — killings she claimed were in self-defense as a
hitchhiking sex worker. Active violence such as targeting and
shooting strangers are not acts that fit the profile of a typical
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FSK. In fact, Wuornos’ behaviors and crimes were largely of
the kind considered typical of male serial murderers. That
said, Wuornos robbed her victims after she shot them. Thus,
at least one aspect of her crime was typical of FSKs — her
motive for murder being money. I will return to her case later
in this book.

While MSK crimes and profiles are the subject of countless
academic volumes, murder by FSKs has been misunderstood,
overlooked, and underestimated. One reason for this may be
society’s unwillingness to accept that women are capable of
such heinous and gruesome crimes. Typical gender schemas
categorize women as gentle, nurturing caretakers. Perhaps
there is a type of morbid glass ceiling when it comes to women
being recognized and remembered as callous murderers of
multiple victims, and the only way it can be broken is when
the murders are particularly violent or gory. To wit, Aileen
Wuornos shot men in the head and dumped at least one body
in a junkyard. Not only is she readily identified as a serial
killer, but her story also became the subject of a major motion
picture. Yet Amy Archer-Gilligan, whose covert, insidious
methods turned one of the country’s first nursing homes into

a “murder factory,”43

is largely unknown by name, despite the
fact that her murders inspired the play and Hollywood movie
Arsenic and Old Lace.

Journalist Patricia Pearson! posited that contemporary
culture denies women’s ability to be aggressive and violent.
The sheer notion of a woman committing a planned string of
murders is incomprehensible. This likely plays a factor when
women get away with murder. In her work on FSKs, Deborah
Schurman-Kauflin posited that “no one believes that a woman
could kill multiple victims.”*> US District Judge Thomas Kleeh
captured this ideology perfectly when sentencing serial killer
nursing assistant Reta Mays for the murder of seven elderly
veterans hospitalized in her care. He described Mays as the

10
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