When Santa Cruz
County was the

murder capital
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Trick-or-treaters in Santa
Cruz County in 1970 ventured
out with the knowledge that
mass murder had occurred in
their midst.

Less than two weeks earlier,
on Oct. 19, firefighters attempt-
ing to douse a fire in a large
house on Rodeo Gulch Road in
Soquel discovered five bodies
floating in a swimming pool on
the property. They were promi-
nent ophthalmolog§st Vic

killer had bound each of the vic-
tims and shot them at the edge
of the swimming pool. Then he
made a poor attempt at se
the house on fire, blocked the
driveway with some of Ohta’s
cars and fled in another, Belgard
said.

“Those were scary times.
People were running out buying
guns,” Belgard said.

National newspapers picked
up the story immediately.

« Donald Wilson of Soquel, a Reg-

ister-Pajaronian reporter at the
time, learned of the massacre
while traveling in Greece, where
it was on the front page of the
New York Herald. For four days,
county residents lived with the
knowledge that a killer was
loose.

The stolen car, a 1968 Chev-
olet station w,
rched in
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Suspicion eventually fell on
John Linley Frazier, a young man
who lived in a shack down the
road from Ohta. Deputies caught
Frazier after staking out the
shack.

A friend of Frazier’s had been
killed in a car accident a few
months earlier, and that had some-
how affected Frazier, Belgard said.
The young man had expressed ex-
treme ideas about ecology. Frazier
had confronted Ohta prior to the
murder, asking him to tear down
his house, Belgard said.

In a trial that was moved to San
Mateo County, Frazier was convict-
ed of murder and sentenced to
death just more than a year after
the murders. His sentence was
commuted to life when the state
overturned its death penalty, Bel-
gard said. What peace Frazier’s
conviction brought to the county
wouldn’t last more than a few

months.

Two young women went hitch-
hiking from Fresno in May 1972
and disappeared. Then women
studying at the University of Cali-
fornia, Santa Cruz, and Cabrillo
College also disappeared. Body
parts began turning up near state
highways, said Chief Mickey Aluffi
of the UCSC Police Department.
Aluffi investigated the new mur-
ders as,a detective for the Sheriff’s
Office along with Medina.

“Body parts started showing up
between here and Carmel,” Aluffi
said.

Edmund Emil Kemper III had
killed his grandparents when he
was a teenager. He served a sen-
tence in the California Youth Au-
thority. At the completion of the
sentence, he was declared psycho-
logically stable, and he moved into
his mother’s house in the Seacliff
area of Aptos.

Kemper stood 6-foot-9 and was
affable and very smart, Medina
said. While neither Medina nor
Aluffi remember him there,
Kemper liked to hang out in the

Jury Room, a bar where many po-
lice officers would go for drinks.

When Kemper would go out
hunting, he’d look for a certain
kind of woman, Medina said.
Kemper liked women who hitch-
hiked alone. He would stop for the
ones who weren'’t paying attention
to the people around them. Then
he would turn on the charm.

“He could talk them into the car.
He could make them feel comfort-
able,” Medina said.

If he decided he had the right
woman, he would tell her he
thought her door was still open.
He'd reach across her to pull the
door shut and as he did so, he
would drop a stick of lip balm into
the handle of the latch, preventing
his victim from opening the door,
Medina said. Then he could stab
her to death at his leisure.

Kemper stabbed his first vic-
tims. Later, he would adopt a hand-
gun. As a sort of joke, he buried the
head of one of his first victims in
his mother’s garden, Medina said.

After police began to under-
stand that another killer was work-

ing the county with a distinctive
pattern, killing and dismembering
young women hitchhikers, a new
pattern emerged.

In late 1972 and early 1973, po-:
lice discovered new grizzly murder
scenes. The wife and two children:
of a marijuana dealer were fourd:
shot in their home off Branciforte
Drive near the Mystery Spot, Me-
dina said. In Santa Cruz, two more.
people were found shot in their
home off Western Drive.

“There didn’t seem to be any’
pattern to it, which made it more
frightening to the general popu-
lous,” said Donald Wilson, who’
covered the murders for the San
Jose Mercury News. In an eight-
month period, police investigated
at least 20 murders in the county,’
Aluffi said. @

Santa Cruz police caught Her-
bert Mullin with a lucky break,
Aluffi said. Mullin had just shot an
elderly man to death on West ClLiff
Drive in Santa Cruz. Witnesses de-
scribed a car they had seen in the
area. Officers pulled over a match-
ing car near Highway 9 and River
Street. They found Mullin’s rifle in
his trunk.

Mullin eventually admitted to
13 murders. His attorney argued
that Mullin was insane, that his
dead father’s voice had told him
to shoot people to stave off a dev-
astating earthquake. A jury con-
victed him of murder, however.
Medina suggested the jurors were
too afraid of what would happen
if Mullin were instead treated for
insanity.

Still, another killer was on the
loose. Again luck stepped in.
Kemper had bought a gun. ;

In the Sheriff’s Office, a smart
clerk managed to read through the
black marker on Kemper’s record
that he had a murder conviction,
Aluffi said. Unaware they had
found their suspect, Aluffi and an-
other deputy went to Kemper’s
home to take the gun.

“In retrospect, he seemed a lit-
tle nervous but cooperative,” Aluffi
said. i

The deputies took the gun and
left, but Kemper thought they were:
on to him, Aluffi said. “He though
we were playing cat and mouse
with him.” L

Kemper killed his mother and
her best friend and drove across
the country, assuming police were
hot on his tail. Perhaps a mix of
paranoia and lack of sleep caused
him to call the Santa Cruz Police
Department from a phone both int
Pueblo, Colo., asking for Aluffi. A
confused police officer put the se-
rial murderer on hold, Medina said.
It took more than one phone call
for Kemper to turn himself in. He:
was so tall that when Pueblo po-
lice told him to put his hands on:
the phone booth, he put them on,
top of the booth, Medina said.

Aluffi and Chang escorted
Kemper back to Santa Cruz, tak-,
ing highly specific confessions'
from him during the drive back,
Aluffi said. In all, he admitted to
eight murders. Kemper was con-
victed and sentenced in Novem-
ber 1973 to eight concurrent life
sentences with the possibility for.
parole, though he has yet to ask
for a release, Belgard said. Along
with Frazier and Mullin, Kemper,
continues to serve time in state
prison. 2

Serial killers and mass murder-
ers left Santa Cruz County alone:
for a few years after that.




