
The Pennine Prowlers 
 
I have always been interested in criminal behaviour (the psychology behind it, not actually 
doing it) and in another life a criminal psychologist is what I would like to have been. Maybe in 
my next incarnation. I just love to bore into people’s heads (not literally) and find out what 
makes people tick. The brain really is the most fascinating organ and discovering that other 
people think in a different way to us is something we have difficulty in getting our heads around 
(excuse the pun), especially in the case of those devoid of empathy and existing only to serve 
self. 
 The story of the Pennine Prowler(s) in this novel was very much influenced by the 
insidious folie à deux that were the Railway Killers: John Duffy and David Mulcahy. They 
gravitated towards each other, and became inseparable, at school where Duffy was small, spotty 
and bullied and Mulcahy equally shunned and disconnected, and they charged each other with 
a vile and cruel energy from the off. Who knows what conversation sparked up between them 
to make them realise they shared a terrible depravity, which they then decided to act upon. But 
as Mulcahy grew taller and stockier, he sheltered the bullied Duffy and a leader and follower 
co-dependency was born. 
 There were a lot of attacks on women in the mid-eighties and the police were desperate 
to find the perpetrators whom survivors had described as a ‘short ginger-haired man and a 
larger man’. This was in the days before the breakthrough of DNA technology.  
 The ‘Railway Murderers’, so called because their attacks were mostly perpetrated 
around London railway stations, were evading the police who needed to up the ante in finding 
them. So a psychologist was brought in to help. It was the first time that psychological offender 
profiling was employed in a case. And the first time basic computers were utilised – an early 
version of the HOLMES system.  
 Duffy was already on the police radar for the sexual assault of his wife but survivors of 
the attacks he committed with Mulcahy did not pick him out in identity parades because they 
were either terrified or refused to even attend. In those days traumatised victims had to get 
close to suspects and identify them with a physical touch. Mulcahy was taken in as a close 
associate of Duffy but released for lack of evidence also.  

Police were to find that the psychological offender profiling was very accurate and that 
led to it being used in future cases. Thirteen out of seventeen pointers about lifestyle and habits 
that the profiler came up with were to match Duffy, even if being a ‘family man’ didn’t fit. No 
one then thought that men who committed such depravities would have wives and slot into 
society’s framework. 

Both men were living double lives: by night they were psychopathic hunters, by day 
they held down decent jobs, were ‘normal’; in Mulcahy’s case he fathered six sons. Both were 
judged by acquaintances to be ‘just ordinary’. Duffy was shy and quiet, Mulcahy more 
gregarious and confident and he became a roller-skate enthusiast. A man ‘who would do 
anything for you’ said neighbours. ‘Funny.’ ‘The life and soul of a party’ said others. 

Duffy had a lust for attacking women and so often operated on his own without 
Mulcahy and it was this insatiable thirst, and the belief in his own invincibility that would  
eventually let him down. He was arrested while stalking a potential victim and though he was 
convinced he would be freed, the walls closed in quickly. Evidence from the crimes was found 
in both his and his parents’ house. Some women then did find the confidence to identify him. 
Duffy was charged but he kept to the pact that he and Mulcahy had made when they were 
young: never to betray the other and he said he had always acted alone. The police suspected 
Mulcahy was the second man but had no evidence to support it.  

When Duffy was arrested, Mulcahy didn’t get in touch with him again. He slipped back 
into his role as husband and father and his passion for roller-skating (there’s even footage on 



YouTube of him being interviewed by the BBC about his hobby. It’s chilling that you’d 
presume he was just a cheery harmless London cabbie) and, to date, there is no evidence he 
resumed his nighttime quests alone. Over nine years passed. Mulcahy must have thought he 
was well in the clear. He said to a friend once about the case: 'There wasn't a second man. If 
there had been, don't you think the police would have found him by now?’ But do these things 
ever quite lie still? In prison, Duffy was having recurring nightmares, feelings of guilt and a 
crisis of conscience which persuaded him to drop a casual comment to a female psychologist 
he had bonded with, that he did have an accomplice who had never been convicted. And that 
man’s name was David Mulcahy. 

Coincidentally, around the same time, a policewoman, on a hunch, was checking to see 
if Duffy was still in jail and fell in conversation with Duffy’s psychologist who told her what he 
had said, and Duffy’s fears that Mulcahy might kill again. Even in some of their earlier attacks, 
Duffy had been shocked by the level of Mulcahy’s sadism. The policewoman convinced 
forensic experts to see if modern science could be used to nail Mulcahy.  

Forensic science had advanced considerably in the past decade and material saved from 
the crimes was tracked down and analysed. The DNA linked Mulcahy to a rape. But the police 
faced a dilemma – should they arrest him immediately, where he might have got a short 
sentence, or play a longer game and hope to link him to the full portfolio of the Railway 
Murders? They reopened the investigation, tailed him, reinterviewed witnesses and found new 
victims. Duffy, who had so far remained tight-lipped about the rapes and murders, now let his 
floodgates open and told the police everything he could remember. Finally Mulcahy was 
arrested, though his wife remained ever loyal and convinced of his innocence. Duffy took to 
the witness box against him. The first time a category A inmate had testified against a co-
defendant.  

 
There was no reward for Duffy in finally giving up Mulcahy, that was made clear from the get-
go. In fact years were added to his sentence (even though he was serving a whole life tariff). He 
was originally cleared of one of the murders he later admitted to, though double jeopardy law 
meant he could not be retried for it. He welcomed the extra sentences; he never asked for 
leniency nor did he appeal against his punishment but wanted to do everything in his power to 
make amends. He wanted to get everything off his chest to make a fresh start with his life in the 
system. 
 
Mulcahy, however, has never admitted his guilt and continues to protest his innocence while 
being a thorn in the side of the judicial system with his demands, even seeking compensation 
for all the years he has been denied voting in elections and seeking (and winning!) costs for a 
parcel sent by him from prison that was damaged. He is very clued up about his own rights, it 
seems. 
 
Mulcahy was not give a whole life tariff, but a sentence that carried a thirty-year 
recommendation of incarceration. It is expected though that, like his counterpart, Mulcahy will 
die in prison. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


