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Biggest fear becomes greatest passion for criminologist
By Chris Lawson (‘02)

M e t r o  M i n d s

Allison Cotton is a criminologist, 
at least in part, because of a chance encounter 
with Ted Bundy that may never have even 
happened. 

It was during a family visit to Red 
Rocks Amphitheater sometime around 1977 
when, Cotton remembers, her father struck 
up a conversation with a sharp-looking 
man claiming to be an attorney. To her 
recollection, that exchange was friendly but 
not extraordinary. The “family legend” was 
solidified years later when, as Cotton describes 
him, “one of the biggest and most notorious 
serial killers of our time” was executed. 

Cotton, an assistant professor of criminal 
justice and criminology, was a junior sociology 
major at the University of Colorado-Boulder 
in January 1989 when two minutes and 2,000 
volts of electricity brought an end to Bundy 
in a Florida electric chair. Even today, Cotton 

remembers being physically ill at the strong 
sense of haunting familiarity she felt after 
seeing Bundy’s mug shot pulsing through her 
television. 

That it could have been Bundy is 
certainly plausible, considering that the 
charming killer spent time in Colorado and 
receipts from April 1975 have linked him to 
a gas pump in Golden, a proverbial stone’s 
throw from the famed natural amphitheater 
in Morrison. That said, Cotton and her family 
maintain that they can’t be 100 percent certain 
that their paths actually crossed with Bundy.  

“We were sure one day and then we were 
not sure the next day,” says Cotton. 
 “ … Just having thought about being that 
close to a notorious serial killer really shook 
me to my core.”

Cotton, who began teaching at Metro 
State in 2005, says her deep interest in serial 

killers and capital punishment coincides with 
Bundy’s execution and, in a fortuitous twist, 
a mentor in graduate school with a Bundy 
connection. Famed sociologist Michael 
Radelet, an expert on capital punishment, 
became acquainted with Bundy while assisting 
in his Florida death penalty case. He offered 
Cotton a rare glimpse inside Bundy’s mind 
that she says no doubt fed her intellectual 
appetite and added a tangible connection to 
the killer. 

“I think there’s sort of a theme going 
through my life where one of my biggest fears 
has become one of my biggest interests. … 
The thing I’m most afraid of is something I 
also research, so in one way or another, my 
research sort of calms my fears.”

“I’m curious about killers,” says Cotton, 
whose dissertation (chaired by Radelet) on 
capital punishment became the core of her 
June 2008 book, “Effigy: Images of Capital 
Defense.” 

“I’m curious about why they kill, how 
the patterns for killing developed over time in 
serial killers.”

In terms of what makes Bundy so scary, 
Cotton points out that he used his good looks 
and charming demeanor as a primary method 
of getting close to those he would later kill. 

“The people that we fear the most are 
actually people who we know and who we 
live with in the community who put on a 
demeanor that is somewhat normal,” says 
Cotton. “We never really know who we’re 
working with and who we’re communing with 
on a daily basis.”

To that end, Cotton says she often offers 
up an important reminder to her students. 

“You might think that you can tell who 
is a criminal based on stereotypes of what you 
think criminality looks like, but there are lots 
of dead people who made that mistake.” 

There are a lot of people—now dead—who made the mistake of thinking that they can tell what a criminal looks like 
says Assistant Professor of Criminal Justice and Criminology Allison Cotton.


