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At the end of the day it always comes down to a man in a Kevlar suit . . . it’s man versus bomb


—LIEUTENANT MARK TORRE, COMMANDING OFFICER,


NYPD BOMB SQUAD







In my mind it’s all business; I don’t worry about my family, I don’t worry about a function that I’m doing after work, I just worry about what’s at hand. And what’s at hand is that package; I don’t want that package to hurt me or hurt the public, so I treat that package as being live, or being an explosive device, no matter what it is.


—DETECTIVE FIRST GRADE JOE PUTKOWSKI,


SENIOR MAN, NYPD BOMB SQUAD














A Preface







They are a small group of thirty-three pointedly relaxed, decidedly suburban, offhandedly humorous men who are partial to wash-and-wear pastel shirts and pleasant, just-good-enough ties. They are the current members of the New York City Police Department Bomb Squad. The watches they wear tend to be the kind with thick bezels, clear numbers, and easy-to-read sweep hands.


Measured in precious seconds and eternal minutes standing over a bomb, time is surgically important to these men. Of course they also measure it in all the ways that other police officers measure time—in hours on duty or in years on the job. But for them time can suddenly come to an end with a blast wave moving at 26,000 feet per second—an incomprehensible, invisible, soundless force. It smacks and compresses with such speed and such violence that it is not until after it is followed milliseconds later by another wave that bystanders can hear the deafening sound and see the shrapnel-filled fury of the killing force. For the man kneeling over the bomb, this is a requiem. Yet each day they must reach inside themselves in the same offhanded manner in which they draw on their blue Bomb Squad windbreakers, and call on a stillness that allows them to face this destructive force with steady hands.


In existence for 101 years, the NYPD Bomb Squad is the oldest bomb squad in the nation. During those 101 years nearly 500,000 police officers have served New York City. From them, 225 were selected to join the Bomb Squad ranks. Beginning with a surge in domestic terrorism in the late 1960s, these bomb technicians have headed out to an average of more than 2500 stress-filled “bomb runs” a year.


On December 31, 2003, the authors were invited to join the NYPD Bomb Squad as full-time observers. With the gracious permission of the New York City Police Department and the unanimous consent of the squad members, we were given unprecedented access to the life of their squad room. It was a chance to observe day to day, for three hundred and sixty-five days, an elite unit in action. It was an opportunity to explore what made these ordinary men so willing to take on such extraordinary risks.


This book is a result of that year on the Bomb Squad. It is not a book about the grander themes of a war on terror, or a book about the mechanics of building or taking apart bombs. It is simply a book about bomb technicians.


In the course of a year, the squad thought we should attend the same courses they did, try on the heavy protective suits that they wore, and read the files of past cases that they kept in their basement. To allow us to get a better feel for the rigors of the craft, the United States Army and the Federal Bureau of Investigation invited us to audit the basic training course at the Hazardous Devices School in Huntsville, Alabama. The FBI also allowed us to participate in a Large Vehicle Post Blast forensic course that the Bureau conducts for law enforcement officers and members of the military. The International Association of Bomb Technicians and Investigators invited us to their conventions and to listen to the technical briefings they offered their members. We drove robots, hid behind bunkers as bombs were detonated, and stood behind our hosts so that we managed to return home with all of our fingers. But this book it is by no means our personal account—these were simply the tools the squad gave us to enable us to tell their stories. That is what we have tried to do.


At a time when “Improvised Explosive Device” is a phrase heard on television nightly, it might come as a surprise to discover that those devices are nothing but bombs, the kind of bombs that bomb technicians across the United States take apart every day. It certainly was a surprise to us. Also surprising was the discovery that there are a lot of bombs planted and defused each year in the United States and that this has been going on for a very long time. In one year, now forgotten but just over twenty-five years ago, extremists planted 384 bombs in New York City. A handful of bomb technicians went out to defuse them.


This book is about those individual bomb technicians—the ones who work in the squad today and the ones who took apart those bombs in the past. As such, it is part oral history. Many living retired members of the Bomb Squad provided us with their memories and their personal files.


The culture of the bomb technician, we came to learn, is not to be found in the five-inch-thick NYPD rule book—the Patrol Guide—or in the regulations of any other police department. Nor is it explained in the volumes of explosives training material. It is a culture that has evolved over the ten decades of trial and error on the part of police officers who donned protective gear, knelt down, said a prayer, and attempted to cut the correct wire, sever a circuit, remove a blasting cap, and defuse a bomb.


The public rarely sees a bomb technician up close. And that is what this book attempts to offer—a close-up.


Normally, it isn’t until a package has been identified as suspicious and an area several hundred to a thousand feet square completely cleared of civilians that a bomb technician will step from behind a big blue and white response truck and into his silent arena. What the public sees is a hooded man behind a ballistic faceplate inside a bulky ninety-pound khaki green Kevlar suit. He lumbers slowly toward danger. The suit cuts off most outside noise so the technician is accompanied only by the sound of his pumping blood. The suit is so hot that he can lose three pounds on a twelve-minute walk to a suspicious package and back. As he walks, he empties his mind of extraneous thought, of useless bravery, and of as much fear as he can. His fingers appear from beneath the cuffs of his armor. Free of any armor themselves, their unimpaired nimbleness is valued more greatly than their potential loss.


The bomb technician plays chess with an opponent who conceals his moves from view inside a fried chicken box, a thermos, a lead pipe, a briefcase, or a backpack. The bomb tech prefers to play the game with no spectators because each disclosed move is removed from his arsenal and added to the opponent’s. The bomb technicians accepted our word that we would not expose important elements of their craft. Even if certain solutions or tools or bomb-building methods can be found in texts or online, we made our own decision not to add to the propagation of this information.


Something that you might not think a big risk is the willingness of the bomb technicians to allow us to put their names in a book at all. In countries outside of the United States, bomb technicians themselves have been the target of terrorism. The logic behind that is as chilling as it is simple: If the person who can defuse the bomb is eliminated, then the bomber has a greater chance of success. The trust the NYPD Bomb Squad placed in our word was an important part of what made the access they granted us to their lives so special. We hope we have lived up to it.


—Richard Esposito and Ted Gerstein


New York, 2006
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Chapter 1







TIMES SQUARE, NEW YORK


DECEMBER 31, 2003, 4:31 P.M.


Detective Brian Hearn, on the verge of forty-three, stood at the center of the Times Square crowd and blessed it with his Irish smile.


Hearn, to look at him, actually resembled a block of weathered granite. From his steel-and-snow brush-cut hair straight down to his boots, at five foot eleven and 190 pounds, he was a neatly squared off, if well-worn, man.


His sometimes-moody blue eyes sparkled tonight. The ashen stubble that marked the end of his frequent midnight tours was gone. He was close shaven and his cheeks had appeared, colorful as Christmas ornaments. The overall effect was to ruin his familiar sternness and replace it with a perfectly good face. During the rest of the 225 tours of duty he worked in an average year, at its daily best Hearn’s face was marked by a squint and waves of worry surfing his broad forehead. He was always hunting for something wrong with a technique, a protocol, a tool, a rule; just about anything that a police chief, equipment salesman, or private contractor—anyone in fact who was not actually a bomb technician with hands-on experience—had come up with and tried to foist onto the squad.


“The Job has changed. It really has changed. There is really too much of that ‘me’ generation that’s hanging around.”


Detective Second Grade Brian Joseph Hearn was old. Viejo. Worn. A curmudgeon. He had been pinned to the hands of the police clock for more than twenty years. If you have not lived on a duty chart year in and year out, appearing for work mornings, evenings, midnights, and weekends, you might find it curious to consider someone old when his forty-third birthday was still twenty-seven days away. It takes some explaining. These are long years in the weather, long years examining what no one else really wants to look at. They are filled with hard days strapping on a gun belt and risking your life. Long years, and tough days, as the noir novelists are fond of saying, of picking up and putting out society’s garbage. Hearn could retire with a full pension. He had served ten years out of his twenty on the Bomb Squad clock and was the third longest serving member. He was the senior man of the A Team of Squad 228. Squad 228 is the official designation of the New York City Police Department Bomb Squad.


“I grew up in Staten Island. I was born right around the corner from where I live now. I never came to the city until being on The Job. Going over The Bridge was very threatening to me.”


The island where Hearn grew up is claimed by New York City, according to the city charter, but its residents view themselves as a people apart. Although the long span of the Verrazano—The Bridge, the Staten Islanders call it—has linked the borough to Brooklyn since 1964, it remains an island of ponds, of 1930s bungalows purchased from a Sears catalogue and assembled on site, of mafia mansions, golf courses, and for New York, large expanses of open land. It sits offshore, where it rises over a gray green Atlantic. When a Staten Islander heads for Manhattan to work, the Islander invariably describes the journey as one to “The City.”


“It was like a small town on the south shore. It was Small Town USA. We used to pick chestnuts, go-kart race; we had a softball league.”


By 2003 Hearn had become sentimental. He struggled to reconcile his sepia memories with the rush of the present. But he was not in any hurry to retire to Staten Island’s idealized shores. A father of two daughters, at times he seemed a father still in search of sons. He had come to be the squad outsider, and this satisfied him. He had the pay of a sergeant, since his promotion to second- from third-grade detective. He could act like an army lifer. He was an alter kaker, an old head, and he saw his work in police as a craft.


“My father was a phone man, a lineman, a repairman for forty years. I was good with my hands, I like working with my hands just like my dad. I have been on the Bomb Squad since ’95. We do our own thing. You keep your mouth shut.”


Hearn loved a crowd and he had one tonight. All the marvelous faces of New York flashed by in a luminous dusk. It sparkled with police torches, blue strobes, and lightning white spotlights. New Year’s Eve, Hearn said, was his favorite night of the year. He had prepared all morning. Before leaving the squad garage, he telephoned his wife to tell her he loved her; and yes, he said, he was wearing “the thermals.” The thermals were his lucky red long johns, the ones he had worn every New Year’s Eve since he joined the squad ten years earlier.


Three minutes had passed since muster at the center of Times Square’s bow tie of streets. It was now 4:34 P.M., and the A Team had moved into the second half of a sixteen-hour day. There were still four more minutes before the official setting of the sun and the end of a nine-hour-and-nineteen-minute-long squirt of daylight. But in Times Square the sun’s set and night’s rise were overwhelmed by the jaw-dropping brilliance and the wave of sound that breaks like a frothing surf when a million voices speak excitedly and at the same time. Wearing floppy orange hats and oversized sparkling silver 2004 glasses, and flanked by JumboTron TV screens, they gathered, already dazed by loud music, as television crews and stagehands carried out the last-minute chores of checking the aluminum pipe frame and extruded aluminum seats of the bleachers for loose bolts and clearing the stage platforms of building materials. Among the owners of these voices were the proud romantics who would be married or propose marriage at the stroke of midnight. There were shimmery dancers and wild-eyed teenagers with jeans threatening their ankles. There were also the puzzled faces of young children ripening in the cool night air as they pressed against the lowest part of the barriers, where their parents had placed them for a six-hour wait. The Times Square crowd is a wonderful thing.


At its center, “The Crossroads of the World,” Steve Lanoce, Bill Popper, Mike Klippel, and Supervisory Detective Sergeant Brian Coughlan assembled with Hearn on an asphalt island of calm. They were directly beneath Number One Times Square, a twenty-five-story tower that is topped with the Times Square Ball. They would begin 2004 here at the core of the “Red Zone,” a point deep inside the frozen zone in which the festivities would take place. In August 1949, when the Soviet Union developed a nuclear capability, this intersection became a symbol of the mutually assured destruction policy of the Cold War. It became the brawling, seamy target of Soviet bombers and a dreaded intercontinental ballistic missile attack. Neither attack occurred. Fifty-four years later it had become a revitalized urban wonderland and it remained the bull’s-eye for a terror attack.


Beneath the Waterford Crystal Times Square Ball, the A Team member personalities surfaced. Lanoce was a playful man with a perfect Five-O surf of hair. Popper was slightly dark in his demeanor. Klippel was wry, buzz-cut and edgy. Sergeant Coughlan was a perfectionist. He appeared to be underdressed tonight without his shirt, tie, suit jacket, and “squad coat,” the dark three-quarter-length overcoat that completes detective division dress in the fall and winter. Hearn was himself. A reporter who had joined the team was given a police windbreaker to wear and instructed to leave his press card in his pocket and tell anyone who asked, “I am with the Bomb Squad.”


Each team in the Bomb Squad also has what is called its team personality. In the case of the A Team it was relaxed, slightly goofy, but very efficient. This team would move quickly and without undue effort when it was time to move.


Beneath its feet the twenty-seven-inch-diameter, 195-pound manhole covers had been welded to their 395-pound frames. Trash cans and mailboxes had been removed from each intersection. Everything that could hide an attacker, a bomb, a gun, a biological or a chemical agent had been sealed, searched, or removed before the first reveler arrived. The crowd had for the most part obeyed the police directive to come stripped of excess baggage. The revelers carried little besides water and enthusiasm into the pens of the nine-by-six-block frozen zone. No backpacks. No alcohol. No glass. They had been herded by thousands of uniformed police officers through chutes made from 6,783 aluminum barriers and 3,087 of the familiar but now older and faded blue NYPD sawhorse barriers—a total of 47,481 feet of aluminum barriers and 43,218 feet of wooden ones. In all, the New York City Police Department Barrier Unit had set down a total of 17.18 miles of barricade, a total of 355,320 pounds of metal and wood.


In order to protect the crowd, the city had built a layered defense. First it sealed the streets and removed the “street furni-ture” (trash cans, etc.). Next it searched and observed crowd members at the entrance to the frozen zone. Inside, the security forces manned chemical sniffers, biological sensors, and handheld radiation wands and pagers. Undercover officers—as many as a thousand—blended into the crowd. Increasing the margins of safety were the explosive ordnance detection (EOD) canines—the Bomb Squad dogs. Peyton, a male black Labrador, and Tucker, a male yellow Labrador, were the A Team dogs. These dogs accompanied the team and sniffed for explosives each step of the way as they trotted the streets and avenues of the frozen zone.


The EOD dogs were crowd-pleasers. Hands reached out to pet them. Young women posed for pictures with them. They so often had been praised, for a job well done or for the simple reassurance they provided, that the bomb technicians sometimes referred to themselves as the dogs’ assistants. The dogs had a usually unerring ability to scent ten thousand combinations of chemicals used to create explosives. But on a night like this the sensitive noses and the stamina of the dogs could be overwhelmed. The dog handlers would try to protect them against overwork by giving the dogs frequent rest periods in the quiet of their cages in the darkened compartments of the Bomb Squad response vehicles. These trucks were parked on the edge of the Red Zone.


New Year’s Eve was a “slash and grab” night. Any suspicious item the team members encountered they would attack with hand tools. For rapid movement the heavy Kevlar bomb suit, the X-ray gear, water jet cannons, and a large array of other special equipment were left behind in the two trucks and one SUV that had carried the team to the scene.


Tonight the bomb technicians wore nothing more protective than long underwear, Bomb Squad golf shirts, chinos, and blue NYPD microfiber fleeces. This approach would allow them to keep up with a hectic pace, and it eliminated the chaos that would result from a man in a Kevlar suit walking a robot on an electronic leash through the crowd. The bomb technicians do not generally talk about this bare-handed approach. They do not want necessity to be confused with bravery.


“There is no set protocol as to when you wear the bomb suit. There are a lot of times when you have to go into a place where you can’t wear the suit. Besides that, whether you wear the suit or not, you can be dead,” Hearn explained.


There is one other reason for approaching a bomb unprotected. When there is an immediate risk to a civilian life, the Bomb Squad ethos suggests that a bomb technician take the same risk, skipping the protective gear. The techs believe this is reassuring and that it reduces the chance of a panicking victim. This maximizes the chance of success in defusing a suspicious device. If more equipment was needed, one of the response vehicles could race in with it. In seconds, they joke, knowing that seconds and bombs are a perverse mix.


There is no odor of the bravado of a warrior when the bomb technicians describe their methods. There is no action-oriented, danger-seeking adrenal drumbeat. An officer who had those characteristics would not have made it through the selection process and unanimous vote required for acceptance into the squad. Bomb technicians do not run toward danger. They walk there, straddle it, and when they step back from it, they also do so slowly, never taking their eyes off of the suspicious package or device. Bomb suits are designed with this in mind. The maximum armor is in the front. The maximum cushion for a blow that could knock the occupant down is in the back, protecting the spine.


Mike Klippel had ventured away. He returned after giving an operational security reminder to Transit Bureau police officers stationed in a trailer at Forty-fourth Street. These officers were the radio and video link to the hundreds of officers working belowground on subway lines leading into the Times Square station and at the station’s thirteen entrances. “If anything happens, and you need us, don’t transmit your message over the radio. Call my cell phone, and remember, do not use the words ‘Bomb Squad,’” Klippel told had told them.


With Klippel back, the A Team split in two and the security sweeps began. Six minutes had passed since the team’s arrival. Hearn, Klippel, and Hearn’s dog, Tucker, had one set of assignments. Lanoce, Popper, and their dog, Peyton, had another. Everyone had a gas mask and each team had a radiation detector. Each team member had his favorite or lucky hand tool nestled among the knives, clippers, hooks, scalpels, tape, crimpers, and forceps they all carried on their belts, in their pockets, and in the small nylon pouches attached to their belts. One man also carried a record of municipal inefficiency—his paycheck, which arrived dated December 2004. No one in America can survive for two weeks between paychecks, so this headache would need to be resolved before his next pay period, in January 2004.


There were twenty-six bomb technicians and fourteen dogs on duty. There were two teams in Times Square and one team stationed north of the festivities. That team regularly patrolled the perimeter of the zone. Another team stood ready in Brooklyn. Another was in the Bronx, and two were kept in reserve at the Bomb Squad’s Greenwich Village base. The design of their deployment enabled the teams outside the frozen zone to avoid the crowds and fly under lights and sirens down sealed-off streets to reach a “suspicious package” anywhere in the city’s five boroughs.


A second reporter had joined Lieutenant Mark Torre. The commanding officer of the Bomb Squad, Torre would spend his night directing its movements. The squad seemed a small one for such an immense task.


“When the squad is called out,” Torre explained, “it means that the entire nation’s and the city’s prevention resources, border checks, airline checks, and the entire intelligence gathering apparatus, have failed. At that point it is ‘Break glass, call Bomb Squad.’ It only takes a small group to respond even to dozens of suspicious packages or actual devices.


“And when the threat turns out to be nothing, we are put back in our box.” Elite units, he said, became unwieldy and inefficient when they become too large. At that point there are too many team members to keep them training hard enough and running on “bomb jobs” and security sweeps. This is the necessary combination of hard work and hard training required to keep their knowledge current and their skills sharp. It is the only guarantee that each squad member is at a constant state of readiness. Torre’s is the logic that drives this breed of specialists to excel at their mission. Nationwide there are about 2500 full-time bomb technicians among roughly 700,000 law officers. In their way of thinking they are last responders—the last line of defense before an explosion occurs and the ambulance teams, doctors, aid workers, and morgue attendants have to be brought in. Their mission requires them to confront an unknown and lethal enemy.


Think of it this way:


When an X-ray technician takes a picture and a doctor interprets it, they are studying a light- and dark-gray transparency in a climate-controlled room. It is a picture of a part of the human body each has seen thousands of times before. When a bomb technician takes a picture of a bomb, he is taking it lying on his stomach in the middle of a street and peering through his own sweat. When he gets up to his knees, stands, and then waddles back to his partner to interpret it, what they study is an image of something that neither of them has seen before. The bomb tech faces a unique challenge; his interpretation of the gray tones of an X-ray is the first interpretation of them.


This is a key reason why rank carries very little weight in the field. The technician’s life depends on the technician’s interpretation. Nothing more and nothing less. In the squad room itself, the squad operates in a limited democracy, with Lieutenant Torre holding a commander’s absolute right to veto. In the field, neither Torre, nor his sergeants, nor a police executive who arrives as the technicians are at work, can interfere with the approach to the suspicious device.














Chapter 2







A SQUAD ROOM IN NEW YORK


GREENWICH VILLAGE, DECEMBER 31, 2003, 3:29 P.M.


Lieutenant Mark Torre had been at his scarred and cluttered desk for several weeks now with very little rest. The forty-year-old commander looked up, wiped his unruly black hair from his forehead, and with his eyes sparkling at a possible challenge said:


“Are thirty-three bomb technicians enough? Does thirty-three sound slender? You don’t need a thousand techs, you don’t need a thousand dogs, and you don’t need a thousand dog handlers. What you need is dedication.”


Short, agile, but carrying a small paunch as he stood at the gates of middle age, Torre was an engineer. He was precise by disposition, by education, and by constant practice. He could be ruthlessly Jesuitical in his logic. And he could snap the fuzed top off a small explosive at fifteen yards with a single shot from a sidearm.


Torre had a fierce passion to protect his squad members. When a decision passed down through the police chain-of-command could add an unnecessary risk to their well-being, this passion would burst into operatic rage. That rage was satisfying and provided amusement for the squad, but for a lieutenant to win an argument with chiefs requires guile and tact. Although he was short of both qualities, Torre would complete his arias, fight down his anger, and apply himself to finding viable but diplomatic solutions to the challenges. His checks and balances on his temperament required that before he wrote a memo, proposed a plan, or attended a meeting, he would closet himself with his sergeants and his senior men and allow them to take apart his logic and help him to put it back together. They then would rehearse his presentation.


On December 31 Torre’s day began in the early morning hours. The senior men and sergeants came in through his open door and flopped down on the black vinyl couch and set of dusty club chairs that surrounded his desk. They had gathered to make last-minute adjustments to the duty chart for the final night of the squad’s hundred-year anniversary. Torre had worked on this duty chart since early November. For the forty-eight hours that had begun at midnight of the thirtieth every squad member had been assigned a double tour of duty. But the chart Torre had constructed made sure that everyone who was married got time off with his family during the holiday weeks from Thanksgiving to New Year’s Day. The younger, single guys could get their time later. Some may not have liked his logic, but it was hard to fault it. Still, there was no way around the fact that the duty chart was stretched thin. It had been that way since September 11, 2001. Since then the squad had needed a full presence at every major public event, including the opening day of the baseball season, the opening session of the United Nations, the entire U.S. Open tennis tournament, and every Fleet Week, Memorial Day weekend, and Thanksgiving Day parade.


The tempo of the run-up to New Year’s had been fierce. It began in November with a concern that bombers would target the shoppers as they began their annual holiday journey up the aisles of malls and department stores. This had been prompted by convincing intelligence reports that indicated terrorists were shifting from attacks on hard targets—embassies, landmarks, and official buildings—to soft targets—hotels, shopping centers, and rail lines. The concern escalated in mid-December. As the retail sales numbers began to roll in strong, New York, Los Angeles, Washington, D.C., and Las Vegas were alerted by federal authorities to an intelligence “packet” of very specific information. Pieces of that packet and other intelligence were reported in the news media:




	
December 9—New York. U.S. counterterrorism officials say that new overseas information has surfaced concerning attacks on subways. New information has also surfaced concerning attacks on malls.


	
December 10—Washington. “. . . the concerns will likely intensify as we head toward Christmas.”


	
December 19—New York. Police officials deny there is a specific, credible threat of a suicide bomber attack on the city. . . . U.S. officials confirm the threat and say, “We are in the process of trying to determine its credibility.”


	
December 21—Washington. Tom Ridge, head of the Department of Homeland Security, elevates the national threat level from yellow to orange. He cites a volume of threat-related intelligence higher than at any time since September 11.


	
December 24. Authorities fear terrorists have infiltrated foreign airline crews. Their intent is to hijack a plane in flight and use it to kill “more than 100,000 people.” Times Square is at the top of the target list.





With the escalating tension, there came repeated meetings at Police Headquarters. Torre reviewed for his superior officers the squad’s capabilities and discussed how the squad would mesh with other agencies should a full-scale response to a threat become necessary.


It had been two months of a steady, draining, constant pressure. Torre had to be sure that no squad member’s eye, instinct, or intuition let a single suspicious event go by without a complete and thorough check. They had to be right 100 percent of the time. A bomber only had to be lucky once. Tonight, despite the months of pressure on his men, the commanding officer of the Bomb Squad—the COBS—knew he had to put his protective instincts aside and pull out all the stops to give the city the highest level of protection he could. His precautions included making mutual aid arrangements with bomb squads in surrounding counties—on Long Island, in Westchester, and in New Jersey. They all agreed to rush in any teams they could spare should they be needed.


“If you think of a bomb as a large gun, that can shoot a lot of people, all at once, without you even being there to pull the trigger, it makes kind of a handy tool for terrorists,” Torre says.


“They have lots of weapons at their disposal, but certainly bombs are very effective at accomplishing their mission; they’re very dramatic, they get a lot of media attention, and as a result, they certainly put people on edge.”


Media attention spreads fear, and the spreading of fear is the terrorist’s primary immediate objective. It is of far greater importance than the spreading of death and destruction. It is fear that can create the conditions of chaos that terrorists seek. Despite more than a hundred years of resounding historical evidence that the terrorist will virtually always fail in his mission to use violence to achieve political change, each new group mixed a new batch of ideologically charged explosives in the hope that it could. For a bomber, a New Year’s Eve crowd watched over by a very large media presence made a perfect venue.














Chapter 3







TIMES SQUARE


DECEMBER 31, 2003, 6:31 P.M.


Torre wheeled his pristine black Ford Crown Vic into the frozen zone and found a spot for it on Fifty-third Street. He parked there in the side-street shadow of the Marriott Marquis Hotel, inside of which the police had set up their command center. Torre adjusted himself into comfort behind the wheel and settled in for a wait. Through the windshield, Seventh Avenue’s broad, black length shimmered in refracted neon.


The Crown Vic interior was dark gray and as comfortable as a men’s club. It was fitted with a police equipment package of telephones and radios and switches and buttons for the flashing strobe grill lights, the traditional revolving red ball on the dash, the sirens, and the hailer. Highlights of hilarity now bounced off its smoke gray tinted windows. The lieutenant’s car was part of a twenty-vehicle Detective Division support “package.” To any developing danger, this convoy could rapidly transport with all their gear several dozen Crime Scene Unit technicians, Arson and Explosion investigators, lab technicians, senior detectives, and field commanders, including lieutenants, captains, inspectors, and assistant chiefs. While the convoy moved, the seat of Command and Control would remain implacable in the hotel suites, and the top chiefs would be kept from getting too close to any scene. This strict procedure maintained discipline and a chain of command from the lowliest uninformed rookie to the top of the department. It was designed to minimize casualties, prevent panic, and preserve control of the outcome of a crisis, and it’s a reason NYPD officers in the past had suffered fewer casualties than personnel from other rescue agencies.


Inside the Crown Vic, chatter and static spit from across the high-frequency police radio bands in the 800-megahertz range. Reports from the Traffic Division took up airtime with discussions of tows, plate checks, and traffic flow. Torre squeezed the wheel in frustration as he waited through these for cell phone and radio calls from his own sergeants and senior men. He repeatedly took out and replaced a cigar from his breast pocket. It would stay unlit until the night was over. Instead, he grimaced and muttered and listened for his two squads in Times Square to begin their sweeps. Beside him in the passenger seat—the recorder’s seat, in police radio car terminology—was Detective Tommy “Sack” Sullivan, who made notations in his steno pad as the calls from the runs and sweeps started to come in. When the time came for Torre to brief the senior commanders, the notes would serve to refresh the lieutenant’s memory.


The first sweep for the A Team was at the Millennium Hotel on Broadway, a regular layover for commercial airline flight crews. Hearn’s Lab, Tucker, leapt from the doors through the lobby and into the gift shop. Nothing, not a sniff.


“I trust the dog,” Hearn said as he turned on his heel to walk out.


Leaving the hotel, the team came across an unattended black and orange knapsack across the street. Klippel headed for the package. Hearn turned to the crowd and said:


“Back up, back up please. Clear this area while we make sure everything is safe here.”


“I’m just gonna ‘slash and run,’” Klippel said.


“Slash and run” should not be taken literally. Unless Klippel could run faster than an explosive blast wave—somewhere between 3000 and more than 20,000 feet per second, a blast would win. It would suck the air from his lungs, the lungs from his chest, and then turn around and try to shove it all back in again. It is a crushing force. In the highly improbable event that he survived the most lethal effects of a blast at close range, he would suffer permanent hearing loss, vertigo, lung tissue damage, and a lifelong trauma. “Slash and run” is simply a term of art. It captures the combination of common sense, experience, a cop’s sense of the environment, plus all the training and science that go into the bomb technician’s job—and it allows the technician to reach into a suspicious bag with a pocketknife and a prayer.


Klippel sliced the knapsack. He extracted a blanket and a water bottle and placed the slashed package and its former contents prominently in plain view. It was a success. It was a relief. It was deflating. It was time to move on.


Klippel used the Handie-Talkie feature on his Nextel cellular phone to report the outcome of the incident to Sergeant Coughlan. The sergeant was supervising the A Team’s actions from behind the wheel of his Ford Explorer, an SUV in NYPD white and blue livery, parked at the southern perimeter of the Red Zone. Coughlan then used his cellular phone to notify the lieutenant.


“Nothing at the first hotel. Just a knapsack on the way out, Loo,” he reported. Sullivan took notes.


By now the A team was on its way to perform another sweep. This one was at the 1,282-seat Al Hirschfeld Theatre just over three blocks away on Forty-fifth between Eighth and Ninth Avenues, a Byzantine confection erected in 1923. New York’s mayor, billionaire Michael Bloomberg, would begin ringing in his New Year there by attending the night’s performance of a musical called Wonderful Town.


Hearn’s half of the A Team began to walk there, straight up the middle of the Broadway. The dogs were cheered. Hearn waved his arms and brightly bellowed, “Louder,” as he winged up his arms to orchestrate cheers from all sides.


“I’m having fun tonight,” he said. “I like it. You meet good people. I have a good life. You see, in this job, you see everything, it’s amazing. It’s like when we testify in court: You hear from us on everything from fireworks to a device; we go from one gamut to another. Same thing with being a policeman; you go from death to birth.”


Flashlights aided Tucker as the ten-year-old Lab bounded and wagged and drooled through the theater aisles. A detective from the mayoral detail arrived and was told the theater was clear. He would secure it against any entry until the mayor arrived. Hearn, Klippel, and Tucker headed a few doors east on Forty-fifth, toward the Milford Plaza. They then walked a little more than another city block east to the Ambassador Hotel. Both hotel sweeps were routine. They had been planned in advance and posted earlier in the week on a white assignment sheet hung from a clipboard at the entrance to the squad room kitchen. The sheet contained just the bare bones of the dozens of assignments for New Year’s Eve. It did not include sensitive details as to who might be staying at a hotel or whether some specific intelligence had singled it out as a high-risk location.


“We go in cold,” said Brian Hearn. “We aren’t told anything.”


In the car, Lieutenant Torre explained this point of view. “A bomb is a bomb. From our point of view, we shouldn’t care whose bomb it is, or to some degree what size it is. Our job is to stop it from blowing up.


“Whatever intelligence we had about who planted it didn’t stop it from getting planted—so fundamentally, it failed.”


What the bomb technicians crave is information useful to prevent a bomb from exploding. They crave news of the types of devices typically or currently planted by various terrorists. They care about who planted a device insofar as it might allow them to anticipate how the device might have been constructed. To get that information they probe law enforcement databases, swap pictures, and build replicas of successful terrorist devices to familiarize themselves with the mechanisms.


“A bomb,” the lieutenant said, “is a large gun. If you can see it, it can see you; if it can see you, it can kill you.”


It is six-thirty, and Hearn’s team heads back to Number One Times Square, at the direction of Sergeant Coughlan. Unsure why he was being summoned, Hearn explained, “It’s a job; you go where you are told.”


On the way, two young women reached over the barriers to pet Tucker. A young man asked whether a dog could smell a bullet. Whenever the massed bodies became so thick that crossing an intersection seemed impossible, Hearn shouted, “Dog coming through,” and the crowd parted. It was a few blocks, but it was a long walk. Along the way, a police officer’s radiation monitor alarm went off, and Hearn, Klippel, and Tucker were diverted to investigate. The Emergency Service Unit officer who wore it said, “I bet someone took a barium test today.”


“Did anyone take a barium test?” shouted Hearn.


A man sheepishly answered yes. He was isolated from the crowd, the radiation detector was placed next to him, and its digital readout soared. When it was pointed at the larger crowd, the numbers retreated. Smiles. Handshakes. Good-bye. Situation cleared.


Sergeant Coughlan had summoned his team after receiving a call from the FBI. He had used his cell phone rather than his police radio to limit the chance of his call being overheard. He had kept Hearn in the dark rather than take a chance that even a stray bit of information over the cell phones could be overheard. So it was not until everyone was gathered beneath the scaffolding that wrapped the base of Number One Times Square that he gave the full report: The FBI had received information through Canadian authorities that there might be poison gas inside the pyrotechnics in New York. The pyrotechnics were the fireworks that would mark the arrival of the New Year. They were housed on the roof of Number One Times Square. The team would climb to the top of the 395-foot building to investigate.














Chapter 4







THE PAST


1 POLICE PLAZA, DECEMBER 31, 1982, 9:30 P.M.


Tony Senft had been on the Bomb Squad for just about two years, and a cop for just about seven, when the call from Police Headquarters came in to the squad room at 9:30 P.M. on New Year’s Eve 1982. He answered it, and a chain of events began that altered his molecules and his brain waves, and cost him his eyesight and his dexterity.


“I lost my right eye. I was broken here and here.” He pointed to his face as he spoke. “I’ve had face . . . facial work done; I’ve had new eardrums put in. They cut your ears down and skin graft new eardrums in. My right hip was broken. My whole face was reconstructed. I’m a little scarred up. I suffer a severe case of vertigo and a severe case of post-traumatic stress disorder.


“I crouched over, and that was the end of it. All I remember is a loud explosion. According to witnesses, I was blown fifteen feet off the ground.”


Senft’s call to action had come on crisp, fatally dark New York night. For a little over a decade the city had been the target of a set of sustained bombing campaigns by groups including antiwar extremists, black nationalists, right-wing anti-Castro groups, right-wing Zionists of the Jewish Defense League, foreign nationalist factions from Croatia, Puerto Rican separatists, and countless other groups with a grudge and access to explosives. The wave of explosions had begun in earnest in 1970, a year in which there had been 384 bombs planted in New York City. These were planted largely by antiwar activists, but they became part of a national wave of terror.


In the sixteen months between January 1969 and April 1970 the federal government recorded more than 35,129 bomb threats, 4,330 actual bombings (the vast majority small “incendiary” or fire bombs), 1,175 attempted bombings, and 43 lives lost from bombings across the United States. Over time the political motivations behind the individual bombings by domestic groups began to blur. As pressure from the law thinned their ranks, the remnants of several groups evolved and found common ground in each other’s revolutionary struggle and new strength in their combined resources. The bombings that were against the war, against the draft, and for black separatism by now were simply against society and all it represented.


Many of the bombs were triggered by the Weathermen—later called the Weather Underground—a far-left student activist group committed to militant overthrow of the U.S. government; by the New World Liberation Front, comprised of survivors of the Symbionese Liberation Army, an urban guerrilla group dedicated to the same goal; and by various splinter groups sharing some and disagreeing on other elements of this ideology. Most of the lives lost were office workers, diners, and travelers.


At the same time these bombing campaigns were under way, other domestic terrorists targeted police. The Black Liberation Army and Black Panther groups used assassination as their weapon, gunning down cops in New York, Georgia, Connecticut, Chicago, and New Jersey.


Determined to stand out—and succeeding—were the practiced bombers of the Fuerzas Armadas de Liberación Nacional Puertorriquenña—the FALN. Their bombs were reliable and they were very often deadly. With each attack came their clear and simple message—the Armed Forces of the Puerto Rican Nation wanted a Puerto Rico free from American “colonial oppression.” An unspoken part of the message was a desire to align the island with Castro’s Cuba. While the messages of the other bombers became lost in a glutinous mass of arguments, the FALN, in the terms of modern political spin doctors, stayed on message.


At 9:27 P.M. on New Year’s Eve, the FALN had struck. A bomb had exploded at FBI Headquarters. Within three minutes the Bomb Squad rookie Senft had taken the call from Headquarters, and he and his senior partner, Richie Pastorella, were rolling. Senft’s explosive ordnance detection canine, Hi-Hat, was with them as they took the straight shot downtown from the squad room to the scene of the blast, 26 Federal Plaza, headquarters for the FBI New York Field Division.


They pulled up short in their blue and white Bomb Squad station wagon. Their headlights revealed that several of the forty-one stories of the glass facade of 26 Federal had curtained down in a crystal rain onto the fortunately empty streets.


“Obviously we saw devastation,” Senft recalled. “There were several stories of glass on the ground. There were Emergency Service Squad people there. There were fire engines.


“Our department priest came and blessed us. . . . I was the handler. Richie was the technician. It was simple. We found the seat of the bomb, and thank God there wasn’t a secondary device to kill or maim anybody.


“About fifteen minutes later a second device . . . a . . . second explosion. That was at Police Headquarters. We took the station wagon. What we found there was more devastation. We found a uniformed man down on the ground. His leg was blown off. He was ripped up like someone took a box cutter and shredded his face. His name was Rocco Pascarella. We really didn’t even know he was a uniformed man until we found his weapon, that’s how badly he was injured.”


Twenty-eight minutes had passed since the call. Senft and Pastorella were on adrenaline-fueled time. Their body clocks had gone from resting in the squad room, to fast on the run downtown, to faster on the four-block screech to this redbrick plaza in front of Police Headquarters. Fast, fast, fast, faster. Time was being squeezed. Until finally it would stop.


“The doors on Police Headquarters were all twisted . . . like Superman came in and twisted all the steel,” Senft said. “I mean, that’s exactly what it appeared to be when we were there that evening.” At the same time, he explained, the big S on his own chest was shrinking fast.


Officer Rocco Pascarella, meanwhile, blinded, missing a leg, bleeding profusely, managed to make his own superhuman effort.


“This guy gets up on his elbows, as severely injured as he is, and says to us, ‘It’s in a Kentucky Fried Chicken box.’ Now, imagine a man who’s that severely injured getting on his elbows to warn someone else to be safe. That’s what that man did.”


Within the next five minutes, a third device exploded. This one shook the foundation of the Federal Courthouse in Cadman Plaza, Brooklyn, directly across the East River from Police Headquarters and the Manhattan office of the FBI, and a half a mile away.


“I don’t know how far exactly the distance is between Police Headquarters and the Cadman Plaza, but it shook the glass above our heads,” Senft said.


The Fuerzas Armadas de Liberación Nacional was eight years into its bombing campaign. It had already claimed credit for more than 110 bombings in New York and 30 others in cities that included Chicago, Philadelphia, and San Francisco. Its deadliest bomb had killed four and wounded fifty-three in 1975 when it exploded inside Fraunces Tavern off Wall Street, during the lunch hour.


It was 9:55 P.M. when the bomb at Police Headquarters exploded. It was 10:00 when the one in Brooklyn shattered the glass in the courthouse. Time, which had been going fast, fast, faster, was now on a slow crawl through the carnage. The magnitude of the event was growing and starting to sink in. For Senft, the second hand was creeping across the dial of his wristwatch. Five minutes had become an eternity; the events were so large, each one was so arresting, that twenty years later when he described the time between the Police Headquarters explosion and the Brooklyn explosion, it still felt to Senft like twenty minutes had elapsed between the two bombings. In listening to him, you also realized that for him no time at all had passed between when he felt the final blast and his recounting of it in your presence.


An Emergency Service officer had come over. “‘We think we have a little package on the side of the building. We want you to check it,’” Senft recalled him saying.


“So I brought the dog and searched it. I put the dog on that and he didn’t sit. It turned out to be McDonald’s hamburgers. There was no indication of any explosive material.”


Less then two more minutes had passed. Senft had already notified his supervisory sergeant, Hugh McGowan, who was at home for the holiday evening. McGowan had begun his own set of radio and telephone calls to squad members.


Now a sergeant from the Intelligence Division was summoning Senft, Pastorella, and Hi-Hat. The time was 10:04.


The location, the ESU cop said, was the federal prosecutor’s office at One St. Andrews Plaza, a few hundred yards of redbrick away. The reason: Two bombs had been found there.


The bombers had chosen well. The intersecting lower Manhattan blocks and nearby Brooklyn plaza held the FBI offices; the city, state, and federal court complexes; a church; Police Headquarters; a city jail; and a federal prison. It was a compact piece of geography containing all the apparatus of state, law, and justice that they were rebelling against. The targets and the timing of the attack on New Year’s Eve were designed for symbolic value and to bring maximum attention to their demand for Puerto Rican independence. The FALN was not averse to inflicting civilian casualties, but in this case, such casualties would have detracted from their goal. So the deserted streets of official Manhattan were the perfect landscape.


When Senft, Pastorella, and Hi-Hat arrived at the U.S. Attorney’s Office, they found the two bombs resting against columns about thirty or forty feet apart. The bombs were concealed in shoe box–sized bundles wrapped in newspaper.


“I put Hi-Hat on the first package,” Senft said. “He snapped his head back and sat down. Because he was doing his job, I fed him.


“I looked into the package. There were four sticks of dynamite, a slew of wires, a pocket watch, and apparently there was a blasting cap, which I didn’t see at the time.


“We put a bomb blanket over it. Went to the other package. Same thing. We had two packages working at the same time, approximately eight sticks of dynamite. Twenty feet. We were wearing fire-retardant jumpsuits that said ‘BOMB SQUAD’ on the back. We went and we put our bomb suits on.”


Senft and Pastorella did not, however, put on the heavy Kevlar hooded helmets. “We made a critical decision that night not to put on the helmets. We felt the helmets were inferior. They would fog up. We had a cream but that didn’t work. We felt it would be more dangerous to have the helmets on than to not have the helmets on.”


The dog’s job was over. Senft put Hi-Hat behind a wall for safety until another Bomb Squad detective could come over to take care of him.


“And we went to the one package. My partner knelt down. I crouched over, and that was the end of it. All I remember is a loud explosion. According to witnesses, I was blown fifteen feet in the air. He was blown back. We were both on fire.”


In a movie, at this point the hero—clothing torn, face grimy—gets up after having been blown back by the bomb, grabs a gun, and goes out to hunt down the bomber. At this point, Detective Tony Senft, Shield Number 160, and Detective Richie Pastorella, Shield Number 1527, had begun a very long journey home.
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