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Crime Scenes of the Pacific Northwest, or The Crazy Wall


The Pacific Northwest is known for five things: lumber, aircraft, tech, coffee, and crime. Weyerhaeuser, Boeing, Microsoft, Starbucks, and serial killers.


Every decade, the headlines. WHY ARE THERE SO MANY SERIAL KILLERS IN THE NORTHWEST?1 There is no answer. There are just numbers. Per capita, Alaska is number one in the country, Washington five, Oregon six.2


“America’s killing fields,” it has been called, the home of the stranger, the lone wolf, the neighbor who’s a little too quiet.3 For some it’s a hobby. For others, a career.


They have their own brands, but they’re all different. The Want-Ad Killer, the Boxcar Killer, the Lust Killer, the Phantom Sniper, the Hillside Strangler, the Lewiston Valley Killer, the I-5 Killer, the Coin Shop Killer, the Dismemberment Murders, the Index Killer, the Happy Face Killer, the Eastside Killer, the Werewolf Butcher of Spokane. The Beast of British Columbia. The Green River Killer.4 Weirdly, many of them are born in the same period, shortly before, during, or after World War II.


Amateur cartographer, I draw lines, making maps tied to timelines, maps of rural roads and kill sites and body dumps. Some of the maps are in my mind. I always consider the location of the scene of the crime. In a chaotic world, maps make sense. There are people who have gurus or crystals or graven images. I have maps. They tell a story. They make connections.


Here’s one of my maps: It’s August of 1961. I’m seven months old. There are three males who live in what you might call the neighborhood, within a circle whose center is Tacoma. Their names are Charles Manson, Ted Bundy, and Gary Ridgway.


What are the odds?


In 1961, Manson is twenty-six, serving a ten-year sentence in the federal prison on McNeil Island for forging a United States Treasury check. McNeil Island lies in Puget Sound, off the city of Tacoma.


Across the Sound, eight miles from Manson, Ted Bundy is fourteen, living at 658 North Skyline Drive, next to the approach to the Tacoma Narrows Bridge.


Gary Ridgway is twelve, residing north of Tacoma at 4404 South 175th Street, near SeaTac Airport, an address then considered to be in Seattle.


Eight years later, on August 9, 1969, Manson, gathering his followers, will urge them to murder everyone at 10050 Cielo Drive in Benedict Canyon on a night that will become a byword for inconceivable and random violence. The following night, they will kill Rosemary and Leno LaBianca.


Sometime in the 1970s or early 1980s, Gary Ridgway will begin killing women he picks up near the airport, blocks from where he grew up. He strangles prostitutes, runaways, and teenage girls. Dozens of them. At first he dumps their bodies in rivers, their hair rippling in the streamflow. Until 2001, when he’s apprehended, he will be known to the public only as the Green River Killer.


But in the early morning hours of August 31, 1961, the one who gets the ball rolling—the prodigy, the polymath, the boy wonder—is Ted Bundy. That night, rain lashes the windows, and I’m a baby in a basket, teething, seething, rubbing my hair off on a fuzzy yellow blanket. That night, during a thunderstorm, in a neighborhood he knows only too well, Ted Bundy climbs through the living room window of a family named Burr. He used to live right around the corner. He has friends who know the Burrs. He finds Ann Marie, who is eight, wearing a blue-and-white flowered nightie, two religious medals, and a bracelet invoking the protection of Saint Christopher. Pied Piper of Tacoma, he spirits her out the front door. She is never seen again.


Now let’s look at the map. If you take a ruler and lay it down in 1961 and connect the dots between Charles Manson, Ted Bundy, and Gary Ridgway, you can practically draw a straight line.


Is it chance? Is there a connection? Well, that’s the question.


HERE’S ANOTHER MAP.


They call it the OWL. The Olympic–Wallowa Lineament. Nobody knows what it is. It belongs to the geologists, and it could be either an optical illusion or a topographic feature of “unknown origin” or a “zone of crustal weakness.”5 Fault line or will-o’-the-wisp: take your pick.


If you’re an earth scientist, the OWL suggests how the planet’s rigid plates drift over the mantle. We live on top of rubble, not a solid foundation. If you’re someone alert to the hazards beneath your feet, the OWL conveys the nature of the place, hinting that what lies beneath is dishonest, deceptive, given to the false front. The earth here looks safe, but it isn’t. It has been hoodwinking people for thousands of years, for all of its conceivable life. The ground is unstable, volcanic, prone to sudden, startling fits of temper, to epic floods and rivers of fire, earthquakes and tsunamis, the theater of conspicuous collapse.


Think of what the place has been through. Burning, then freezing. Consider its proclivities: abusive and abused. Moisture seeps from every moss pore and lichen crevice. It has survived unspeakable pressures, once compressed by ice thousands of feet deep, sheets creeping across the surface, cresting in glacial slow motion every few thousand years and then falling back, drop by freezing drop. This is not terra firma. The longer we look, the more we see how it’s broken. And where it will break again.


For the moment, the OWL is a cryptic line on a map, the faintest depression or fissure stretching for four hundred miles, slanting from northwest to southeast. Note, however, how it cuts across the landscape. See where it goes. It carves through America’s killing fields, sites favored by murder’s most devout practitioners. It falls along the future route of Interstate 90, expressway to hell.


Earthquakes are murderers, invisible until they strike. The OWL is Washington’s shadow San Andreas, lying beneath bridges and tunnels, waiting to toss them like pick-up sticks. It intersects the seismically active Devil’s Mountain Fault. If Devil’s Mountain ruptures, it could cause a magnitude 7.5 event. Cry havoc.


The OWL stretches from Cape Flattery, the far northwest tip of Washington State, and skims across fathomless Lake Crescent, Elliott Bay, Seattle, the north shore of Mercer Island. Lake Sammamish. Issaquah. Remember these names, for we will see them again. From Issaquah it cuts through Stampede Pass and down the Wallula Gap on the Columbia River, through the Horse Heaven Hills and the south fork of the Walla Walla, flying past Cle Elum and Ellensburg. A route wreathed in bodies.


IT LOOKS INTENTIONAL. It’s first mapped by Erwin Raisz, in 1945. Born in Hungary in 1893, Raisz practically invents geographical cartography, at a time when the field is only beginning to emerge from the days when men with feather pens drew outlines of continents freehand, seeding the oceans with compass roses and sea monsters rampant. He attends Budapest’s Royal Joseph Polytechnic University, earning a degree in civil engineering and architecture. After serving in World War I, he immigrates to the United States in 1923, working for the Ohman Map Company and completing a Ph.D. at Columbia University. He becomes a gifted cartographer, informed by mathematical projections and block diagrams, drawing richly detailed maps of landforms, points of interest hand-labeled in even italic script, publishing in 1938 what would become the principal textbook for generations of mapmakers to come: General Cartography.


Raisz is the first to see the OWL. It emerges as he draws his “Landform Map of the Northwest States” (1:1,400,000), originally published in 1941. He proudly calls this creation “one of the most detailed maps of its kind,” and it is indeed a map of great beauty.6 Raisz spots the OWL by accident, he’ll later say, when his map is finished in ink and he happens to glance across it sidelong: he’s immediately struck by “a peculiar line stretching from Cape Flattery at the entrance of Juan de Fuca Strait to the Wallowa Mountains.”7


Once seen, the OWL is impossible to unsee. “This line must be obvious,” he writes, to anyone “looking at the map from [Washington’s] northwestern corner toward the center.” But then he runs into conjecture. “Apparently we may have here one of the major structural lines or lineaments,” he suggests, supposing that it might be a geological fault line.8 But where it comes from is anyone’s guess. Like any scientist, Raisz wants to “return to the location” and study the actual landforms on the ground but is prevented by “wartime duties and travel restrictions.”9 So there the lineament lies.


Erwin Raisz dies of a cerebral hemorrhage in Bangkok on December 1, 1968, while traveling to New Delhi to deliver a paper, having drawn some five thousand maps that are said to be “accurate, consistent in style, and marvelously clear in intent.”10 His discovery remains a curiosity and a goad. Speculation runs wild, causing divisions in the geophysical community. The OWL is called “an outrageous hypothesis” and “a fictional structural element,” perhaps an optical illusion like the Kanizsa triangle, a so-called contour illusion proposed by a psychologist in 1955, in which fragments of lines and partial pie shapes suggest the outline of a triangle that doesn’t exist, a perceptual trick the eyes play on the brain.11


But as the years pass, science advances, fleshing out plate tectonics and limning faults and earthquakes, informed by new technologies that see through superficial layers of brush and soil, under beach sand and glacial drift and thick Quaternary deposits. Chief among these is lidar, ground-penetrating radar that exposes what lies beneath.


As these new technologies map the tantalizing outlines of what we can barely see with the naked eye—the history of a violent planet—scientists are coming to grips with the threat. But knowledge comes too late. No one in this era of hubris—erecting bridges, highways, and smelters—spares a thought for their future ruination.


The true crime lies in what we’ve done with the place. In 1945, the population of Washington is two million, but it grows, score by score. We are busy, busy bees, building houses not on rock but on sand. In the years since Raisz mapped it, we have swarmed all over his lethal line, but no matter. “Civilization exists by geologic consent,” the historian says, “subject to change without notice.”12 Great will be the fall.


If we believe what it’s telling us, the OWL says all of this and more. It’s singing the old song of Bedlam: houses swallowed by mudslides, cliffs willfully caving in.13 It’s the crack in the teacup, the glacier in the cupboard, the line between life and the sudden lack of it.14 Nature is a serial killer. Swift as death, the owl sweeps across the meadow, lifting a squirming ground squirrel in its talons. What no one tells you, what you cannot anticipate, is the screaming, all across the meadow and into the forest, fainter the farther away, sowing the air with sorrow, rage, and horror.


Whatever we build, however busy we become, the OWL is down there, indifferent, implacable. It is the fault line we cannot see, but we know it’s there. It’s the knife at the neck. It’s the clean cut.


WELCOME TO THE CRAZY WALL.


What’s a crazy wall? It’s a real-life artifact of the mid-twentieth-century detective bureau. Cops push pins into wall maps, trying to find the pattern, to analyze, to snatch a cloud and pin it down. You can see versions of the real thing in photographs of police bureaus and their much-vaunted “task forces.” The craziest wall of all may have been in Yorkshire in the 1970s, at the Millgarth Police Station in Leeds, where a regional task force trying to catch the Yorkshire Ripper is buried in clues, amassing an archive of tens of thousands of handwritten index cards attached to a carousel. The contraption gets so heavy the floor starts falling in.


Since then, the crazy wall has leapt into fiction, becoming a fixture of police procedurals, spy shows, and true crime. Every thriller from The Usual Suspects to Fargo includes a scene where the misunderstood, often alcoholic, and possibly delusional detective—Carrie Mathison in Homeland, Rustin Cohle in True Detective—stands in front of a bulletin board or whiteboard or chalkboard or wall and studies the entire mad mystery: suspects, clues, red herrings, Colonel Mustard and Professor Plum. Look out! There’s someone in the library with a lead pipe.


Play along at home: connect the clues with string or yarn until the whole thing resembles a graph of sheer lunacy, a visual eruption of obsession. It’s the big board in Dr. Strangelove, the 3D collage in Sherlock, the storage locker in True Detective. It’s the inside of anybody’s mind.


Spare some string for the smelters and smoke plumes, those insidious killers, shades of Hades. See how the Ripper glides through the alleys? His work is veiled by the fog of London “particulars,” murky entrails of industrial stacks and coal fires.


Collect them all: compile a modern Domesday Book. William the Conqueror had one: a list of his holdings, the slaves, oxen, pigs, mills, weirs, iron ore works, and smelters in his mighty kingdom. He had to know everything to collect taxes. He kept two books, Little Domesday and Great Domesday, dom being Old English for “reckoning.” According to the letter of the law, his reckoning will stand until the last trump shall sound, until the Day of Judgment.


Consider this a book of judgment. A guide to mayhem. A key, a trot, a crib, the CliffsNotes, the map with pins. Having compiled the data, I will show you my work, a master inventory. A timeline, with bodies. I have pictures—a smelter in the 1920s, a floating bridge in the 1940s, a boy on a beach in Ocean City, New Jersey. Maps of smoke and surveys of psychosis. I have a grid of the island I lived on with a pin in one serial killer’s house, 1,232 yards from where I grew up.


Let’s take a walk around the room. Let’s have a look.










MAPS
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LITTLE DOMESDAY











Chapter 1



The Floating Bridge
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Make a pact with the devil until you have crossed the bridge.


— ROMANIAN PROVERB


Denn die Todten reiten schnell.


For the dead travel fast.


—GOTTFRIED AUGUST BúRGER, “LENORE”





Once upon a time, you could smell it, the salt water and the accelerants, the creosote, the diesel, and the benzene. Now people call it “Emerald City,” unspeakable gall.1 Back in the day, no one called it an emerald city.


It’s dark. At forty-seven degrees, thirty-six minutes north of the equator, Seattle is the northernmost U.S. city with a population of over half a million, north of Boston and Burlington, north of Toronto, Montreal, and Ottawa, for that matter, and on the same latitude as Zurich, Switzerland. At the winter solstice in Seattle, there are eight hours and twenty-five minutes of daylight. When you’re a kid, you’re waiting for the bus in the dark and coming home near dusk.


All bridges lead to Seattle, but Seattle is a bit of spume, iridescent, evanescent, an oily bubble blowing atop the waves. It’s a sad place in the 1970s, a place no one wants to be. A literal backwater. Someone puts up a billboard on the way to the airport: WILL THE LAST PERSON LEAVING SEATTLE TURN OUT THE LIGHTS.2 The city lacks historical significance, confidence, political power, and pride of place. Its economy is boom and bust: Boeing and Weyerhaeuser, Weyerhaeuser and Boeing. Their contracts are always being canceled.


Its fortunes reflect the weather, a few fickle weeks of summer bracketed by months of overcast, the clouds clamping down, supplying mist and seeping rain and continuous bone-chilling cold. As a boy, my father learns by heart “The Cremation of Sam McGee,” a Robert W. Service ballad inspired by the Alaska gold rush, and he recites it ever after by the campfire:




There are strange things done in the midnight sun


By the men who moil for gold;


The Arctic trails have their secret tales


That would make your blood run cold;


The Northern Lights have seen queer sights,


But the queerest they ever did see


Was that night on the marge of Lake Lebarge


I cremated Sam McGee.3





It’s a funny poem about freezing to death.


BEHOLD A LETHAL GEOGRAPHY. A river of rock and ice carves the groove of Puget Sound between the mountains, gouging out Lake Washington and its mirror image, Lake Sammamish. Last gasp of the Ice Age, the Fraser Glaciation presses south down the Fraser Valley sometime between 25,000 and 10,000 years ago, five thousand feet thick where the town of Bellingham will be, thirty-five hundred feet at Seattle, two thousand at Tacoma. That’s pressure. When the glaciers withdraw, they leave erratics in their wake. Erratics are boulders the size of buildings, calling cards of the apocalypse.


The ice leaves an erratic near what is currently the University of Washington campus, eighty feet in diameter and nineteen feet high. In times past, it was used by Native people as a landmark; later, mountain climbers began using it to train: Jim Whittaker, the first American to summit Everest, once scaled it. It is called the Wedgwood Erratic, and it lies becalmed between 28th Avenue Northeast and Northeast 72nd Street. Something, or someone, has left it there.


East across the mountains from Seattle, across the Cascades, we find a land of hanging valleys, scablands, and coulees, topographical anomalies so bizarre that geologists struggle to explain them. Unimaginable forces have been at work, violating everything known about natural erosion. What made these terrible scars? No one can say.


In 1927, a high school biology teacher in Seattle named J. Harlen Bretz delivers a paper at the Geological Society in Washington, D.C., theorizing that the weird distortions were carved by catastrophic flooding unleashed by the collapse of vast ice dams. His theory is called “preposterous.” He is dismissed as “incompetent.”4


He is, of course, correct.


Fifteen thousand years ago, there was an event so bizarre it inspired scenes in science fiction novels.5 To the east, an ice dam formed between the mountains, stretching ten to thirty miles, creating Lake Missoula, a prehistoric body of water two thousand feet deep, covering three thousand square miles and holding five hundred cubic miles of water, exerting great pressure. At an unknown time, on an unspecified day, the ice dam failed and the water let fly.


No one alive has ever seen or heard anything like it. If there were hide-wearing humans in the area, pre-Clovis colonizers following their mammoth bliss, they likely did not survive to tell the tale. The hydraulic pressure of the flood ripped out bedrock, scouring the earth, changing the courses of great rivers, scoring the land, leaving massive rents that are still visible. Eddies of glacial silt washed up against mountainsides, still extant. Ice dams formed and failed again. The cycle was repeated dozens of times, perhaps once every half century over several thousand years. Geologists quibble, but they agree on one thing: All dams leak. All dams fail.


Spreading and contracting, glaciers leave the land black and blue, dominated by rock walls and harsh crags, lowlands covered in cedars and firs and primitive ferns the color of bruises. Rocked in the wind, the trees move of their own accord, swaying on unseen currents, lowering, watching, waiting.


The Northwest is biding its time, with five active volcanoes marching south down the Washington Cascades: Mount Baker, Glacier Peak, Mount Rainier, Mount Saint Helens, and Mount Adams. Each is an organic smelter, ready to bring forth gas, liquid rock, and ash. Civilization, such as it is, is erected on the back of this dragon, its bridges and tunnels as delicate as eggshell.


Magma, cataclysms. This is the natural path of the OWL, cutting through Seattle, passing north of Rainier, a forecast of disasters past and future. To the planet, it’s all a game, Puget Sound just a “big hole” between two mountain ranges, a trough filled with immense crustal toy blocks.6 There is a 45 percent probability that over the next fifty years the Juan de Fuca plate, lying offshore beneath the Pacific, will cause a “megathrust,” a subduction earthquake of higher than 8.0 magnitude. It will do this by trying to force its way under the Cascadia continental plate.


Beneath us lies basement rock, the lowest layer above the earth’s mantle, an unstable mélange, basalt and gabbro. Rock can change its spots. Put pressure on it and it goes through a phase change, compacting, tilting, sinking, deforming.


Geologists compare the slow-motion accident that is the Pacific Northwest to a train wreck or a jackknifing tractor trailer.7 A block of rock we call “Washington” is hitting the wall, crumpling, folding, and faulting. Something temporarily known as “Oregon” is curling around it in clockwise rotation. A megathrust is expected every two hundred and forty years on average. It has been more than three hundred years since the last one. In the year 1700, there was a great calamity, a movement of the earth and everything upon it that caused the cedars and firs to slide upright off the island I come from. Someday, they may rise again.


“Faulting is complex and not yet understood,” scientists say.8


Yet we know, don’t we.


The earthquake to come is expected to bury the streets of downtown Seattle under eighty feet of broken glass and crack the Grand Coulee Dam, one of the largest concrete structures in the world. It will alter the topography of islands.


It will raise a tsunami to inundate the coasts of Washington, Oregon, and Japan. Rock, air, fire, and water: they will not take no for an answer.


The movement of the earth may or may not be related to melting under the continental crust and the long-expected lahar, in which hot gases and molten lava will flow from Mount Rainier, boiling the glaciers on its face, and mud and lava will pour out to sea, following the routes of rivers to the Sound.


It is more likely than not. The lahar has happened before, some sixty times, and is expected to happen every five hundred to a thousand years. The last time was six hundred years ago. Just a blink. That’s when a ragged chunk of the mountain tore off. It still appears to be missing, near the top.


The next time the lahar happens, the Washington State Department of Natural Resources expects it will cost $6 billion and the lives of the 150,000 people living on top of old mudflows in nearby towns in the Puyallup Valley if they are not evacuated in time. Schoolchildren in the town of Orting, on the slopes of Rainier, are trained to run uphill, out of the valley, when sirens go off, triggered by trip wires and sensors.9


On a clear day, Rainier is stunning as seen from Seattle: star of picture postcards, a glittering, coveted view, a snow cone of brightest white against deepest blue. Diamonds, sapphires, and platinum. “The mountain is out,” people say, self-satisfied, self-confident.


But it is all a facade. The mountain is admittedly “rotten inside.”10 Hollow, full of gas. A place where bad things happen.


Bad things can happen by accident. But sometimes they happen on purpose, and sometimes they are engineered. By engineers.


EVERY GREAT PSYCHOPATH wants a floating bridge. In Persia, Xerxes, King of Kings, orders his armies to cross the Hellespont on pontoon bridges made of flax and papyrus. When waters rise in a storm, sending his spans to eternity, he whips the water in retaliation. He beheads his engineers.


Sometime between AD 37 and 41, Caligula plans to ride across the Bay of Baiae by lashing together ships’ hulls and laying a causeway upon them. No one today knows whether he built it or not.


Fleeing the Russians, Napoleon orders three floating spans across the Berezina. His Dutch builders tear down the houses of local people to build them, but the improvised pontoons are flimsy. In the chaos of combat, thousands of soldiers and civilians perish in the icy waters.


The Washington State Department of Transportation is no less grandiose. The growing city of Seattle is packed into a narrow north–south strip of land bordered on the west by saltwater Puget Sound and on the east by freshwater Lake Washington. The city can grow north and south, but a valuable expanse of land lies across the lake, on the east side. In the middle of the lake, a natural stepping stone, is Mercer Island.


A thirty-five-year-old engineer named Homer Hadley dreams of building a concrete floating bridge spanning Lake Washington from Seattle to Mercer Island. After traffic crosses the island, a shorter, conventional bridge on the isle’s eastern shore will carry motorists to the east side of the lake. His critics call his vision “Hadley’s Folly.”


As early as 1920, Hadley is dreaming of his bridge. Concrete river barges come into vogue after World War I, when European cities run short of steel. During the next world war, concrete ships and barges ferry men and materiel across the English Channel on D-Day. They are deployed in the Pacific. Working for the Seattle Public School District’s architectural office, Hadley proposes the idea in an earnest talk delivered to the American Society of Civil Engineers. At a time when the population is a few hundred thousand, he’s pilloried by city fathers, editorials in The Seattle Times, and everyone who wants to preserve the aesthetic beauty of Lake Washington.


Mercer Island’s first bridge, the East Channel Bridge, is constructed in 1923, but Hadley sees this as an insignificant span. Barely eighty feet long and made of wood, it connects the island to the east side of the lake and the rural town of Bellevue. It becomes so rickety that school bus drivers make children get out of the bus and walk on foot, a perilous crossing. “A tragedy occurred in 1937,” says a local history, when a boy slipped through the railing and drowned in the East Channel.11 Until a second bridge across the main channel is built, the structure still leaves islanders who want to get to Seattle having to take a passenger ferry or detour twenty-two miles around the south end of the lake.


Hadley is an outspoken critic of the New Deal and its architect, FDR. Nonetheless, he does not hesitate to pursue federal money, consulting with the director of the Washington State Department of Highways, Lacey V. Murrow. Lacey, the handsome brother of journalist and radio personality Edward R. Murrow, has joined the department as an engineer in his twenties. Dressed in sharp pinstriped suits and a camel-hair coat, his looks are compared favorably to those of Clark Gable. People laugh at Homer Hadley, a squinting, bespectacled man with receding hair, a geek, an egghead, an eighty-pound weakling. They don’t laugh at Lacey V. Murrow.


Lacey is put in charge of the construction of two bridges, and they’re both dedicated during the first two days of July 1940. This fact tends to be elided in later accounts. Because one of the bridges falls down.


The first to be dedicated is the Tacoma Narrows Bridge, a suspension toll bridge, thirty miles south of Seattle, spanning the slim arm of the Sound between the industrial city of Tacoma and the western peninsula, hosting Bremerton, a critical naval base. The ceremonial dedication of this crossing begins on July 1, under blue skies. Parades and floats file through downtown Tacoma, and ten thousand people crowd the shores to hear a nineteen-gun salute. The governor pays the first toll, and there stands Lacey V. Murrow, hailed by the press as a Horatio Alger.12 He stands a little off to the side, jaunty straw hat in hand, his chest bifurcated by the ribbon about to be cut by officials from the Puget Sound Naval Shipyard. He has just turned thirty-six, although his boss lies about his age. The press believes him to be forty-four. He is looking down, abashed. He should be.


On this celebratory day, Lacey receives a telegram from his younger brother, who’s in London reporting on the Blitz for CBS Radio. Ed sends this terse message: CONGRATULATIONS HOPE YOU AND BRIDGES UPSTANDING.13


Ed may well have heard that the Tacoma Narrows Bridge has been fraught from funding to design. This bridge and the Lake Washington Pontoon Bridge are massive undertakings of Roosevelt’s Public Works Administration, launched in the teeth of war. The impetus for the Tacoma bridge is military: the need for ready access to the Bremerton Navy Yard. But the original design put forward by Murrow’s engineers, calling for heavy twenty-five-foot-deep deck trusses, is estimated to cost $11 million, deemed too high by federal authorities.


An East Coast engineer is brought in to redesign it. He drafts a thrillingly thin, graceful art deco suspension bridge: two lanes floating atop a light, eight-foot-deep deck, cutting the projected cost to $6.4 million. Washington State engineers examine the plan and declare it “fundamentally unsound.”14 Their concerns are dismissed. The first cable suspension bridge of its type in the world, it will be built quickly, in nineteen months, leaving no time for wind tunnel testing. It will become the third-longest suspension bridge in the world, after two far heavier bridges, San Francisco’s Golden Gate and New York’s George Washington.


It lasts four months. Problems are apparent during construction. Disconcerted workers feel the deck swaying and bouncing in the center of the span. Lacey Murrow is already aware of the flaw: University of Washington engineers are devising an emergency plan to anchor the deck to cement blocks on shore. Nonetheless, the bridge is felt to be cursed, dubbed “Galloping Gertie” for its horrific oscillation in even light breezes, as if it were a joke that men had spent millions of dollars building a bridge that might fly apart at the first gusts of wind.


At around 10:30 a.m. on November 7, 1940, those gusts arrive, exceeding forty miles per hour. The deck of the bridge begins whipping like a scarf, back and forth, up and down, a hallucinatory vision captured on sixteen-millimeter Kodachrome by the owner of a local camera shop.15 The bridge is lashing itself into a self-perpetuating “aeroelastic flutter,” a form of “self-excitation.”16


That morning, Leonard Coatsworth, an editor at the Tacoma News Tribune, is driving across the bridge when the structure begins swaying violently, twisting in the wind “like a piece of taffy,” according to news reports.17 Lampposts are snapping off. “I jammed on the brakes,” Coats-worth will say later, “and got out, only to be thrown onto my face against the curb. Around me I could hear concrete cracking. . . . The car itself began to slide from side to side of the roadway.”18


Crawling on hands and knees, he makes it to the toll plaza. He saves himself, abandoning his daughter’s three-legged black cocker spaniel, Tubby. A University of Washington professor filming the bridge in its final throes tries to lure Tubby to safety, but the dog panics, biting him on the knuckle. Nauseated, the professor retreats. At 11:02 a.m., Tubby vanishes with the car when the span twists up into the air, cables snapping like guitar strings, collapsing into Puget Sound, where great blocks of it remain today. The dog is the sole fatality, although two truck drivers barely survive.


Lacey V. Murrow appears at the site that day but is “too visibly shaken to remain.”19 He will not be beheaded, because he is no longer the director of highways. Dreading the inevitable, he resigned abruptly, two months earlier. In his defense he will say, “No one man can be blamed for the collapse,” and the professor on the bridge will join him in the general self-exoneration, claiming that it was “a combination of conditions that no one anticipated.”20 Although they did.


The Tacoma Narrows Bridge is rebuilt to a sturdier design and will remain in use. Yet the original disaster stands as the most notorious bridge design failure in modern history, film of its demise studied frame by frame. Engineers are still arguing over the physics, because they’re not as smart as they think they are.


______


LET US RETURN to the other bridge, the pontoon bridge to the north, across Lake Washington to Mercer Island, the bridge that will not fail four months and six days after its gala opening. On July 2, 1940, Murrow looks pensively at his second triumph too.


No one seems to know what this bridge will do—sink, swim, or float away. Families driving across it for the first time make their children don life jackets.21 The U.S. Navy, which maintains a base at the south end of the lake, has opposed it, fearing it will interfere with seaplanes taking off and landing. People who live on or near the lakefront, a rural haven from downtown Seattle, dread the prospect of traffic, noise, and development. Banding together as the Lake Washington Protective Association, they denounce it in its planning stages as the work of a “cement trust,” “a financial folly, an unnecessary tax burden, and a desecration of the lake.”22 For good measure, they predict that it will sink within five years. It will take a little longer than that.


It’s the largest road project to date in Washington state history and involves far more than just the floating bridge. The plan calls for a six-and-a-half-mile-long highway across Mercer Island with on-and off-ramps and a rebuilt East Channel Bridge. To carry traffic into Seattle once it has crossed to the city side of the lake, the Mount Baker Tunnel is bored through the high bluff beside the lake. The builders drill 1,466 feet under an existing Seattle neighborhood, excavating two separate side-by-side tunnels, at the time the largest in diameter ever built.


No one knows what to call it. “The scow crossing” is among the less felicitous names. The State of Washington settles on “Lake Washington Floating Bridge,” but everyone calls it the Mercer Island Floating Bridge. Graced by none of the poetry of a soaring suspension bridge, it just lies there, somnolent as a serpent on the water. Its grandeur lies in its ingenuity.


And its size. Unlike the wispy Tacoma Narrows, the Mercer Island Floating Bridge is overbuilt, monstrous, giving the impression not of delicate filigree but of immense weight and substance. It is the largest floating structure in the world, weighing as much as three battleships.


After it opens, the press, which once derided it as “a dangerous toy,” hails this “Paul Bunyan achievement.”23 The Seattle Times is awestruck: “Resting on the bosom of Lake Washington are 100,000 tons of steel and concrete, stretching more than a mile between shores.”24 The publisher declares that “the beauty of the bridge is utterly amazing.”25


Former skeptics greet it as the “new great wonder of the world.”26 Twenty concrete pontoons have been floated into position and anchored to the lake bed with sixty-five-ton reinforced concrete blocks. It is considered a civil engineering breakthrough, solving tricky dilemmas posed by the site. The lake is not only worryingly deep, at two hundred feet, but essentially has no fixed bottom, no floor except for a soggy miasma of silt that cannot support concrete pylons. The engineers are untroubled by local legends told by the Duwamish Tribe about the lake’s habit of swallowing islands. They know better. Indeed, on November 7, 1940, when the Tacoma Narrows Bridge fails, employees at the floating bridge preen, boasting that the winds trouble it not at all, merely dashing dark waves against the concrete. It is “as solid as a rock,” they say.27


But the planners have overlooked something incalculable by slide rule: human nature. The distracted drivers, the risk-takers, the hot rods, the hopped-up and harried and hysterical, the drunken and the drowsy. The hillbillies: one man causes a “chain-reaction” collision when he stops dead in the middle of a lane to retrieve a bedspring or screen door that flew off the roof of his vehicle.28 Forty-five feet wide, the bridge stretches a mile and a half across the water: four lanes plus a four-foot span separating traffic heading east and west. There are four-foot-wide sidewalks but no room for error, no pullout, no breakdown lane, no shoulder. Beyond the traffic, there is water. Deep water.


The bridge is as straight as a string except for a protrusion, closer to Mercer Island. The “most novel feature of this novel structure” is a swelling, a bump on either side.29 To accommodate ships too tall to fit under either of the elevated ends that rise up to meet the land, the bridge has been fitted with a flat, retractable drawspan, unique in all the world. The largest floating pontoon section contains within it an open rectangular well of water two hundred and twenty feet long and sixty feet wide.30 The drawspan doesn’t lift up into the air. To open the bridge for passing marine traffic, one section of the road surface is retracted so that it covers the top of the pool, leaving an opening in the roadway for boats to pass through.


Under normal conditions, when the bridge is not open, the traffic lanes separate around the pool, passing on either side. Cars and trucks must negotiate around that well of water at high speed, east-and westbound lanes each swerving in a semicircle to their right. People call it “the bulge.”


In August 1945, World War II ends with the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Gas rationing in Washington is canceled, and the thirty-five-mile-per-hour speed limit on most roads is cast to the winds. Within a month, traffic volume on the floating bridge doubles.31 Accidents happen.


The bridge soon becomes notorious for a series of interestingly gruesome and abrupt mishaps, described by engineers as “sometimes fatal accidents.”32 The newspapers love them. For example, in September 1945, a month after the speed limit is lifted, Lee William Makarsky, a thirty-year-old Canadian Navy man, is killed when his car hurtles over the guardrail and into the water.33


Around the same time, the Laura Lee, a twenty-nine-foot cabin cruiser, breaks up when its engine fails during a storm and it’s blown against the span’s seven-and-a-half-foot-high concrete wall.34 The boat’s owner survives, after a leg is amputated.


In March 1949, a thirty-year-old Spokane woman, Judy Reed, speeding as she approaches the bulge, fails to straighten out after “starting the curve around the floating bridge draw span.”35 Striking the curb, the vehicle flies upward, landing astraddle the guardrail, skidding for ninety-five feet, “teetering first to one side, then the other,” and ultimately toppling into the lake.36 Reed’s body is recovered by divers at a depth of eighty-four feet.


During a blizzard in January 1950, a forty-year-old man, Bert Heath, is “tossed into the lake in a crash of skidding vehicles.”37


Yet these precipitate acts, these headlong high-speed depontisations, bodies sailing through air before sinking like skipped rocks, cannot erode the enduring popularity of the bridge, glorified for its convenience. It cuts a full hour off the commute between Seattle and the east side of the lake. It makes light work of walking on water. Within nine years, it has been crossed forty-four million times.38










Chapter 2



The Smelter


[image: Illustration]




The gold, and the silver, the brass, the iron, the tin, and the lead, Every thing that may abide the fire, ye shall make it go through the fire, and it shall be clean.


— NUMBERS 31:22– 23


He’s composed of harshness.


— SHAKESPEARE, THE TEMPEST





Let us linger for a moment in that frothy postwar fizz of euphoria, when people are eager to swallow the cost of progress. How bad can it be, after the world has gone to war? It is a time of celebration. Just for a moment, if you will, let us float across the country in that effervescent bubble of champagne elation and planetary subjugation and heedless sexual entitlement to look down from our cloud somewhere above Philadelphia and witness the conception of a noteworthy child. At this time, a newly demobilized soldier or sailor or airman, identified tentatively in future years as either Lloyd Marshall, an Air Force or Navy man, or Jack Worthington, an Army veteran, hits the streets of the city after being sprung from his unit. Cocky and victorious, young Lloyd or Jack seeks his reward. Whoever he is, he finds it in twenty-two-year-old Louise Cowell.


She is named for her mother. The 1940 census finds Eleanor Louise, age fifteen and in her second year of high school, living at home with her parents, Samuel Knecht Cowell and Eleanor Cowell, and sisters, Audrey, eleven, and Julia, five, on West Shawmont Avenue in the Philadelphia neighborhood of Roxborough. Her nickname in the yearbook is “Weezie”; her stated ambition, college, but there’s no money for that.1 Samuel’s occupation is listed as “gardener” for a “private family . . . working on own account.”2 Since he reports no regular salary, his income is zero.


Sometime in late February 1946, Lloyd or Jack encounters Louise, introduced by a friend. She is now a clerk in an insurance company, delicate, pretty, president of her church youth group. The circumstances of her seduction will remain purposefully vague. Is it a date? Drinks in a bar? Willing tryst or forcible deflowering? A knife in the alley, a hand over her mouth?


We have pins for our crazy wall: There is a Lloyd Marshall in Philadelphia, a sailor who served in the U.S. Navy from 1943 to 1946. He was demobilized on January 16, 1946, and lives three and a half miles from Louise Cowell. Another pin: Less than ten miles away is a John Worthington, an Army veteran released in September 1945. Two men. Years later, as journalists struggle to identify the father of Louise’s child, these names are supplied to different parties on different occasions.3


Who is he really? Maybe she doesn’t know. Whoever the father is, he takes her to a doctor, who gives her pills to make the baby fade away, but they don’t work.4 In September 1946, accompanied by a local minister’s wife, she is conveyed north, seven months pregnant, to the Elizabeth Lund Home for Unwed Mothers in Burlington, Vermont, known to locals as “Lizzie Lund’s Home for Naughty Ladies.”5 The unmarried Louise is, if not held captive, then self-confined for two months under conditions of societal reproach that Hester Prynne might recognize. Although her furtive removal has none of the open shame of the public stocks, it must feel, nonetheless, like punishment.


Let us assume the form of sad angels hovering in the chilly air of the Lund ward, looking down upon the consequence of Louise’s tryst, following the long, trying hours of parturition on November 24, 1946. Perhaps she is sedated in the obstetrical fashion of the time, the nuns turning away, disapproving. Friendless, she bears the infant alone. He is a boy, full term, seven pounds and nine ounces, apparently normal. Legitimate? asks the birth certificate. No. Father? Unknown. She names him Theodore Robert Cowell.6


Then she leaves him, like a package at the train station, like lost luggage. Louise returns home. The baby remains at Lizzie Lund’s for one month, two months, three. In the ward, babies are lined up in matching bassinets against a wall, fruits of the womb, observed by nuns who have taken vows of chastity, who have elected not to be mothers, who have chosen to upbraid those who have. Does he scream? Does he cry? Does anyone respond?


His mother does not. She does not return until three months after the birth, retrieving her son and once again returning to her parents’ home. The story is given out, to neighbors, friends, and distant family, that her parents, Samuel and Eleanor, then forty-eight and forty-nine years old, respectively, have somehow adopted or acquired another child. There they live, Louise and baby Teddy and her parents and younger sisters, at 7202 Ridge Avenue, a mile from their former Shawmont residence. Within the family, according to Louise’s sisters, the circumstances of the infant’s arrival and the identity of his father are never discussed.


With men returning from war, Philadelphia has a housing shortage, and homes like the Cowells’ are packed to the rafters with multiple generations. Throughout the war, the city’s productivity has peaked, with steel mills running night and day, supplying shipyards and keeping destroyers, torpedoes, and antiaircraft guns rolling off assembly lines. Even after the war is over, the frenzy does not stop, not in Philadelphia. In the aftermath, the city becomes the “Workshop of the World,” churning out metals, paints, soaps, batteries, bathtub enamel, ball bearings, railroad cars, tanks, and toys. The city is full of smelters.


What is a smelter? It is a commercial volcano, melting rocks for metal. It is the Götterdämmerung. If you are one of those people who think rock is a solid, think again: it burns.


When Teddy comes home from Lizzie Lund’s, Philadelphia boasts thirty-six lead smelters, more than any other American city.7 Along the rivers, in crowded residential neighborhoods, furnaces burn raw ore until it flows, and their smokestacks pour the leftovers of that combustion into the air for all to breathe: tons of ultrafine particles that float and fall out and settle on the roofs and sidewalks, in the backyards and on the brick stoops and windowsills of the city. These clouds are poison, and their benign white visage cloaks the ghostly forms and features of uglier phantoms. Cadmium, mercury, and arsenic. Benzene, naphthalene, anthracene. Cyanide. Burned in the hellfire of private enterprise, set free on an unsuspecting world, they will have their revenge. The melting point of lead is 328 degrees Celsius—622.4 Fahrenheit. The closest smelter to the Cowell house is less than four miles away.8


Samuel Cowell is said to have a short fuse and a hot temper.9 One of his daughters recalls him pulling her out of bed one morning for oversleeping and nearly throwing her down the stairs. Louise eventually admits he beat her mother.10 The postwar boom has not reached him, and among his siblings he is notably less successful. His father is an optometrist. One of his brothers is a civil engineer; another, a talented musician. But S. K. Cowell struggles to make money, selling potted roses and Holland bulbs from his home nursery, advertising in The Philadelphia Inquirer. His bulbs are “dug to live for you.”11 Deacon at a Methodist church, he is said to hate Black people and Catholics. He keeps pornography in the potting shed.


There are photos of the boy. He is two, a toddler smelling an iris in his grandfather’s garden, a heavy cable sweater buttoned fiercely up to his neck. The next year he’s three, wearing shorts, shirtless, at the beach in Ocean City, New Jersey, a slice of the 14th Street Pier lying along the horizon in the background. The family has ties to Ocean City; his mother’s grandfather owns a house near the boardwalk.12 Teddy leans back against her body as her long, dark blunt-cut hair flies in the wind, her mouth dusky with lipstick. She is smiling; he is squinting, his brows knit. There is strain around the eyes. Same day, same beach: the boy and his grandfather stare down at the sand together as if transfixed, heads inclined toward each other in a strangely intimate moment. Samuel is slight, his arms ropy with muscle. The two could be father and son.


On October 6, 1950, when the boy is three, Louise goes to a Philadelphia courthouse to legally change her son’s name to Theodore Robert Nelson.13 She will call herself Louise Nelson, but there is no Nelson. She is effacing illegitimacy, erasing documentary evidence of sins past, and preparing to transport her son several thousand miles across the country, where they will start anew, staying with her uncle, her father’s younger brother, John Cowell, a professor of music at the College of Puget Sound. She has decided to move to Tacoma, Washington.


TACOMA IS FAMOUS for one thing: its smell. If Seattle is considered a remote backwater in the 1950s—and it is—then Tacoma, poor sister to the south, is even more remote, more philistine, beneath contempt. Tacoma is Seattle’s industrial flunky, the also-ran, the perennial embarrassment. Its setting once bore the rich grandeur of the Northwest, framed by mountains, royal robes of evergreens trailing into the placid harbor of Commencement Bay. Before white men arrived, it was a natural oasis, but Tacoma’s forefathers took that charm and threw it away with both hands. In 1873, having commissioned a design by Frederick Law Olmsted laying out the town in a series of curvilinear terraces beautified with seven parks, city planners reacted with “a bemused blend of boosterism and dismay.”14 During a recession, they rejected Olmsted’s vision.


Instead, the town on Commencement Bay, considered one of the five best natural harbors in the world, chooses industry at every turn, buoyed by a brief boom associated with the building out of the Northern Pacific Railway, battening on the smoke and stench of wood pulp and paper mills, lumberyards, oil refineries, chemical plants, rendering plants, sewage tanks, and smelters.15 Soon their waste and effluent and slag heaps are strewn beside the bay and across the Tacoma tidal flats like offal dropped from a raptor’s nest. Fifty-three industrial plants are invited to squat there, in the center of the city, and the smell of decomposition and putrefaction and acidification, a stew of sulfur, chlorine, lye, and ammonia, suffuses the air. The staggering odor is called, as early as 1901, “the aroma of Tacoma.”


IT TAKES TWO great American family fortunes to build a city of serial killers: the Rockefellers and the Guggenheims.


The Guggenheims revere the power of metal. They first see it in Philadelphia, the city of smelters. Arriving there after a long sea voyage in 1848, Meyer Guggenheim, son of Simon, is a twenty-year-old immigrant from the Lengnau ghetto of Aargau, a canton in northern Switzerland. He begins peddling products door-to-door from a horse-drawn cart, including lace, one of the family’s specialties in the old country.


But lace will take you only so far. Soon one of Meyer’s bestselling goods partakes of the darker arts: stove black, a popular polish that he mixes himself after hiring a chemist to analyze a competitor’s formulation.16 The chief ingredient of stove black, he learns, is black lead, another term for graphite, also known by a more ancient name, plumbago. Graphite occurs in metamorphic rocks and has long been used to form crucibles in which steel is heated and refined. Vikings used the crucible process to make swords. This is Meyer’s induction into the art of alchemy, turning base metals into money.


He realizes that women don’t like powdered stove polish: it turns their hands black. Cleaning up one day after mixing the product, he observes that a jellylike paste has formed in the bottom of a soapy basin in which he’s washed his hands.17 It doesn’t smear. He tries mixing soap into it, producing a thick blend that can be extruded in convenient lengths through a secondhand sausage maker and wrapped in a paper package. Voilà! A new and improved polish.


He marries Babette (later known as Barbara) Meyers, the daughter of a family who made the long transatlantic voyage with him. Selling goods from their grocery store at 443 Green Lane, they settle in the neighborhood of Roxborough, a few miles from where the Cowells will later live.18 There the Guggenheims have the first of eleven children, including seven sons who survive to adulthood: Isaac, Daniel, Maurice, Solomon, Benjamin, John Simon, and William.


Meyer adapts and expands his business. In a crucial discovery, he finds that instead of buying expensive imported black lead, he can snap up broken crucibles from steel mills and use the scrap to make his polish. As the family’s wealth begins to accrue, Meyer invests in spices, railroads, and lace factories. In 1880, a business associate asks Meyer to stake him to a silver mine in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado near a town called Leadville, elevation 10,154 feet. It yields little at first. But later that year, Meyer receives a telegram: RICH STRIKE. FIFTEEN OUNCES SILVER. SIXTY PERCENT LEAD.19 The Guggenheims are minted, and Meyer soon envisions acquiring many more mines, enough to make all of his sons millionaires.


But the family has competition. Even as Meyer and his son Daniel invest heavily in mining and smelting, they begin sparring with the Rockefellers to wrest control of the lion’s share of American minerals. William Rockefeller Jr., John D.’s younger brother, and H. H. Rogers—the family’s “trust builder,” an expert in crafting monopolies in oil, steel, gas, railroads, and banking—have already founded in 1889 a conglomerate, the American Smelting and Refining Company, designed to acquire “ores, minerals, metals” and control the smelting and refining thereof.20


But the Guggenheims fight them for it and, in the way of Gilded Age oligarchs, the two families eventually divide the world between them. In Montana, Rogers and William Rockefeller carve out the Amalgamated Copper Company (later Anaconda), but the arrangement is unstable. By 1901 the Guggenheim brothers have acquired a controlling interest in American Smelting and Refining. In future decades it will be better known as ASARCO, a behemoth operating as a near monopoly, one of the most economically and politically powerful entities in the world, governing 90 percent of American lead production.


Soon the Guggenheims have their eye on Tacoma, where the Northern Pacific promises access to “by far the best money making country in America,” with “farming and mineral wealth in great profusion for millions of people.”21 There, one Dennis Ryan, who has gotten his start in “mineral wealth” in Saint Paul, establishes in 1888 the Tacoma Milling and Smelting Company on the shores of Commencement Bay. The company processes ores from local mines: gold, silver, and copper, but mainly lead. In 1890, Ryan hires as manager William Ross Rust, who then buys the company and changes its name to Tacoma Smelting and Refining. He employs fifty men and establishes a company town around the smelter. With a certain stolid literalism, it’s called the “Smelter District.”


Rust wants a company town as a tool. Its police force will smother unions and prevent the growth of lawless camps full of saloons and vice that usually spring up around mines, mills, and smelters, swarming with malcontents. He doubtless has in mind the open warfare that has broken out in Colorado, where one union, the Western Federation of Miners, urges every member to get himself a rifle.


By 1898, the Bunker Hill Company, which owns lead and silver mines in Idaho’s Coeur d’Alene Mountains, has acquired a stake in the Tacoma smelter. The two companies’ fortunes become inextricably entwined. The Idaho ores are among the richest veins of metal in the world, but Bunker Hill’s labor battles are legendary for their violence.


After a series of gruesome accidents left men mangled in explosions and rockfalls, Bunker Hill workers burned the homes of several Idaho businessmen. In 1899 the company, soon to be known as “Uncle Bunker,” refused to raise miners’ pay by fifty cents a day. In retaliation, union men hijacked a train, engaged mine security in a gun battle, and dynamited the ore concentrator at the mill, a facility worth a quarter of a million dollars, blowing it to smithereens. A few years later, Fred Bradley, longtime Bunker Hill president, poured milk on his morning cereal, only to register an odd smell, which turned out to be strychnine. Within a month, a bomb went off outside Bradley’s front door, leaving one of his ears hanging by a thread of skin. He was deaf and blind for two months and bore lifelong scars all over his body.


In 1903, John D. Rockefeller decides to unload the Northwest gold and silver operations he owns, selling his Monte Cristo mines in the Cascade Mountains and the associated smelter in Everett, north of Seattle. The Guggenheims snatch up the smelting facility, then add to their collection in 1905 by purchasing Rust’s Tacoma smelter for five and a half million in cash, asking Rust to stay on as manager. The Tacoma plant is expanding, signing a twenty-five-year smelting contract with Bunker Hill while also beginning to process vast amounts of raw copper ore shipped from Alaska.


In Alaska’s icebound Wrangell–St. Elias Mountains, prospectors hacking through the wilderness have spotted a grass-green meadow growing at an improbable elevation. The meadow is not paradise. It is not the Elysian Fields. It is a malachite wall, evidence of a mountain made of copper. At its base, the Guggenheim brothers build the mill town of Kennecott, alongside a massive glacier. Thanks to the magic wall, they will become the “Kings of Copper,” shipping ores south to Tacoma.


Rust chooses not to live in the Smelter District, next to the Tacoma plant’s monstrously shambolic and ever-expanding compound, crowded with sprawling industrial structures. He will spare himself the sight of the eight-hundred-foot-long Fine Ore Bins building where ores are sorted in batches by chemical composition. He will spare himself the cacophony and choking squalor of a maze of furnaces, chutes, gangways, chimneys, railcars, and jury-rigged docks and piers, covering some sixty-seven acres. Year by year, this industrial maelstrom seethes with smoke and dust, dangerous dust full of arsenic and lead.


Bringing his wife, Helen, and four-year-old son, Arthur, with him when he moves to Tacoma permanently in 1905, Rust builds the grandest house in the city’s Old Town, a colonial revival mansion on I Street featuring eighteen rooms, four baths, eight fireplaces, mahogany staircases, and a fireproof terra-cotta roof. Known as the “White House,” it is a visible monument to the money in smelting.


That same year, to vent noxious exhaust, a massive new smokestack is erected, towering above the smelter’s older, squat chimneys. The people of Tacoma are inordinately proud. The smokestack represents jobs, food on the table, and children’s school fees. There are picture postcards of it, tall and statuesque. It soars 307 feet in the air, hailed as one of “the most wonderful engineering feats known to the world.”22


In 1906, on the fringes of Tacoma (population 36,000), William Rust now proposes to incorporate the Smelter District as a separate entity. With the company promising to pay nearly 90 percent of town taxes and improve its struggling sewer and water systems, residents eagerly agree, recognizing what one newspaper calls “the broad public spirit that has always governed that corporation.”23 They vote to change the name of their town to Ruston in his honor.


In 1911, Rust’s older son, Howard, dies suddenly at the age of twenty-five. He is said to have had a heart attack or to have collapsed on the portico of the White House. Alternatively, he is reported to have died in Hanford, Washington, on a dude ranch where he had hopes of restoring his “shattered” health.24 Rumors suggest suicide. After his death, his distraught parents sell the house for a song and build a second Rust mansion of nine thousand square feet with copper gutters, stained-glass windows, a basement ballroom, and enough Carrara marble to line the Roman baths.25 The second mansion has a curious feature. Inside the front entrance, the vestibule’s sealed interior door is designed as an air lock, presumably to prevent the aroma of Tacoma from seeping into the house.26


Another son is lost in 1912. In the early hours of April 15, the RMS Titanic hits an iceberg in the North Atlantic, and all the riches of its wealthiest passengers cannot keep it afloat. Among them are John Jacob Astor and Isidor Straus, owner of Macy’s department store. Also Benjamin Guggenheim, the fifth of Meyer’s seven surviving sons and himself father to three daughters, including thirteen-year-old Marguerite, known to the family as Peggy.


Benjamin sleeps through the initial brush with the berg. Awakened by his valet, he dresses as the ship begins listing, and the two men escort the party’s maid to a lifeboat, helping women and children climb into the too few crafts. Then they return to the stateroom and Benjamin casts off his casual sweater for evening wear, adding a rose to his buttonhole. Thus attired, he says, “We’ve dressed up in our best and are prepared to go down like gentlemen.”27 He is last seen on deck as the final boats are lowered to the sea. His body and those of his valet and chauffeur are never found.


When news breaks that the White Star Line has failed to supply the magnificent liner with enough lifeboats, Daniel Guggenheim, head of the family enterprises, reacts angrily. “I feel very bitter against such a state of conditions which made this disaster possible,” he tells The New York Times. “What we want,” Daniel says, “is safety, safety, safety!”28


But safety is not a watchword in Ruston. In 1912, the Tacoma smelter switches from lead to copper, but the funny thing is, copper ores are streaked with other metals, including lead and the infamously malign chemical element arsenic. Thus, smelting copper yields a lucrative by-product: inorganic arsenic, which can be put to use in insecticides and herbicides. Ores smelted in Tacoma will be rich in the stuff. Why not catch some of that dust blowing out the smokestack? Why not capture and sell this valuable toxin?


In the manner of Meyer and his thrifty stove black, the sons of Guggenheim allow nothing to go to waste. When they close Rockefeller’s former Everett smelter in 1912, they move its “arsenic kitchen”—a series of special brick rooms designed for condensing poison vapor—to Tacoma.29 Many immigrants from Scandinavia, the Balkans, and other European countries are working at the plant, which employs 525 men. The fair-complected among them find that their skin cannot tolerate it. “They would get bad dermatitis and . . . little boils,” recalls one worker, adding that “there was just a real bad reaction.”30


Arsenic has many uses. It saves fruit orchards and cotton crops from the insect’s tooth. In time, chromated copper arsenate, a toxic crystalline salt, will be used to suffuse pressure-treated lumber to kill wood-boring insects and prevent rot. In the damp Northwest, prone to mildew and decay, this is the wood people will use to build docks, decks, swing sets, playgrounds, fences, doghouses, picnic tables, and retaining walls. They will use the treated timbers to create raised beds for vegetable gardens. The copper arsenate gives the wood a pleasant verdant hue, that of Vienna green—a similar substance is marketed as “Paris green.”


In 1917, Bunker Hill builds its own lead smelter, the largest in the world, and as if in response, the Tacoma smokestack is replaced again, the new stack reaching the extraordinary height of 571 feet, built with paving bricks from Seattle’s streets.31 For a time, it is the tallest stack in the world and the highest industrial structure on the West Coast. The taller it is, engineers promise, the less it will pollute. “Sulphurous fumes” will blow away in the wind.32 That the solution to pollution is dilution is a truth universally acknowledged.


TACOMA’S POISON FACTORY IS INTERESTING INDUSTRY, the Tacoma News Tribune notes approvingly in 1927.33 It is indeed. So much is already known. In 1913, chemist Frederick Gardner Cottrell delivers a paper on “The Problem of Smelter Smoke” to the Commonwealth Club of San Francisco, in a city where the Selby Lead and Silver Smelting Works has been pumping lead into the air since the 1870s. Selby is soon to be acquired by American Smelting and Refining.


Cottrell lays it out clearly: “The problem of smelter smoke is entirely distinct from that of ordinary city smoke,” he says, explaining that the constituent parts “cannot be simply ‘burnt up.’” The chief offenders, he admits, are these:




Sulphur—Chiefly as sulphur dioxide, a colorless, invisible gas, but to some extent, as sulphuric acid, a liquid.


Arsenic—Usually as the oxide, a white solid.


Lead—Usually as the sulphate, a white solid, of the sulphide, a black solid; but sometimes the oxide, a yellowish solid.


Zinc—Chiefly as the oxide of sulphate, white solids.34





______


IN THE 1920s, Tacoma’s poison factory becomes one of the largest producers of highly refined colorless, tasteless inorganic white arsenic,* shipping it all over the country. It is one of the most hazardous substances known to man. In contrast to organic arsenic, a largely harmless compound commonly found in seafood, less than an eighth of a teaspoon of the inorganic powder can be fatal to an adult.


In 1923, the United States produces more than fourteen thousand tons of white arsenic domestically, but demand is so high that it must import ten thousand additional tons. Farmers dust those twenty-four thousand tons onto crops that year, killing codling moths and protecting stone fruit in the great growing regions: California’s Central Valley, Oregon’s Hood River Valley, and throughout eastern Washington.35 Apple, apricot, peach, pear, and cherry trees are treated with it.


Meanwhile, the Guggenheim family is fruitful and multiplies. Rose Guggenheim, one of three daughters of Meyer and Barbara, marries Albert Loeb, son of a banker; her sister Cora marries Louis F. Rothschild, Loeb’s banking and brokerage partner. Rose and Albert’s eldest son, Harold Loeb, born in 1891, works for the Selby smelter in San Francisco for a short time but throws it over to hobnob with the avant-garde in Paris. In 1921 he starts a little magazine, Broom, which lasts for a few years, until his uncles turn down his request to endow it with smelting money. He drinks in cafés with Ernest Hemingway, then a newspaperman from Chicago, and goes to bullfights in Spain. All he gets for his trouble is an anti-Semitic caricature in the form of the hapless Robert Cohn in The Sun Also Rises.


In 1929, Harry Frank Guggenheim, son of Daniel and grandson of Meyer, creates an eponymous foundation, one of many philanthropic organizations spun off from the extraordinary wealth accrued by the family. Harry’s institute is dedicated to examining and solving the urgent problem of violence and aggression in human society.


Meanwhile, demand for the Guggenheims’ products increases. During the searing droughts of the Dust Bowl, arsenic is sprayed alongside railroad tracks to keep down weeds, and the workers of the Civilian Conservation Corps distribute arsenic baits to kill cutworms and other pests. In 1938, USDA scientists marvel over swarms of migratory grasshoppers traveling startling distances. One swarm flies from northeastern South Dakota to Saskatchewan, a distance of 575 miles.


Here is a recipe for a delicious pesticide as recommended by South Dakota State University entomologists as part of the 1930s “War on Hoppers”:




100 pounds wheat bran; 5 to 6 pounds white arsenic, or 4 pounds paris green; 1 or 1½ gallons cheap feeding molasses; 12 gallons water.


Mix the white arsenic and wheat bran dry, spreading the bran out on a tight wagon box or floor and shaking the arsenic over it through a sieve, shoveling the bran over until thoroughly mixed. Dissolve the molasses in the water and add slowly to the poisoned bran while shoveling the bran or shaking it through a scoop fork. The mash should be as wet as possible without becoming sloppy.


This bait can be mixed at home.36





Sure it can. Cook it up in the arsenic kitchen. The recipe, which recommends preserving the sweet bait in a “moist, succulent condition” to maintain its appeal to insects, is published in newspapers, including The Daily Plainsman in Huron, South Dakota.37 It’s commonly advised to add some lead arsenate, a leaded insecticide, to the Paris green.38


On January 31, 1939, a hundred miles north of Huron, not far from the town of Aberdeen, where the tornadoes of L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz roam, Mrs. Henry Brudos gives birth to her second son, Jerome, called Jerry. Jerry’s father is an angry little man, five feet four, who is trying and failing to support his family on a South Dakota farm during this time of drought and grasshopper infestations. Decades later, farms to the north of his will form one of the largest Superfund sites in the Great Plains, the Arsenic Trioxide Site, covering twenty-six townships and 568 square miles, an area in which the poison has long since penetrated groundwater and seeped into wells. For years, it’s not uncommon for South Dakota kids to uncover sacks of old grasshopper bait—arsenic or lead arsenate—in barns or old corncribs. Newspapers urge farmers to dispose of the stuff safely, lest it present a health hazard “to children, pets, and livestock.”39


Little Jerry is “sickly.”40 He suffers from swollen glands, laryngitis, recurring sore throats, and fungal infections around his fingernails and toenails. He has migraines so severe they make him vomit and undergoes two operations to treat swelling in the veins of his legs. “Vague and slow,” he fails the second grade.41 Long-term exposure to the pesticide is associated with headaches, fungal infections, red and swollen skin, and sore throats.42 Neurological effects, according to specialists, are “many and varied.”43


Jerry also develops, as a young child, a strong and virtually irresistible attraction to women’s high-heeled shoes. By his teens, having moved to the Pacific Northwest, he becomes known to local authorities for knocking women down on the street and stealing their footwear. How about a little arsenic, Scarecrow?


BY THE TIME the Depression rolls around, Tacoma is so steeped in violence that it has become a birthplace of noir. There, in 1920, a broken-down Pinkerton detective named Sam Hammett, exhausted by wrangling with union agitators in the mining towns of Montana and Idaho, is wiling away dull hours in a tubercular ward by reading the local newspapers, replete with vice and crime.


Later, using his middle name, Dashiell, Hammett begins his first novel with a description of a town he calls Poisonville:




The city wasn’t pretty. . . . The smelters whose brick stacks stuck up tall against a gloomy mountain to the south had yellow-smoked everything into uniform dinginess. The result was an ugly city of forty thousand people. . . . Spread over this was a grimy sky that looked as if it had come out of the smelters’ stacks.44





When he publishes his masterpiece, The Maltese Falcon, it contains a famous passage inspired by Tacoma.45 The mysterious bird of the title, which costs so many lives, turns out to be fashioned not of jewels but of lead.


Dark doings—abductions, intrigues—fill the Tacoma papers. In 1921, Henry Arthur Rust, William Rust’s twenty-year-old son, is picked up and held at gunpoint while walking to work. A bomb threat and ransom demand for $25,000 appears. But when Arthur is released unharmed, rumors fly that the whole thing was a plot contrived by the son to extort money from his father. The would-be kidnapper, Hugh Van Amburgh, whose father is a master mechanic at the Ruston smelter, knows Arthur and testifies to the hoax at his trial.46 Conveniently for Arthur, however, Van Amburgh recants months later, pleading an overindulgence in “moonshine” and temporary insanity.47


The city gains national notoriety when nine-year-old George Weyerhaeuser, great-grandson of the timber dynasty’s founder, is seized off the street on May 25, 1935, as he leaves school on his way to meet his sister. His parents receive a ransom letter demanding $200,000. Waiting for a response, the kidnappers stash the child, chained, in a hole they have dug near Issaquah, a small agricultural burg on the shores of Lake Sammamish surrounded by Cascade foothills—Tiger Mountain, Cougar Mountain— burying him alive.


Nervous that authorities may be closing in, they soon pull him out, driving him to Spokane and then back again. After they collect their money, they leave the boy standing on a logging road at midnight with a dollar and a blanket. After walking for miles, George finds a farmer’s house and is restored to his family.


For George, it has a happier ending than the kidnapping that preceded it, that of the Lindbergh baby. But in turn it inspires another the following year. On the evening of December 27, 1936, a masked man begins pounding on the French doors of a Tudor mansion perched on the ridge overlooking Ruston and Commencement Bay, owned by a well-known and wealthy Tacoma physician.48


The children within are home alone, drinking root beer and eating popcorn in the living room: ten-year-old Charles Fletcher Mattson, his teenage siblings, and a friend. Terrified, they refuse to open the locked doors, but the intruder, armed with a revolver and described as “swarthy,” breaks the glass, snatches Charles, and escapes, dashing down an embankment toward Ruston Way, along the edge of the harbor.49


J. Edgar Hoover sends forty agents to the scene, hoping to sort out a welter of confusing ransom notes demanding $28,000 in “old bills.” But on January 11, 1937, a young man hunting rabbits south of Everett finds Charles’s naked, battered body dumped in a thicket of alders, knifed in the back and beaten in the head with a blunt instrument.


National media coverage is so intense—the sense of outrage so unrelenting—that President Roosevelt issues a public statement the day after the discovery, announcing a $10,000 reward. “The murder of the little Mattson boy has shocked the nation,” he says. “Every means at our command must be enlisted to capture and punish the perpetrator of this ghastly crime.”50 The kidnapper is never apprehended. The murder of Charles Mattson, a capital crime with no statute of limitations, remains an open case.


From here on, Tacoma cannot shake its reputation as the kidnapping capital of the West.


TIMES ARE HARD at the Ruston smelter, first unionized in 1914 and reorganized in the 1930s as Smeltermen’s Local 25.51 In 1937, a small earthquake knocks ten feet of bricks off the top of the smokestack. The following year, seventeen-year-old Joe Percich, son of Balkan immigrants, starts working at the plant.52 His father has been laboring there since 1910. Young Joe is bullish on the company, saying, “I worked different places . . . but this place, they furnished you your shoes, your socks, everything, even your gloves. Everyday you got clean clothes. You got a bath every night.”53


But the attire is merely the company’s way of making more money. Clothes worn by workers in the arsenic plant and slimes house—where precious metals are skimmed out of the copper—are collected and burned in furnaces to strip them of every last ounce. On a sunny day, one worker says, you can see flakes of gold and silver floating through the air.54


Other workers are terrified by the conditions. Art Burgoyne begins as a temporary worker the same year as young Joe Percich and stays only five years, after working the most brutal jobs. He sees a co-worker lose an eye from a flying piece of hot slag and another man die after falling into a chemical tank. Art is a slight man, weighing 145 pounds, and a supervisor tells him that if he can’t do the work, he’s out, and they’ll “hire the men standing outside the gate.”55


Art hates the work, especially unloading boats full of dirty ore, the rocks full of minerals. It’s a job rightfully belonging to the longshoremen who deliver it, but they refuse because it’s “too nasty.” It involves heaving sacks of graphite (now known to cause lung disease, silicosis, and cancer) off barges, a process so filthy and arduous that it makes Art feel as if he has been consigned to hard labor in hell, saying, “When I would put in eight hours a night dumping those sacks of ore, I thought I was made out of lead, I was so heavy inside. I’d spit up that black stuff for days on end.”56 He’d wash himself with soap and water over and over, he’ll recall, and it still wouldn’t come off.


As protection, workers are supplied with rags “made up like Kotex” to keep from breathing the dust. “They expected you to put that over your mouth,” Art recalls. Other terrible jobs include transporting “blisters” of copper, weighing around a thousand pounds, and handling arsenic, which burns men’s faces and hands. For that, he says, they had to wear special suits. “You’d work about ten minutes,” he says, “and if you got a sweat up you’d have to stop, because the arsenic would get under your skin. . . . It burned into your inner skin. The outer skin would just peel off.”57


At close of business on December 31, 1941, the American Smelting and Refining Company is worth $185,452,053 ($3.9 billion in today’s dollars). In 1943, Art quits and joins the Army.


THE GUGGENHEIMS HAVE an interesting war. They’ve already expanded into South America—Peru, Chile, Bolivia—building roads and mines, shipping the concentrated ores to Tacoma. There are rumors that they’ve dumped hundreds of ingots of copper in Commencement Bay to thwart FDR’s wartime price controls.58


The family has bought its way into culture: Solomon, fourth son of Meyer, acquires old masters and modernists at the behest of a mistress, seeding a collection that will eventually fill a museum. Simon, sixth son and longtime president of ASARCO, establishes the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation in 1925 to memorialize his youngest son, dead at eighteen.


In Paris in August 1939, Peggy, daughter of the ill-fated Benjamin, with her 1919 inheritance of $450,000 (equivalent to more than $8 million today) opens a gallery for modern art in London, called Guggenheim Jeune.59


Undeterred by the coming war, she is determined to stay in Paris. She’s buying a painting a day but is forced to interrupt her ambitious program as the Germans approach. During the lull of the “phony war,” she resumes, acquiring forty works by Max Ernst, ten Picassos, eight Mirós, four Magrittes, three Man Rays, three Dalís, a Klee, and a Chagall.60 When the Louvre declines to protect them, she spirits them out to New York two days before the Germans enter Paris. There she opens a new gallery, spinning lead into gold.


YEAR AFTER YEAR, lead is flying out of the smokestack. What is lead? It is a poison, second in toxicity only to arsenic. It is a chemical element bearing the atomic number 82 and the symbol Pb, from the Latin plum-bum. In its solid phase, it is a shiny gunmetal gray, excruciatingly heavy. It burns with a white flame. It’s resistant to corrosion. It never disappears. It enters the world in many ways, including but not limited to “oil-processing activities, agrochemicals, paint, smelting, mining, refining, informal recycling of lead, cosmetics, peeling window and door frames, jewelry, toys, ceramics, pottery, plumbing materials and alloys, water from old pipes, vinyl mini-blinds, stained glass, lead-glazed dishes, firearms with lead bullets, batteries, radiators for cars and trucks, and some colors of ink.”61 Lead is a vampire. Invite it in and it will drink your blood and live forever.


It tastes sweet. Chemically, it resembles calcium and is taken up rapidly in the bodies of children as their bones are forming. In ancient Rome, where winemakers boiled their grapes in great vats lined with lead for added sweetness, the diets of Nero and Caligula were rich in lead.62 In Tacoma, decade after decade, it rises out of the smokestack, dust drifting and settling where it may—north, south, east, and west. The unwitting populace breathes it, eats it, drinks it, and becomes it.


As far as smelters go, Louise and her son Ted Nelson are now out of the frying pan and into the fire. When they arrive in Tacoma, they stay with her uncle John Cowell, three years her elder. John and Louise lived and played together as children. John is the social climber of the Cowell family. During World War II, he was seriously injured in a stateside training accident, preventing him from serving overseas. He recovered in time to earn bachelor’s and master’s degrees in music at Yale, marry an heiress, and encounter such musical stars as Leonard Bernstein and Paul Hindemith. In 1948, he accepted a position he felt was beneath him, at the School of Music of the College of Puget Sound, in Tacoma. In his memoir he’ll write:




The Seattle-Tacoma region was admittedly in the “minor leagues” musically, compared with the New York orbit we were so at home in. But it came to allow me to develop naturally as a composer and performer with freedom from the anxieties of the “big time” New York pressures.63





That tinge of self-satisfaction, pride in a former “New York orbit,” will thoroughly impress young Teddy, and his status as poor relation will be impressed upon him by his cousin, the Cowells’ young son, John, six months Ted’s elder. The Cowells live at 1514 North Alder Street in Tacoma, a modest two-story frame house just across the street from the college campus.


Louise and Ted eventually move to a place in Browns Point, a nub of land on the far side of Commencement Bay, directly across from Ruston and the smelter. He is four, he is five, and the smokestack is filling the air with redolent particulates while he hunts for frogs in the local swamps. “I was somewhat of a champion frog catcher,” he’ll later say. “I was a frog man. Prided myself on my ability to spot that pair of bulging eyes, which would bob just above the surface of a murky pond.”64


WHILE TEDDY IS MARINATING in Browns Point, Louise finds an office job as a secretary and dips her toe in the dating pool, attending a First Methodist Church social. There she meets another displaced soul struggling to make his way in the city, Johnnie Culpepper Bundy, an orphan from a backwoods North Carolina farm, one of a family of ten. Before Johnnie was a teen, his mother died and his father followed, drowning himself in the Pasquotank River in 1934, at the age of forty-eight. In the 1940s, Johnnie did what dirt-poor orphans from North Carolina usually did: he joined the Navy. After the war, he washed up out west, adrift in the turbid waters of Tacoma. Johnnie met Louise in 1951 and fastened upon her like a limpet. They married within months, on May 19, 1951, and Teddy stuck his hand in the wedding cake.65


Teddy doesn’t like his new stepfather, who has a dorky Nash Rambler, a clown car, and works as a cook at the Fort Lewis military hospital south of town. Nonetheless, Johnnie adopts the boy, who, in his third larval stage, morphs into Ted Bundy. Teddy notes that Johnnie is passive, with little to say, deferring to Louise. Teddy prefers his uncle John, who drives foreign cars. He wants to be adopted by John Cowell and leave his mother behind; he wants to live with Roy Rogers and have his own pony; he wears a cowboy hat and a sweater appliquéd with bucking broncos, every button buttoned. In 1953, Teddy’s seventh year of life, six hundred and thirty tons of arsenic and a couple hundred tons of lead pour out of the Ruston stack.66 No one knows it yet, but that’s more airborne arsenic than anywhere else in the country. It’s one of the largest sources of arsenic emissions in the world.67


That same year, the Bundys move to the Skyline neighborhood, all of them packed into a tiny cracker box of a house beside State Highway 16, which feeds traffic onto the Tacoma Narrows Bridge. The bridge has been rebuilt and painted with lead-based paint.68


Over the coming years, Louise has first one child, then another and another. Displaced by Bundy babies, Teddy joins the Boy Scouts and bicycles all over Tacoma, skimming through back alleys like a common tern, hovering outside windows, picking through garbage. He gets teased because of a mild speech impediment. At Scout camp, he can’t get the hang of what the other kids are doing, can’t tie the knots right, can’t shoot the gun straight, and can’t win the races. He gets angry and likes to scare people.69 His elementary teachers note “boisterous” and “immature” behavior.70


He is ten, he is eleven. He has a paper route and a pocketknife and slashes the seats of an expensive convertible. He hits a fellow Scout over the head with a stick from behind. He is found undressed in a tent with a Scoutmaster. He runs up behind girls and pulls their pants down and likes to build “tiger traps” in the woods with his friends—pits covered with vegetation that hide sharpened sticks poking up from the bottom.71 He never lives farther than five miles from the smokestack.72


Skyline is a new development. The city’s population is burgeoning as tens of thousands of postwar hopefuls are drawn by jobs in the railyards, mills, and smelters. As old-growth forest is clear-cut, Skyline is bulldozed out of the “cut-over stump land,” as the smelter manager puts it, and carved into minuscule lots.73


The manager tries to convince the city fathers not to turn Skyline into a human warren. The proposed suburban development, he warns, is just a few miles southwest of the Ruston smelter. It lies, he says, “in the heart of our smoke stream” and is “our area of greatest fumigation.”74 He knows that people will complain about the smell, for starters.


And they do. But it’s not just the smell. For decades, nothing grows reliably, not trees, not the Douglas firs that spring up everywhere else like grass, not shrubs, not roses, not lawns. Gardens fail; crops die; bees die. Strange spots appear on the laundry hung to dry on the line. Small farmers sue. Every few years, the smelter “blows out” the smokestack, an expectorant form of industrial housecleaning, causing “arsenic showers.”75 When the smelter coughs, white ash falls all across town, snow made of lead and arsenic. Cats and dogs walk in it and try to lick it off their paws and collapse and die. It is known that smelter officials will pay a few dollars to replace them. Children have trouble breathing. They develop coughs and rashes and asthma. These are the diseases that can be seen.


The diseases that cannot be seen are different. These diseases constitute a category called the “late effects of lead poisoning on mental development,” caused by infants chewing little flakes of lead paint off walls or the slats of their cribs or inhaling invisible particles out of the air or off windowsills or the steps to their homes. The late effects include “cruel, unreliable, impulsive behavior” and “extreme unpredictability” and have been documented since at least the 1920s,76 when a physician wrote, with alarm, that children were living “in a lead world.”77 There’s lead in the air, in soil, in paint, in pipes, in water, toys, food, and milk, but there are no federal standards governing lead levels in products, in the environment, or in the blood or bones of children.


The late effects of lead poisoning on children’s moods and behavior stem from “gross evidence of cerebral damage.”78 These children act out. They are said to be “crazy-like.”79 They are irritable, nervous, inattentive, slow to learn. They have short attention spans. Sometimes they scream and bang their heads. Sometimes they set fires. Sometimes they wet the bed. They have dreams “bordering on hallucinations.”80 One boy, at six, sticks a fork into another boy’s face, steals pencils and pens, and sets his apartment on fire twice.81


Lead can be seen in X-rays—deposited on the margins of children’s long bones, or in opaque flakes of paint in their intestines, or in a blue-tinged “lead line” in their gums. Lead can be measured in human blood in micrograms per deciliter. (A deciliter is a little less than half a cup.) In a child, blood lead levels of 125 micrograms per deciliter can cause acute swelling of the brain (encephalopathy) and death; over 80, kidney failure; over 60, stomach spasms; over 20, anemia and neuropathy.82 Levels around 10 may be responsible for the loss of nine or ten IQ points.* There is no safe level of lead in the body, especially for children.


Industry and its spokesmen are quick to blame poor parenting for kids who eat paint, but it’s not that simple. A major culprit emerges: leaded gas.


IN THE EARLY 1920s the fuel additive tetraethyl lead (TEL) is developed and marketed by General Motors and Standard Oil. It is designed to make automobile and airplane engines run without knocking. GM knows that an ideal antiknock solution already exists in ethyl alcohol, or ethanol. But virtually any hillbilly with a still can make ethanol from fermented fruit or corn.83 No profits stand to be made from it. TEL, on the other hand, can be patented.


So tetraethyl lead is rebranded as “Ethyl,” which sounds friendly, like a woman’s name. Sales to the public begin on February 1, 1923, but the advertisements don’t mention lead. On October 23, 1924, a Thursday, a man working at a Standard Oil TEL-refining plant in Elizabeth, New Jersey, is seeing things that aren’t there. On Friday he begins screaming and running around the plant to escape imaginary pursuers. On Saturday he dies. Four others follow. Thirty-one workers are hospitalized with hallucinations and convulsions. The violent are placed in straitjackets.84 Their symptoms are the result of acute lead poisoning, or saturnism.


At around the same time, hundreds of men begin hallucinating butterflies at a DuPont plant manufacturing TEL in Deepwater, New Jersey, swiping their hands through the air, trying to push winged insects away from their faces. But it isn’t butterflies that are bothering them. It’s lead. The hallucinations terminate in “violent insanity and death,” according to The New York Times. Eight die. Three hundred fall ill. Some become permanently vacant.85


The fuel additive is the work of GM’s mechanical engineer Thomas Midgley Jr., who invents not only leaded gasoline but chlorofluorocarbons, which will come to be regarded as two of the most harmful chemical compounds ever produced during the industrial age. Chlorofluorocarbons will destroy the atmosphere. Leaded gasoline will drive everyone mad, slowly, filling children’s teeth with lead. Sometimes bad things are engineered by engineers.


Lead poisoning at refineries is one thing, but what about the chronic, day-by-day, breath-by-breath exposure caused by leaded gasoline? And smelter smoke? What about the need to breathe? American physicians raise concerns that lead particulates will blanket the nation’s roads and highways, poisoning neighborhoods slowly and “insidiously.” They call it “the greatest single question in the field of public health that has ever faced the American public.”86 Their concerns are swept aside, however, and Frank Howard, a vice president of the Ethyl Corporation, a joint venture between General Motors and Standard Oil, calls leaded gasoline a “gift of God.”87


On October 30, 1924, untroubled by the hallucinations, convulsions, and straitjackets, Midgley, himself an Ethyl vice president, holds a press conference in the Chrysler Building in New York, and raises a tin of what he claims to be TEL in front of assembled journalists. He inhales deeply of the fumes and then, like Lady Macbeth, washes his hands in it, saying, “I’m not taking any chance whatever.”88 He has, in fact, begun wearing gloves religiously in his lab work. He knows that lead is absorbed through the skin. This has already happened to him: the year before, he was forced to take a long vacation in Miami to “cure” himself of lead poisoning.


In 1940, Midgley becomes paralyzed by what is said to be polio and contrives a Rube Goldberg device of pulleys and ropes to lift himself out of bed. In 1944 he strangles himself with his ropes, accidentally or on purpose.89 The American Chemical Society bestows upon him the Priestley Medal, its highest award, because his achievements are lasting.


______


LEADED GAS FUMES drift through the Skyline neighborhood of Tacoma, where the Bundy family is perched right beside Highway 16, the busy roadway yards from their home, but it’s nothing compared with the fumes and particulates from the Ruston smokestack.90 Much of Tacoma, with a population approaching 150,000, will record high lead levels in neighborhood soils, but the Bundy family lives near a string of astonishingly high measurements of 280, 340, and 620 parts per million.91 Lead occurs naturally in soil at trace levels of no more than fifteen to forty parts per million.*


In June 1961, Charlie Manson, a pimp, a thief, a violator of the Mann Act (transporting prostitutes across state lines), and a disciple of Dale Carnegie, is transferred to the federal penitentiary on McNeil Island, across from South Tacoma in the nether reaches of Puget Sound. Born to a fifteen-year-old girl, he spent his first years in a mining town in West Virginia, a product of broken homes, reform schools, and institutions. He never knew his father. Now twenty-six, he spends his days at McNeil sitting in a five-tier cellblock listening to the radio and studying Scientology and learning to play the guitar and writing songs and breathing the air from the Ruston smokestack.92


McNeil Island is proudly self-sustaining. Prisoners drink water from a well, grow crops, and tend a dairy herd, producing most of the food they eat. During his five years on the island, virtually everything Manson eats and drinks comes out of the earth, where particulates from the Ruston plume have been drifting down to the ground since 1890. He’ll live on McNeil Island longer than he’s lived in any place in his life. Later studies on McNeil find lead in soil ranging from a low of 19 parts per million (ppm) to a high of 190.93 Helter smelter.


A few miles north of Tacoma, young Gary Ridgway is also growing up in the plume. Before settling there, his itinerant family moved all over the Intermountain West, and his older brother fondly recalls playing with Gary “in the slag pile from a copper mine” in Idaho.94 The Ridgways live two miles east of the Seattle-Tacoma International Airport (SeaTac). That area, in addition to the Ruston plume, suffers powerful secondary exposures, trapped as it is between two of the most heavily traveled north– south routes in the region: Pacific Highway South (old Highway 99) and Interstate 5. The prevailing wind blows inland from the west, sweeping highway and jet fuel fumes across the neighborhood. Airplanes are flying on leaded gas. There is no lead limit for aircraft, but most mixes contain around 3 grams of lead per gallon, higher than the 1.10 grams in gasoline sold for cars and trucks.95


In 1960, annual lead emissions from the Tacoma smokestack are estimated at 226 tons.96 In the summer of 1961, Gary is twelve and wets the bed. He is said to be “slow” and is held back a grade. “I wasn’t learning good enough,” he’ll later say.97 His mother, who has a habit of going about scantily clad and sunbathing nude in the backyard, scrubs his genitals to punish him for bed-wetting, and he finds himself beset by hallucinatory fantasies, simultaneously dreaming of having sex with his mother and of slitting her throat with a kitchen knife. His father drives buses but works part-time in a mortuary and relishes telling his family about a co-worker who has sex with corpses.98


On August 31, 1961, the number one hit song in America is “Wooden Heart,” a song recorded the previous year by Elvis Presley, adapted from a German folk song. It has a pronounced oompah rhythm, accompanied by accordion. Elvis sings some of it in the original German, some in English, begging his lover to treat him good, because “I’m not made of wood / And I don’t have a wooden heart.”99 For Pinocchio, for any puppet yearning to be a real boy, it is the perfect anthem.


In the heart of our smoke stream, Teddy is the boy with a wooden heart, a leaden heart, who goes out before dawn, working his paper route on his bicycle, escaping the house where his mother is heavily pregnant with the fourth Bundy baby.100 He rides and rides and ends up at the Burr house, just around the corner from where his uncle John once lived. He has lately been prone to violent daydreams and night visions of an extreme sexual nature, fantasies and nocturnal emissions, strangulation married to ejaculation.101


He has seen exciting things in the true-crime detective magazines at the drugstore, in the pornography in other people’s trash, and perhaps in his grandfather’s potting shed, long ago. But seeing is not believing. He wants to act it out.


He is fourteen. He rides and rides in the dark night of August 31, peering into windows. The Burrs’ living room window is cracked open to allow the TV antenna to snake outside. He drags a little bench over to the window and stands on it, pushing the sash up, leaving a footprint on the bench and another in a flower bed beside the basement door, the imprint of a teenager’s tennis shoe.102


The Burrs live on North 14th Street. Next door to the Burrs’ Tudor bungalow is old Mrs. Gustafson’s orchard, a maze of apple trees and raspberry bushes frequented by neighborhood children. That summer, the street is upended by sewer construction: down the block yawn thirty-foot-deep trenches full of mud and rainwater.103


The Burr family is troubled that night. Eight-year-old Ann is sharing a bedroom with three-year-old Mary, who has a cast on her arm after falling off a playground slide. Mary keeps waking up because it is warm and humid. Half an inch of rain has fallen. For the past few nights, Ann’s parents have thought they heard someone prowling in the yard. In the middle of the night, Mary starts crying: the skin under her cast is itching. Ann takes Mary to their mother, Bev. Bev shushes them and sends them back to bed. Their cocker spaniel, Barney, barks and barks, but Bev thinks that it’s the wind and the rain.


It’s not the wind and the rain. It’s more than likely Ted Bundy, the paperboy, leaning in the living room window, asking Ann to open the front door, offering a combination of whispered persuasion or temptation or promises or threats that will never be known. Ann idolizes teenage boys and has a crush on one, calling him “lover boy.”104 She’s pals with a girl named Sandi Holt. Sandi’s older brother, Doug, is Ted’s best friend.105


She leaves the door ajar as she goes, and her mother will find it standing open in the morning. Ted leads her into Mrs. Gustafson’s orchard and, although no one will ever confirm exactly what happens there, he may well rape her and strangle her and throw her body like a rag into a pool of water at the bottom of a construction trench.106 Later he will deny it but admit that the summer he was fourteen, “something happened.”107 It was something “autoerotic,” he will say, something that involved an eight-year-old girl.108


Oh, and one other thing. She’s still down there.





_______


* “White arsenic” is a common name for arsenic trioxide, the most prevalent commercial compound.


* As of 2024, the CDC has set the blood lead level of concern for children at 3.5 micrograms per deciliter.


* In 2024, the EPA lowered its level of concern for lead in soil at residential properties from 400 ppm to 200 ppm but prefers to use 100 ppm as a level of concern at properties with multiple sources of lead exposure from leaded paint and industry.
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