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“Every normal person, in fact, is only normal on the average. His ego approximates to that of the psychotic in some part or other and to a greater or lesser extent.”


—Sigmund Freud
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PROLOGUE

 WAR AND PEACE


AT 7:55 ON THE EVENING OF DECEMBER 2, 1956, AS THE EPIC NARRATIVE of War and Peace began to unfold on the screen of Brooklyn’s Paramount Theatre, there was no mistaking the sudden and violent explosion that ripped through the rear of the auditorium for anything remotely connected to that evening’s movie presentation. In a blinding moment of fierce light, smoke, and fire, a locally powerful device had detonated at precisely the moment determined by the simple timing mechanism within.


A thirty-six-year-old postal clerk named Abraham Blumenthal, who had taken his wife, Ruth, out to the movies for the first time in what seemed like ages, was immediately thrown from his twelfth-row seat. Fierce pain began to radiate from his left leg, where shards of jagged metal had inflicted their damage. “Suddenly I heard a report like a grenade. Then a small column of smoke rose in front of me and drifted across the screen,” Blumenthal would later tell reporters.


Panic began to envelop the room, and as War and Peace continued without pause, patrons began rushing for the exits. Seated about eighty feet from the explosion itself, a young mother, Doris Russo, and her sister Joyce were pummeled with scabrous debris, which settled deep in the face and scalp of each. Earlier that day the sisters had made their way through the retail menagerie of Fulton Street in downtown Brooklyn on a shopping spree with their mother, Mary Young, and Doris’s two children in tow, and decided to cap off the evening with a movie. Mary Young would later say, “The shock and terror of what happened that evening will never leave my memory.”
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The unarmed outer casing of the “infernal machine” that he had hurriedly prepared for use earlier that day had already been assembled. He had many of them securely stored where only he could find them. To the maddening frustration of law enforcement authorities, the raw materials that composed these creations were commonplace and generic; they could be purchased in virtually any retail outlet throughout the country, and they provided little if any evidence as to their origin. In keeping with his meticulous manner, the Bomber purposely omitted any specialized or unique components that would betray their points of purchase.


A length of galvanized iron or “coupling” purchased from Sears and Roebuck had been carefully fitted on each end with metal plugs (prudently purchased elsewhere) that were machine tooled and neatly threaded into the cavity of the pipe. With the precision of a machinist, he had drilled a small hole into the cylinder to allow the later arming of the device with a detonative material, and a so-called “filling plug”—a [image: 1]-inch allen screw—was used to close the puncture. This, the Bomber would later state, ensured a “neater package.”


Alone in his garage, his castle—“the one place on earth where nobody could bother me,” he would later recall—he worked with painstaking resolve. The workspace was meticulously ordered; against one wall was a neat and sturdy workbench, and hanging above on evenly arranged hooks were rows of carefully polished tools. Situated around the structure in even intervals were seven windows of smoked glass that allowed neither sunlight nor view into this grim and very private world. An organized collection of blueprints lay on a wooden desk, and beside them, a worn Remington typewriter whose ribbon had been frequently replaced. Though the garage housed a rather out-of-place black English Daimler automobile, the focal point of the space was a metal machinist’s lathe that ominously suggested craft beyond the typical household project. And beneath this well-oiled machine lay a small wooden box temporarily housing the various components of a deranged endeavor, stockpiled for later  use and burrowed daily behind two soapstone tubs in the basement of his home. The ten-by-fourteen-foot detached garage, constructed of sheet metal and corrugated iron, was, in the later words of the New York City Police Department, “as clean and orderly as a hospital operating room.”


On the morning of December 2, 1956, with the structure of the device complete, he began the process of converting this harmless assemblage of iron into an instrument of hate and potent danger. He fashioned a fusing mechanism by carefully grinding a flashlight bulb on an emery wheel to reveal a small hole that he perfected with a nail file and filled with black gunpowder. To the case and center conductor of the bulb he had soldered two silk-covered, multistranded copper wires that led to a chrome-protected no. 7 Burgess battery used to heat the filament. Interrupting this nefarious circuitry was nothing more than the distance between the hour hand of a shock-resistant Timex wristwatch and the contact point of a metal ignition terminal. With a steady hand, he slipped the fusing mechanism into place and screwed the iron plug back onto the body of the cylinder.


Then, as unaware New Yorkers made plans for an evening out on the town, he deftly funneled the fine, smokeless black powder from the cartridges of fifty .22-caliber long rifle bullets into the filling hole of the iron cap and reinserted the plug, completing the final step in the arming process.


The beads of sweat that had formed on his brow during this process in earlier years were missing on that December morning. To the contrary, he admired his workmanship, regretting only that no one would ever see it. By now the process had become rote to him. According to official police records, he had performed it no less than thirty-one times before; his own later estimates ranged closer to sixty. Yet his message, so clear, so right, so just, seemed lost on all but himself. Why were they not listening? When would justice prevail? This time, he pondered, would be different. This time they would be forced to reckon with him.


The Bomber wiped the “unit” (as he coldly referred to all of his bombs) clean of powder and fingerprints, placed it in what had become a signature red wool sock, and then he held it to one ear. Listening for  the faint and soothing sound of the ticking Timex, he smiled with smug pride at the barely audible heartbeat emitting from his creation. He knew that later that evening the metal hands of the watch would make contact with the copper wires leading from the battery to the flashlight bulb, completing the lethal circuit and detonating the surrounding cache of powder.


The timing mechanism had been set for shortly before eight o’clock.
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The sixty-mile drive from his home in Waterbury, Connecticut, to New York was well known to the Bomber. As he had done so many times in the past, he drove through the affluent suburbs of Westchester County and stopped in White Plains for a bite to eat at a local diner. On some occasions he had parked his Daimler outside of the city and traveled into Manhattan via the New York Central Railroad. Feeling uncomfortable as one of the only men on the midday train rides, however, he had elected on his more recent trips to park closer to the city and blend into the chaos of the New York subway system. On the afternoon of December 2, 1956, the Bomber drove straight into Brooklyn.


He had wrapped the wool sock that housed his device with a rubber band and attached a length of string. A few moments prior to the start of the movie, he entered the theater and found a seat toward the left rear of the orchestra section. As the opening credits of the film began to roll and the attention of each moviegoer was transfixed, he looked to his left and then to his right. With feigned nonchalance, he reached into the side pocket of his wool overcoat, and with eyes firmly affixed to the movie screen, grasped the string and gently lowered the device to the floor just behind seat 19 of row GG. With his foot, the Bomber carefully nudged the unit out of sight. Within twenty minutes, he had left the theater and was hurrying to his car.
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The words of Tolstoy’s voluminous classic leapt off the page and onto the silver screen with much the same fury as Napoleon’s 1812 march into Russia. Though Henry Fonda himself had misgivings about his casting in the film, War and Peace was eagerly greeted by moviegoers and reviewers alike upon its release in August 1956. “There are sequences and moments of fire and beauty, and certainly the mighty spectacles of clashing armies and Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow are pictorially impressive and exciting beyond words,” wrote one New York critic. In a “Technicolored panorama,” director King Vidor captured the fury of the Russian invasion— and the imagination of an engrossed American public with breathtaking scenes of battle that burst onto theater screens across the country. The film would later receive three Academy Award nominations, and by the end of 1956, nearly five months after its release, War and Peace was still drawing patrons into crowded movie houses.


Post–World War II America seemed to roar with a cultural vitality and social clamor. A young performer from Tupelo, Mississippi, stormed onto the national scene with his hit recording “Heartbreak Hotel,” and before long Elvis Aaron Presley would redefine music and canonize “rock and roll” as America’s signature form of entertainment in the twentieth century. The new medium of television, with broadcasts such as the Ed Sullivan Show and Ted Mack’s Original Amateur Hour, would bring an endless variety of new musical acts, comedians, and drama directly into the living rooms of neatly aligned suburban tract homes. And development of an interstate highway system, the hallmark of the Eisenhower administration, would bring people and products together in a web of personal and cultural interconnectivity unseen prior to that time.


In the halcyon days of the American movie industry, however, a picture show often provided a singular respite from the rigors of life during the Depression. The Paramount Theatre arose in an era when competitive movie houses were owned by and often took the name of their founding production companies. The construction of the Paramount and several  other rococo or Renaissance theaters, with their splendorous arrays of architecture, stole the show from the movies themselves and represented an early local foray into the entertainment business. They would become Brooklyn’s theater district.


Located at the corner of Flatbush Avenue Extension and DeKalb Avenue in Brooklyn, New York, the Paramount was designed by the Chicago architectural firm of Rapp and Rapp, specialists in the creation of the so-called atmospheric theater. With an ornately decorated sixty-foot satin-embroidered stage curtain and 4,400 seats adorned in burgundy velvet, the Paramount at its 1928 opening was Brooklyn’s largest and perhaps most opulent theater, and the second largest in New York City. According to the New York Times, the Paramount was fashioned along “the plans of an outdoor moonlit Italian garden.” Nearly $3 million worth of elaborate sculpture, paintings, and tapestries together with domed and frescoed ceilings provided “scenic effects . . . not confined to the stage but made to envelop the audience by carrying a scenic architectural treatment completely around the auditorium.” The rather drab exterior façade of the eleven-story office building to which the Paramount Theatre was appended was strikingly enlivened by the placement of a neon-powered sign that stretched nearly four stories in height above the roof. The massive glowing letters,


PARAMOUNT THEATRE


implored the bustling populace of Brooklyn, New York, to come and enjoy.


Though the Paramount was considered by some to be the area’s “most famous movie place,” the theater was by no means limited to film presentations. Behind the opulent décor lay a very practical and financial motivation for the owners, who demanded a diverse use of the property to help defray the ever expanding cost per seat. In its early days, frequent guests included musical performers such as Bing Crosby and Ethel Merman, and in the mid-1950s Alan Freed’s renowned rock and roll shows introduced acts such as Chuck Berry and Fats Domino. Through the years, the Paramount would play host to other marquee names, including  Buddy Holly, Ray Charles, Bobby Rydell, Neil Sedaka, the Drifters, and many others, earning the theater the reputation as one of America’s premier rock and roll venues.


With no warning of the distressing events that would follow, cheery moviegoers braved the cold northeastern winter winds and began lining up outside of the Brooklyn Paramount Theatre for the evening show. Nearly 1,500 New Yorkers, warmed with pre-holiday cheer, clamored with eagerness over that night’s screening of War and Peace. As Horatio Tedesco, the theater’s assistant manager, greeted patrons, he couldn’t help but compare the refined makeup of the gathering to the raucous throngs attending the recent musical performances. He was grateful for the easy cleanup and closing that would follow.


It was sure to be another uneventful evening at the Paramount.
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Horatio Tedesco heard the explosion and the muffled sounds of a commotion coming from the crowd. Rushing into the auditorium and scanning the escalating panic, he mustered his most authoritative voice and announced that a “firecracker” had exploded and that everyone should remain calm. He then summoned the police and rounded up several ushers to assist the injured through the lobby and into his private office. Ambulances from Cumberland Hospital joined officers from the 84th squad of the New York City Police Department in response to the call. As the injured were removed and order was restored, investigators from the mobile crime laboratory, under the direction of Captain Howard E. Finney, and detectives from the New York City Bomb Squad took over the scene. They conducted a row-by-row search of the theater and roped off a section of about twenty rows closest to where the explosion had taken place in an effort to gather evidence. Through the years the detectives had investigated many of the other bombings that had plagued the city, and it took them little time to pinpoint the usual markings of their elusive suspect. Soon after, Kings County district attorney Edward Silver huddled  with police detectives and pronounced to the gathering of newspaper reporters that “old screwball” had struck again. The citizens of New York knew him better as the “Mad Bomber.”
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As Doris Russo fought for her life following surgery to relieve the pressure that had developed from a depressed fracture of the skull, the Bomber watched and waited. Would the world finally stand up and take notice of his plight? Would the “dastardly deeds” of his enemies be redressed? Would he finally make them pay?


On no less than thirty-two separate occasions, he had slid into his automobile, his jacket pocket bulging with iron and gunpowder, and traveled from Waterbury to New York City with a deluded rage and nefarious intent. For sixteen years, he had imperiled unsuspecting New Yorkers, placing his insidious units in locations all over the city, without so much as a sniff of suspicion from family members or an inquisitive glance from frustrated police departments. For sixteen years, the man who could “easily pass as a person who could be your next-door neighbor” had evaded investigators, detectives, patrolmen, and citizens alike from Connecticut to New York, avoiding the killing of innocents only “through some quirk of fate.” He had planted his bombs among women, children, workers, and patrons, and he had solemnly pledged to continue until he was either apprehended or dead. He bore no lofty social goals or political objectives. He harbored no broad civic message or popular agenda. He espoused neither government overthrow nor violent rebellion. He sought no extorted money and gained no pleasure from indiscriminate injury. The Mad Bomber simply held a grudge—a grudge that was relentlessly fueled by a simmering madness.


Across America people began to ask, who is this person, this Mad Bomber, and what does he want? And in New York City, Police Commissioner Stephen P. Kennedy announced “the greatest manhunt in the history of the Police Department.”














I

 “A REAL BOOM TOWN”


THE CALL CAME IN TO THE 20TH SQUAD OF THE NEW YORK CITY POLICE Department, located on the upper west side of Manhattan. Shortly after noon on November 18, 1940, an employee of the Consolidated Edison Company, in one of a maze of Con Ed buildings located within the West Sixty-fourth and Sixty-fifth Street city blocks bounded by Amsterdam and West End Avenue, had come across a curious sight while on break from his duties. A small wooden toolbox had been left on a second-story windowsill, containing a length of iron pipe about 4½ inches long and neatly capped on each end. Upon further examination, the employee observed what appeared to be a sheet of paper wrapped around the pipe. Not particularly alarmed by the article—a pipe in a toolbox was not an especially ominous sight at a power delivery company—the employee grasped the object and began unraveling the sheet.


There had been a chill in the air all morning long, and it promised to be a raw and sunless day throughout. As the employee opened the sheet of paper his pulse immediately quickened and, though comfortably shielded from the elements, the cold of the day shot through him like a charge. There, in neatly printed block lettering, appeared the words


CON EDISON CROOKS, THIS IS FOR YOU.


Then, printed in what appeared to be a coarse grey substance (which upon later analysis proved to be gunpowder) was ominously written


THERE IS NO SHORTAGE OF POWDER BOYS.


Carefully, the employee set the device back into the toolbox and scurried for his superiors, breathlessly exhorting them to call the police.


The New York City Bomb Squad was in no mood for pranks. Five months earlier, on July 4, 1940, a suitcase containing sixteen sticks of dynamite had been found at the British Pavilion of the World’s Fair held in Flushing Meadows, New York. While being examined on the outskirts of the fairgrounds, the container exploded, killing two bomb squad detectives and critically injuring two other police officers on the scene. Though the explosion was felt throughout the 1,260-acre park, most of the holiday throng mistook the blast for a rather raucous feature of the patriotic celebration. For the New York City Bomb Squad, however, the tragedy would have broad implications. Following World War I, the squad took on the name Bomb and Radical Squad and focused its efforts on the militant leftists that threatened the city in the early 1920s. In 1935, as a result of duplication of effort in analyzing threatening and hostile writings, the bomb squad merged with the forgery unit to form the Bomb and Forgery Squad. Following the World’s Fair tragedy, not only would the bomb squad be restructured into its modern incarnation as an independent entity, but it would forever adopt the operating procedure of allowing not more than one member of the squad to examine any device at any one time.


Despite the immediate roundup of “agitators and other suspects,” the World’s Fair bombing was never solved. Adopting a more rigorous training program and specialized protective gear, the bomb squad, mourning its own, would continue its mission with a greater sense of vigilance and purpose, and, for the next sixteen years, it would be tested at every turn. Among police, the work of the squad would be called “the world’s most dangerous job.”


The precinct officers who arrived at the Con Ed building at 170 West Sixty-fourth Street on November 18, 1940, immediately knew they were beyond their pay grade after observing the length of pipe in the toolbox. A call from headquarters went out to the bomb squad, and until the squad’s arrival the officers on the scene secured the area and waited for what seemed like an eternity.


Upon arriving at the scene, the squad detectives assigned to the case immediately understood that they were indeed dealing with an “infernal machine”—a device, typically homemade and “‘maliciously designed to explode and destroy life or property,’ which can be deactivated by a man (other than its maker) only at the peril of death.”


Knowing this, the detectives acted strictly in accordance with squad procedures. As one detective stated, the difficulty was that “[E]very problem is a new one. Every infernal machine is different. The ones that work on acid, the ones that work on a watch, the ones that work on position. We get the people away and then figure what we’re going to do.” Exactly what the New York City Bomb Squad, a team of eight to ten specially trained, dedicated volunteers, would do involved an often harrowing process of evaluation and removal, which would be performed in the coming years more times than any of them—or their wives and children—cared to dwell upon.


The preference of the bomb squad detective was almost always to detonate any small device bearing a volatile trigger mechanism on the scene if at all practicable, once the area had been fully cleared and evacuated. Though it was not the best outcome for the property owner, since the explosion would almost certainly result in damage, detectives preferred a controlled detonation on their own terms, rather than an explosion at an unexpected time on the bomber’s terms. In some cases the device was simply nudged or “teased” with a long poker by a shielded officer, and at other times a length of twine was attached and, from a distance, yanked to agitate or incite a response. Creative methods to test devices and provoke detonation were routinely employed, and all carried their own distinct set of hazards and risks.


The Con Ed employee had already handled the pipe found at the West Sixty-fourth Street location and removed the handwritten note that previously surrounded it, and thus it was fairly evident that this was not a so-called position-control bomb—one that is set off by movement, drop switch, or liquid. Nonetheless, slowly and meticulously one detective approached the device and listened for the barely audible ticking of a timing mechanism. Having heard none, he used a device consisting of a gripping mechanism placed at the end of a five-foot pole operated by a handle at the reverse end—a bomb squad staple. Wearing protective body armor, steel-mesh gloves and shoes, and a steel-plated bucket-shaped helmet, and shielded behind a sheet of bullet-proof glass, the detective carefully turned the device over.


“Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, the innocent-looking object is just what it looks like—innocent,” recounted one bomb squad detective. “It’s that one in a hundred that sprays a quarter pound of rusty steel into you.” To the detective’s relief, his prods failed to detonate the device, though he knew the danger was far from over.


Once it was determined that the object was not reactive to movement, it was carefully placed into a woven steel-cable bag, which had come to be known affectionately as the “envelope,” and carried out of the building at the center of a fifteen-foot pole manned on either end by two armored squad detectives. The package was then safely deposited into a specially equipped containment truck and transported with a blaring escort of police motorcycles and emergency vehicles to a secluded area for detonation or simple further analysis. The vehicle, officially named the Pyke-LaGuardia Carrier for the police lieutenant that conceived of the idea and the sitting mayor of New York, was a fifteen-ton semitrailer flatbed truck outfitted with a monstrous arched cage constructed of 5/8-inch-thick woven steel cable left over from the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge. Introduced shortly after the World’s Fair bombing, the vehicle was “designed to take a bomb from a congested area to a remote or suburban district and to do so in a manner that will protect the public and the police.”


Removed to the relative safety of an isolated location, the Con Ed object was dusted for fingerprints and then suspended in a vat of motor oil to clog the moving parts of any timing mechanism and to prevent an electrical or chemical reaction so that further examination could be conducted. Though the technique would in later years fall into disuse, it was for a time considered helpful in the detection and neutralization of bomb components. In a typical situation, an earphone, similar to a doctor’s stethoscope (which would still operate in oil) would be applied to the device to determine if its timing mechanism, such as a ticking watch, had been disabled by the oil. Once satisfied that any dangerous internal apparatus had been neutralized, another technology adapted by police officials after the World’s Fair tragedy, the fluoroscope, could be used to X-ray its contents. Only then could bomb squad detectives make a definitive pronouncement on the hazards of the device.


Having undertaken these procedures in the Con Ed incident, and confident that the imminent danger had passed, the officers transported the object to the police laboratory, located at the Centre Street headquarters in Manhattan, for further analysis. While the neatly capped pipe casing did contain some typical bomb components such as a flashlight bulb, a battery, a steel spring—and curiously an atypical Parke-Davis throat lozenge (the significance of which would remain a mystery to detectives for years to come)—technicians agreed that the device itself was imperfectly constructed and incapable of detonation. The question then became who had placed the bomb and why.


Con Ed, as it is today, was a large conglomerate company employing thousands and serving millions. While it was clear to all that the person who planted the device bore some grudge against the company, the task of identifying that person through the Con Ed system of record keeping would prove all but impossible. Many of the company’s files, dating back decades, were housed in vaults and warehouses scattered throughout the city without method or organization. To make matters worse, each of the nearly two dozen separate entities that had merged to form  the power conglomerate in the mid-1930s had maintained its own set of records, many of which were long since lost or destroyed. Within the company headquarters itself, the more recent claims of disgruntled and angry employees littered the personnel department record room, and hundreds of customer complaints poured into the company daily. The device could have been laid by almost anyone, and even the most painstaking search of the records, it was theorized, could never pinpoint a suspect. And so the police investigation ended, without result, as quickly as it began. “The episode was filed and forgotten.”
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Serial bombings as a cultural phenomenon were not new to New York, or America as a whole, in the early to mid part of the twentieth century. As far back as 1906, a so-called Italian squad, the first incarnation of the bomb squad, had been formed as an arm of the New York City Police Department for the sole purpose of protecting the Italian immigrants of the city from the extortionist methods of a clandestine underworld cartel calling itself the Black Hand. The ex-convicts and outlaws that made up the group preyed on immigrant populations, blackmailing and extorting payments with threats of murder, certified with sticks of dynamite. “Recognizing the inability of the present small force of Italian detectives to drive out these criminals,” wrote the New York Times, “Police Commissioner Bingham ordered . . . the organization of a secret service which is expected to be recruited and conducted as secretly as the operations of the men against whom it will work.”


In 1908, just two years after the formation of the squad, police had apprehended five men, including the “master bomb-maker for the Black Handers.” Among the evidence uncovered by the raid was a book containing carefully drawn diagrams and formulas for the manufacture and placement of explosive devices. “The book is not mine,” said the captured bomber. “I know nothing about it. I am an honest grocer. I do not know the Black Hand and I do not make bombs.” Less than a year  later, Lieutenant Giuseppe Petrosino, the first commissioner of the Italian squad, was murdered in a town square in Palermo, Sicily, while investigating the notorious band.


With the approach of American involvement in World War I, concern over domestic bombings took on a more geopolitical and militaristic quality. By 1914, the New York City police commissioner had taken all bomb-related matters from the Italian squad and placed them under the jurisdiction of the newly created bomb squad. As German espionage efforts ensued in New York, the central focus of the squad became the protection of allied assets bound for Europe and the preservation of American neutrality. With America’s entry into the war quickly becoming an inevitability, however, the bomb squad was placed under the direct control of the War Department.


Anxiety over the German espionage campaign in the United States culminated in 1916 with the sabotage and destruction by German agents of a munitions depot in New Jersey called Black Tom, located on a promontory extending into New York Harbor. The series of explosions was so powerful that the Brooklyn Bridge wavered and windows shattered in the buildings of lower Manhattan. The investigation and the ultimate assignment of blame for the Black Tom bombing was argued and litigated for years, but what is absolutely clear is that by the end of World War I the American public had become accustomed to the reality of random bombings that killed and maimed without discrimination.


By 1919 America’s anxiety over domestic terrorism would shift from the work of militaristic spies to the radical statements of anarchists and foreign leftists. In April 1919 militant followers of the outspoken revolutionist Luigi Galleani, the so-called Galleanists, deposited into the mail dozens of bombs intended for prominent American politicians, officials, and capitalists. Though the devices were discovered and ultimately defused, a few months later a similar coordinated attack was successfully carried out across eight American cities, where explosives ripped through the homes of a series of government officials including various congressmen and the  attorney general of the United States. Anarchist literature and leaflets were strewn about the sites of each bombing, proclaiming that the “revolution” had begun. Then, on September 16, 1920, a horse-drawn cart laden with one hundred pounds of dynamite exploded on Wall Street in front of the headquarters of J. P. Morgan Bank, instantly killing thirty people and injuring hundreds more. Shortly before the explosion, flyers were found in a nearby mailbox with hand-stamped red lettering reading:


REMEMBER 
 WE WILL NOT TOLERATE 
 ANY LONGER 
 FREE THE POLITICAL 
 PRISONERS OR IT WILL BE 
 SURE DEATH FOR ALL OF YOU. 
 AMERICAN ANARCHIST FIGHTERS


The backlash was both harsh and predictable. These bombings, juxtaposed against the patriotism and nationalist pride generated by World War I, would be the catalyst for the systematic xenophobic assault of immigrants, socialists, and left-wing groups across America. Though based on the palpable fear of radical insurrection, the “Red Scare” would envelop the country and evoke a period of civil rights violations that would endure from 1918 to 1920.


Through the ensuing years, most of the incidents involving planted explosives involved lone reprobates with unexplained motives or racketeers hurling “pineapples” at one another from moving vehicles. The rash of political bombings that would mark later decades would strike New York with harsh and bewildering force. Left-wing militant groups issuing declarations of war against the power structures of America would prompt one New York police commissioner to declare that the problem had reached “gigantic proportions.” The New York Times would describe the city as “[a] real boom town.”
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In the days following the Con Ed incident, the Bomber anxiously scanned newspaper after newspaper searching for any mention of the unit that he had quietly placed on the windowsill of the West Sixty-fourth Street office building. Though some sources have concluded that the device was a live explosive filled with volatile black powder, the evidence appears to indicate otherwise. “It wasn’t loaded. It was complete, but instead of powder, there was a note,” he would later explain. “It was a[n] empty bomb.”


Knowing that the writing would have been obliterated by the force of a detonation, police theorized that the culprit either inserted the note to satisfy some inner compulsion, aware that it would be destroyed, or that the bomb had been purposely constructed to deliver nothing more harmful than a sinister message to its recipient. The Bomber’s own words would suggest a non-lethal intent. “That first unit was just a sample of what was to come.”


War was raging in Europe and the American public and media were focused on other, more pressing, matters. To the Bomber’s dismay, his handiwork would never find its way into the newspapers. He gained no satisfaction from the “message” that he had served upon the power company, feeling instead that it had been ignored and even ridiculed. The lack of public interest in his initial bomb-making endeavor served only to anger and embolden the already seething miscreant. He knew that further steps would have to be taken to focus the world’s attention on the misdeeds of the corrupt Con Ed.
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On September 24, 1941, traffic in and about the area of Nineteenth Street between Fourth Avenue and Irving Place was disrupted by the discovery of a strange object in the roadway. Crammed into a red wool sock was a contraption similar in construction and appearance to the pipe bomb found the previous November on the Con Ed windowsill. Though there was no note or identifying markings, bomb squad detectives quickly  recognized the neatly capped four-inch length of galvanized pipe—and, once again, the inexplicable throat lozenge. This, coupled with the fact that the object had been placed within mere blocks of the main headquarters of Con Ed at 4 Irving Place, led them to the inescapable and disturbing conclusion that both devices had been conceived and assembled by the same individual.


Though single-minded and persistent in his deluded vocation, the Bomber had also become supremely cautious in his planning and execution. The ultimate target for his second bomb had, no doubt, been the twenty-seven-story Con Ed office building, but his attention had been diverted, perhaps by a lurking patrolman, and the bomb was abandoned short of its intended target. The unalterable resolution that dominated his mind, however, was to him logically conceived and, therefore, to be patiently revealed. A meticulous attention to order demanded no less.


In the weeks and months following the planting of his initial devices, the Bomber engaged in an incessant letter-writing campaign. Angry and insidious declarations postmarked from areas such as White Plains, Mount Vernon, and Morris Heights in New York, and Pittsfield, Massachusetts— locations that prudently gave no hint of the writer’s true address—found their way into mail slots across Manhattan. “I was very careful,” he later said. “I meticulously removed all my fingerprints . . . in mailing my letters. I carried with me a small piece of cloth and wiped the envelope clean. I would put this cloth over my knuckles and push the envelope into the mailbox.”


With an air of narcissistic and intellectual superiority, the letters, addressed to newspaper editors, hotels, clothiers, department stores, and, of course, Con Ed, spoke of the “dastardly deeds” and “ghoulish acts” of the power conglomerate and demanded justice for wrongs perpetrated against the writer and others. As police detectives duly noted, some of the notes were typewritten; most, however, were hand-printed on postcards or simple white typewriting paper and displayed characteristically neat block letters, with clauses that were, intriguingly, separated with dashes  rather than commas or periods. Many of the letters contained threats to bomb the recipients, and several were sent “with the compliments of the ‘mobsters’ at #4 Irving Place—for further information—see the Mayor.”


And all of the letters were signed with the cryptic and baffling cipher “F.P. ”
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Dispatches of the “Day of Infamy” spread to the mainland and America once again found herself at the doorstep of war. The attack on Pearl Harbor “was just the kind of unexpected thing the Japanese would do,” lamented Franklin Roosevelt. “At the very time they were discussing peace in the Pacific, they were plotting to overthrow it.” On the evening of December 7, 1941, as Roosevelt began dictation of his clarion “call to arms” to be delivered to Congress on the following day, men and boys from every corner of the nation set aside best laid plans and lined up outside of recruitment offices to enlist in the United States armed forces. The palpable anger that arose from Battleship Row on the island of Oahu roared through small towns and major cities alike and every American knew that the world, as they knew it, had changed forever.


The Bomber bore his own form of anger following the attack on Pearl Harbor. He was not lacking in patriotic feeling, as later events would clearly demonstrate, but his initial reaction to the news was peculiar and oddly self-centered. He knew that the attack would bring a single-minded national undertaking that would marshal all of the public’s effort and attention. His ordained role to alert the world to the evildoings of Con Ed would now be sidetracked. The country would simply be too distracted by the war effort to take notice of the great service that he was performing for society. The jealously welled in him like a fever.


On the evening of December 7, 1941, as President Roosevelt completed the finishing touches on his address to the nation, the Bomber once again placed pen to paper. In a torrent of letters—nine in all—addressed to the managers of Bloomingdales, Bonds Clothes, the Capitol Theatre,  Radio City Music Hall, the Roxy Theatre, the Paramount Theatre in Times Square, the Strand Theatre, the Astor Hotel, and Hotel Commodore, he lambasted Con Ed with accusations and condemnations that, under the circumstances, went far beyond the pale of propriety.


With America reeling from the devastating losses at Pearl Harbor, the letters were received with a mix of curiosity and distaste—but mostly stoic disregard. Though he cajoled, implored, and, of course, threatened the recipients with harm, the Bomber, in reality, knew painfully well that his letters could not achieve the goals that he so compulsively clung to. Convinced that disparate forces of the world had conspired against him, he reasoned that punishment for Con Ed’s misdeeds would have to be postponed.


After enumerating the usual litany of offenses perpetrated by Con Ed, the Bomber, in his last penned letter on the evening of America’s Day of Infamy, concluded with the following statement neatly printed in block letters:


I WILL MAKE NO MORE BOMB UNITS FOR THE DURATION OF THE WAR—MY PATRIOTIC FEELINGS HAVE MADE ME DECIDE THIS—LATER I WILL BRING THE CON-ED TO JUSTICE—THEY WILL PAY FOR THEIR DASTARDLY DEEDS 
 . . . F.P.


In a self-indulgent fit of control over uncontrollable events, knowing that his portentous objectives had been delayed, the Mad Bomber vowed never to be forgotten.














II

 HELL GATE 


THE MENACING STRUCTURE THAT WAS THE HELL GATE POWER PLANT spanned two city blocks along the East River and reached eight stories skyward in a gloomy morass of faded redbrick and terra-cotta. Four smokestacks spewing their black and sickly gases erupted from the base of the plant, taking aim at the skies above. By the time of the Great Depression, the power plant at Hell Gate was the primary supplier of electrical current to Manhattan, the Bronx, Queens, and Westchester County.


The plant’s interior was dominated by two mammoth 160,000-kilowatt turbine generators with a combined capacity of more than 420,000 horsepower, and was served by a tangled mesh of piping, pumps, condensers, and boilers. At the dedication ceremony in 1929 marking the installation of these machines, the chairman of the New York Public Service Commission declared: “What we are doing here is forging a link with the industrial genius of other lands to form that indefinable, great force called civilization.” Some would beg to differ.


Iron-grated floors and staircases crisscrossed the building, and asbestos-laden dust infused the air, flaking from aging mortar while unsuspecting workmen brushed against the gray and deteriorating walls. “Cement dust was everywhere in the air,” complained one plant worker. “We came out filthy, dirty and coughing at the end of a day’s work.” In later years, the Hell Gate power plant would be identified as the source of pulmonary illness and disease in many of its workers, but in Depression-era America a job was the only thing that sheltered a man from certain destitution.


By the mid-1930s the Hell Gate plant and some two dozen other energy suppliers would be swallowed up in a complex series of mergers and acquisitions resulting in the new and mammoth Consolidated Edison Company of New York—or simply Con Ed, as it would come to be known by millions of New Yorkers. The smaller and independent United Electric Light and Power Company—the original owner and operator of the Hell Gate plant—was to be no more.


If the massive turbine generators were the cerebral center of the power plant, it was, in fact, the catacomb of coal-fired steam boilers that represented the cardiac muscle that pumped life into the plant. In the boiler room, a dense labyrinth of steel tubes, meters, gauges, and coal transport tracks served nine aisles of steam-generating boilers—twenty-one machines in total—arranged in narrow and orderly rows like iron-clad machines of war. Millions of gallons of purified condensing water from Long Island Sound were heated to temperatures approaching 1,000 degrees Fahrenheit by the intense flames of the coal and air confection created in the heart of each boiler. The high-pressure torrent of steam thus created was then fired through ten-inch valve connections to spin the turbines of the massive generators. According to the plant owners, the boiler room was constructed for “ultimate capacity.”


Manning this 53,000-square-foot lattice of heat, water, and steel was a crew of hard and sturdy workmen who oversaw every aspect of the boiler room operation and of the plant as a whole. Engineers, dispatchers, operators, and menial workers alike labored long hours under difficult and dangerous conditions to operate and maintain the mammoth structures and equipment of the Hell Gate generating station in an effort to bring a reliable flow of current to the homes and businesses of New York. In a rather foreboding admonition that implied the dangers of the Hell Gate workplace, the standard application for employment with the United Electric Light and Power Co. contained the following “Notice to Employees Seeking Employment”: “Unless you are willing to be careful to avoid injury to yourself and fellow workmen, do not ask for employment. We do not want careless people in our employ.” Most of the men signed the contract without a thought. They just wanted to feed their families.


Joining this hardnosed and obdurate collection of plant workers in December 1929 was one shy and somewhat peculiar twenty-eight-year-old who seemed out of place. George Metesky had temporarily moved from his Waterbury, Connecticut, home to a rooming house on West Eighty-eighth Street in Manhattan to find work following his discharge from the Marine Corps. Though meticulous and painstaking in his duties, Metesky appeared rather undaunted by the strains of the enveloping Depression or the rigors of daily life at the plant.


His sheepish eyes rarely met with those of his coworkers, and his courteous demeanor was infrequently mistaken for affability or friendliness. Unlike many of the plant’s workforce, Metesky established few, if any, relationships on the job, and he rarely engaged his fellow workers in idle chat or conversation. In striking contrast to the nature of his job and its surroundings and in keeping with his fastidious nature, Metesky was incessantly neat and always clean-shaven, with his hair adroitly combed into a pompadour. With a starting salary of $30.12 per week, he had counted himself among the fortunate to secure a job at the Hell Gate plant in 1929.


His position did not utilize the electrical skills that he had earlier developed, but Metesky inoffensively went about his business as a maintenance worker at the plant. His specific job titles were “generator wiper” and later “gallery man,” but Metesky dutifully performed whatever job was asked of him. Initially, his work entailed the simple cleaning from plant generators of the incessant buildup of grease, dust, and condensation, but later he received a promotion with the attendant duty of throwing switches and blocking feeders to safeguard the proper flow of electricity. As menial as many of his assigned tasks were, for nearly two years he always performed them more diligently than the job required, earning him a “top rating” at the power plant. He would later question his unfailing loyalty to Con Ed, but by 1931 George Metesky had become a model employee of the Hell Gate station.
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“[He] looks like the usher who passes the collection plate in a small-town church. He would be a deacon, probably and certainly might lead the weekly sing at Rotary or Kiwanis and, in his spare time work hard for the Community Chest,” wrote one observer. Opinions of George Metesky were as diverse as the confused machinations of his inner thought process. Some found him pleasant and friendly, even jovial, while others described him as aloof and solitary—a “lone wolf,” said one co-worker. By most outward appearances, he was an introverted man with a gentle and inoffensive demeanor. He was regularly seen at Sunday mass in St. Patrick’s Roman Catholic Church in Waterbury, Connecticut, and he was generally considered to be a simple, albeit odd, man. The record would ultimately reveal, however, that beneath whatever exterior he chose to exhibit on any particular day, George Metesky would soon develop a raging and deluded anger that would dominate his every breath.


He was of stocky build and medium height, and he often wore a gray fedora that covered his thin and well-oiled dark hair. Gold-rimmed spectacles accentuated studious light blue eyes, and his clothing, though modest in style, was always clean and meticulous in appearance. He would later be described as having a “spinsterish air about him,” or bearing the outward look of a “schoolteacher.”


Born George Peter Milauskas on November 2, 1903, in Waterbury, Connecticut, to Lithuanian immigrant parents, he was the youngest of four siblings. George’s parents, George and Anna, settled the family in the ethnically diverse and divided community of Waterbury, where they built the family home at 17 Fourth Street. A stolid and hardworking man, George Senior worked first as a teamster then as a night watchman at the J. E. Smith Lumber Co. He would be remembered fondly by the owner of the company as “[e]fficient and well liked. He was a strong man, not big, but powerful . . . He used to leave notes for the day side after he went off duty. They were classics . . . he wrote beautifully, but spelled phonetically . . . [O]ne word he used all the time—‘desdesem.’ It [meant]  ‘just the same.’ He wrote as he pronounced.” George Senior brought a workingman’s pride and a strong respect for rules and regulations to his job. “Gangs used to break into the lumber yard,” continued the company owner. “[A]nd George would go right after then [sic], eight or ten at a time. He was all guts. He’d chase them too.”


As a child, the younger George attended the St. Joseph’s Parochial School at the Roman Catholic Church of “Brooklyn’s Lithuanians.” Later he would transfer to Duggan Elementary School, a weathered redbrick and mortar building, where he quickly gained a reputation as shy and withdrawn. A fellow student would later remark, “George would literally not step on an ant, he was that averse to hurting anything. He was a meticulous boy. Always dressed well. He wouldn’t talk to you unless you made the first advances. He never went in for athletics. I should say he was quiet to the point of eccentricity.”


A teacher at Duggan School who was afflicted with a mild stutter had difficulty pronouncing George’s last name. She converted “Milauskas” to “Metesky,” and ultimately the name stuck. The family surname would, in fact, prove to be a source of continuing confusion. At any given time the family would refer to themselves or be known to others variously as “Metesky,” “Milauskas,” “Miliauskas,” “Mallauskas,” “Mulesky,” or “Molusky,” and the mailbox at the front of the family home listed three of these variations.


Though he was of above average intelligence and showed proficient mechanical aptitude, Metesky managed only one year of high school. Feeling superior to his fellow students and even teachers, he dropped out of Crosby High School in 1918, later explaining, “I just had no interest in the subjects they were teaching.” Upon leaving school, Metesky worked several menial jobs as a theater usher and soda dispenser as well as a short stint as an apprentice machinist at the Farrell Foundry in Waterbury. A coworker at the foundry observed, “Well, he was a strange one. He came to work all dressed up in a suit and collar and necktie. He tried to learn the machine business dressed like that. And he hated to get his hands dirty. After a while he left the job and I lost track of him.”


In further pursuit of a technical vocation following school, he took on and ultimately completed an L. L. Coke correspondence course in electricity. Several months later, at the age of sixteen and a half, his “wanderlust” (as he called it) led him to enlist with the United States Marine Corps. In an initial two-year tour that began on April 13, 1920, at Parris Island, Metesky served eighteen months in Mexico and the Dominican Republic, where his service ultimately won him the Good Conduct Medal. In April 1922 he was honorably discharged from the Marines with an official service classification of “excellent.”


During the next three years of civilian life, Metesky worked as an auto mechanic’s helper and a stock clerk, but in August 1925, yearning for the order and regimentation of the military, he chose to reenlist with the Marine Corps. His record indicated that he had grown an inch from the time of his first enlistment, now standing 5´ 9½?, with “eyes blue, complexion ruddy.” During this period, PFC George Metesky spent a year in Guam and twenty-two months at the United States consulate in Shanghai, China (and later Peking), where he received formal training as a specialist electrician—and as a chief ordnance mechanic in charge of a munitions powerhouse. Again, Metesky received high praise for his “excellent” service and character in the Marine Corps.


Following his honorable discharge from the service in 1929, Metesky, then age twenty-six, moved back into the family home at 17 Fourth Street in Waterbury. The property was situated at the top of a short but steeply inclined street in an unattractive section of town, cut off from the rest of the city by the Naugatuck River—“a dreary, shabby area of old homes falling into disrepair, weedy, rubbish-strewn lots, grimy-windowed factories and warehouses. The local name for the area was Brooklyn. Its residents were first-and second-generation Middle Europeans, Irish and Italians.” Though Waterbury had long since lost its character as a prosperous industrial center, it clung through the years to the appellation Brass City like a long-lost friend.


The Metesky home was a gray and dismal three-story frame building with faded wooden pillars that extended across the exterior of each floor. Porches, sagging at the middle, tenuously clung for the support of each pillar and gave the property the befitting appearance of an urban tenement. To the rear of the house, along a dusty and unpaved driveway, was a small garage of corrugated metal. Though the property was barren and in need of care, it was not untidy. “The house was not loved,” wrote one observer, “It was only maintained.”


Not long after he returned home, Metesky’s mother, who had favored young George as the baby of the family, passed away, and in 1947 George Senior died, leaving the family home and a moderately sized cash estate to be divided among the four siblings. By this time, Metesky’s brother, John, had married and moved to another part of town, leaving George alone in the house with his two gaunt and dour unmarried sisters, Anna and Mae.


The three siblings presented a strange and mysterious spectacle to the neighboring families. The top two floors of the home were rented to others, and Metesky resided on the first floor with his sisters. Following the death of their mother, Anna and Mae had taken on a maternal role and had set about to shelter, support, and pamper their younger brother, providing for his every material and financial need, often to their own sacrifice. It wasn’t long, however, before dark and sinister rumors began to spread throughout the neighborhood and the moniker “crazy house” was soon ascribed to the property. Though both of the sisters held jobs in nearby factories, they were roundly thought of as stern and severe. The private and impenetrable nature of the family would serve only to heighten local suspicions.


Content with this reclusive lifestyle, Metesky remained friendless and largely alone. He showed little interest in women and, like his spinster sisters, remained unmarried. He accepted their unconditional love and admiration yet shared with them nothing of himself or his private world. Other than the short time Metesky spent in New York working at Hell Gate, this peculiar living arrangement would endure for nearly thirty years.
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Summer in the Lower Bronx is often slow to depart, and the sweltering heat of September 5, 1931, provided little hint of the promised change in the season to come. The stairways and catacombs of Hell Gate seemed to magnify the outside heat, and as George Metesky made his way through the columns of deafening machines ominously arranged in the boiler room, he gently padded a folded handkerchief against his now profusely sweating brow.


Each of the twenty-one coal-fired boilers at Hell Gate represented a complex maze of cast iron and steel that was designed to operate under the most severe conditions, constantly confronting enormous pressure and temperature, and continually requiring a complex array of repair and maintenance. The obvious and foreboding danger of malfunction was a constant presence, and despite the implementation of safety measures, a palpable sense of concern was prevalent throughout the plant.


Metesky scanned the meters of the high-tension board, and the usual tumult of the boiler room suggested good order. He made his way blithely along the gray aisle with his eyes focused ahead of him, thinking only of his assigned tasks—and heedless of the danger that lurked before him.


Obscured by the racket of raging boilers and unbeknownst to Metesky, one sick and heaving machine lay along his path. The technical maintenance of this particular cistern had failed, and sinister residues of coal and soot now clogged the gaps between its iron segments—the so-called “baffles”—and the boiler thrashed in a suffocating dance to free its pressurized air channels of the foul obstruction. Drowned by the noisy clamor of the other boilers, the groans that would have announced the malignant condition of this particular machine went unnoticed by Metesky. He strolled forward, unaware of the dangers that lay ahead. As he approached, disparate forces within the boiler reached a breaking point and, with a deafening burst, a toxic potion of soot and sickly gases expulsed through the intakes and directly into the path of George Metesky.
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