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PREFACE

Every effort has been made to tell this story fairly and accurately. In the absence of official investigative or court documents, I have relied on contemporaneous newspaper accounts and interviews with people who were involved or were witnesses. Some people with knowledge of the events chose not to speak with me. I thank those who did. No claim is made that I’ve spoken with everyone connected with this story or have explored all of its potential aspects.

I grew up in Lock Haven. In the summer of 1966, while studying journalism at Penn State, I worked as a reporter intern at The Express. During that illuminating and educating experience, I met some of the people whose names are mentioned in this book. I have high regard for those who made their livings at the paper mill. One of my grandfathers, Thorld Sarvey, and his father, Cameron Sarvey, both worked there.

My thanks to publisher Robert O. Rolley Jr. and managing editor Lana Muthler of The Express for helping to locate and giving permission to use the photos in this book.


Day of Rage

How it began and why we probably will never know.

Did Leo Held’s quarrels with the world begin the way a pearl is formed? Was there a minute irritant—some sort of perceived slight, a grievance, a sense of insecurity perhaps, or a bitterness—that over time grew unseen and became dangerous inside an emotional shell, a process that finally produced a black, evil pearl of death and destruction?

What we know is that whatever drove Leo Held ended in tragedy on October 23, 1967, fifty-two days after his fortieth birthday.

Leo Held’s day of rage brought forth a paroxysm of deadly gunfire—executed with cold and determined purpose—that left six people dead and six people wounded.

The day began as a pleasant, sunny fall Monday in north central Pennsylvania. The colors of the turning leaves were near their peak. The Sound of Music had played over the weekend at the local movie theater in the normally quiet town of Lock Haven, located along the West Branch of the Susquehanna River, equidistant between Philadelphia and Pittsburgh.

At the time, Lock Haven was a town of more than eleven thousand residents, a century-high benchmark. It was still a thriving town, though that would change in the years ahead. It was and is the county seat of mostly rural Clinton County. It is in a mountainous, wooded area of the state that is a popular destination for hunting, fishing, and other forms of outdoor recreation. The town was supported then by two principal employers, the Hammermill Paper Company and the Piper Aircraft Corporation, along with several lesser enterprises, a dye plant, a small textile mill, and a furniture factory. These days, manufacturing has died out and the town’s principal employer is Lock Haven University, a member of Pennsylvania’s State System of Higher Education.

For nearly twenty years, Leo Held had been making the circuitous seventeen-mile commute by car through cuts in the round-shouldered mountains between his house in Loganton, in isolated Sugar Valley to the southeast, and his job at the Hammermill plant in Lock Haven, where he worked as a laboratory technician.

Violence was a remote idea at the beginning of that day. A wire service story about the March on the Pentagon was in the local newspaper, The Express. The war in Vietnam was about the closest reminder of violence in the world and even that seemed distant. Mass murder, even the awareness of it, was far from commonplace. In fact, the nation’s only recent experience with it had been the so-called Texas Tower Massacre the year before. A sniper, former U.S. Marine Charles Whitman, had killed sixteen people and wounded thirty-two with rifle fire from the upper floors of the administration building at the University of Texas in Austin. Whitman, it turned out, had a brain tumor. The incident shocked the nation, but this was pre-cable, pre-Internet, a time when the news media were far less omnipresent and insistent.

Even a major story like the shootings in Austin, once covered, faded quickly. It was an anomaly, after all, or so it was believed. At night, in their homes, the inhabitants of Lock Haven and other towns like it across the country had gone back to watching television programs like The Andy Griffith Show and Gunsmoke.

Leo Held was about to shatter the those-things-don’t-happen-here insularity found in so many small towns that regard themselves as paragons of the way things are supposed to be. Death was about to break in the door.

Close to forty-five years later, one might be hard-pressed to find anyone in Lock Haven under fifty years of age who could tell you who Leo Held was or what he did. Those who do recognize his name often don’t care to remember or to speak of what happened. “There were too many sad things in this community that day,” said one woman whose loss was personal. If it were up to her, even one hundred years after would be too soon to tell the story of Leo Held.

We celebrate certain stories, generally the stories of success, of overcoming obstacles, and especially of heroism. Certainly there were heroes that day, particularly the small-town police officers who acted bravely in the face of unexpected danger to put a stop to Leo Held’s rampage.

Likewise we sometimes recoil at other stories, the stories that illustrate the depths to which the human psyche can sink, the atrocities of which it is capable of carrying out. But look we must, and always do.

Like all mysteries, this one calls out for explanation or, in the absence of certitude, informed speculation. What happened and why?


Unlucky Number One

No one deserves to die simply for being an unpopular boss, but that may have been what happened to Carmen Edwards, the first person Leo Held shot and killed. Some believe Edwards was Held’s prime target when he launched his deadly rage on October 23, 1967.

Held’s wife, Alda, had no reason to suspect anything was wrong that morning, she later told police investigators. She and her husband had washed clothes at their home in the tiny village of Loganton before he left for the paper mill and she left for her job at a plastics manufacturing plant in Jersey Shore, another nearby town. Police questioned Mrs. Held afterward. They wanted to know if she’d seen a hint, a clue, any reason for what came later. The local newspaper wrote that “she couldn’t answer. They said she had no idea, despite the fact that Held’s shootings had to be premeditated.”

Loganton was Held’s lifelong hometown, a close-knit crossroads village, basically a farming community, of barely more than four hundred people situated on the slope of an isolated valley southeast of Lock Haven. Held drove from there to work alone on October 23—alone with his thoughts. The other members of his longtime Loganton-to-Lock Haven carpool had already stopped riding with him, for a variety of reasons, including his sometimes erratic and risky driving. In those days, before Interstate 80 was completed, the seventeen-mile commute would have taken him over Route 477, a twisting, turning two-lane mountain road, to the village of Salona, along Route 64 into Mill Hall, and then on local streets through Flemington and into Lock Haven to the paper mill.

There can be no doubt, based on what unfolded later, that Held had laid out a plan in his mind. Many people came to believe that he had a list, a kill list. It may not have been written down, but he went about his killing spree in such a methodical way that it was certain that he was a man on a mission, a man who knew who his targets were.

He parked his blue station wagon as usual in the lot on the other side of the canal that ran by the paper mill and emptied into a holding basin. He walked across the bridge over the canal, past the time office (also known as the pay office) and the boiler house, and entered the mill through an area known as the turbine room.

Held was not a man who stood out. He was six feet tall and slightly pudgy, about two hundred pounds, balding, with glasses and a round face. No one saw the .45-caliber automatic pistol and the .38-caliber Smith and Wesson revolver he carried under his blue windbreaker, one tucked into his waistband and the other in a shoulder holster on his left side.

It was an unseasonably mild and sunny Monday morning, and shortly before 8 A.M. Carmen Edwards entered the mill by his usual route, through the turbine room. It was there that it all started. “I believe he [Held] was there knowing that was the way he [Edwards] was coming in and he was all set,” said Newt Smith, who worked at the mill and saw one of his close friends gunned down during that morning.

There were two sets of double doors, outside doors and inside doors, at the turbine room. One theory is that Held stationed himself between the two sets of doors and waited there for Edwards to come through. What was going through Held’s mind we will never know. Whatever had caused it, his rage had reached a boiling point and spilled over. He had had enough. It was time to even the score. He was going to have his day.

“He came up behind Edwards and shot Edwards in the back of the head,” Smith said, based on what he learned at the time. Actually, the county coroner later determined that Edwards was shot through the heart—from the back. According to one account, probably apocryphal, Held put an arm around Edwards’s shoulder, as if in a friendly gesture, just before he shot him. At the very least Held was an up-close-and-personal killer. The coroner said Edwards was shot from a distance of no more than two feet—as were all the others who were killed that day.

One thing distinguished the Edwards shooting from the others. He was shot only one time. All the other victims in the paper mill were shot multiple times. At some point after Held moved on, Edwards was taken to Lock Haven Hospital by ambulance, but he was dead on arrival. It’s clear that once Edwards was lying at Held’s feet, then either dead or near death, there were no second thoughts for Held, no turning back.

Edwards held the title of superintendent of wastes and bacteriological control at the Hammermill Paper Company plant in Lock Haven. He was a sixty-two-year-old Ohio-born chemical engineer, a 1927 graduate of Ohio State and a former member of the faculty at the University of Florida. He had worked at the paper mill for nineteen years. Basically he was in charge of several laboratories with different functions, including the one where Held worked.

Several former employees described Edwards as stern, sarcastic, and antagonistic in his dealings with workers in his department, including Held. Edwards was capable of coming up behind a lab worker in his department and kicking him in the seat of the pants for some alleged infraction.

“He was a hard guy to work for,” said Art Grieb, a long-retired employee who had worked under Edwards and had been friends with Leo Held. He was the employee who had been the recipient of the kick to the backside. “If he had done that to Leo I could see that setting him off,” he said, but “I don’t think he ever did anything [like that] against Leo.”

Like Held, Grieb lived in Loganton, located in an area known as Sugar Valley. He said Edwards “sort of looked down on people from over in the valley.” Grieb’s view of Edwards was by no means singular. Others expressed similar sentiments. As Grieb said, “Not too many people really liked Edwards.”

The irony is that Edwards was hardly representative of the atmosphere in the paper mill during that time. The mill had a long history, and the thing that stands out is that people liked working there. “People spent their lives there,” said Wayne Yahn, who worked at the mill from 1953 to 1996, with time off for a stint in the U.S. Marine Corps. “It was one of those kinds of places that you went there when you got your [first] job and you stayed there until you retired.” Another employee, David Motter, said, “Back then, if you got a job at the paper mill you were set for life. Everybody worked there and they were good jobs.”

Sons followed fathers to the mill. It wasn’t unusual to find brothers, cousins, and uncles all clocking in. Countless husband-and-wife teams worked there. “I’ll bet there were fifty ‘Walkers’ that worked out at the paper mill. They were all related,” Newt Smith said. He worked there forty-two years. “It was just a family place,” he continued. “Your dad worked there so you were going to get a job there.” He remembered making the choice as a young man whether to take a job at the Piper Aircraft Company, the other major employer in Lock Haven, or the paper mill. “All I could think of was all the kids I went to school with [whose] dads worked at the paper mill. They had bicycles; they had this and that. It was good enough for them; it was good enough for me.”

The employees at the mill, especially the men, had a sense of camaraderie. The men often played cards, told stories, and kidded with each other over their lunch breaks. Employees and their families socialized with each other outside of work. Many of the men bowled together in the evenings in the paper mill bowling league or hunted and fished together on their days off. “Most of the people were outdoorsmen,” Wayne Yahn said. “They hunted and fished. That was pretty common.” Carpool groups were also common, as some employees drove from ten or twenty miles away or farther.

There were really two paper mills sitting side by side. One was called the Castanea Mill and the other the Lock Haven Mill. They were also known as the new mill and the old mill, respectively. Leo Held worked in the Lock Haven Mill, the old mill.

The old mill was built in 1880 by the Pennsylvania Pulp and Paper Company, which later became the New York and Pennsylvania Company. The company added the new mill in 1920 to make paper for the Curtis Publishing Company, which published The Saturday Evening Post, considered for several generations to be the preeminent family magazine in America. In the past, it published writers such as Jack London, William Faulkner, and F. Scott Fitzgerald and featured classic front covers by Norman Rockwell. The workers in Lock Haven took great pride in the fact that they made the paper for The Saturday Evening Post. (By the same token, workers at the Piper plant were equally proud that they built the famous Piper Cub.)

In 1950, the Curtis Publishing Company acquired the New York and Pennsylvania Company and with it the ownership of both mills. In 1965, two years before Leo Held’s rampage, the Hammermill Paper Company bought the mills.

“We had the best working conditions you could ask for, as far as I’m concerned,” Smith said. “The big boys would come down from Erie [where Hammermill was headquartered] and they called you ‘Newt’ and knew you by name.”

In the congenial atmosphere that appeared to prevail, it seemed unfathomable that someone, especially one of their own, would not only coldly turn on the others, but do it with deadly force. Unfortunately, Carmen Edwards was only the beginning.


The Deadly Journey

At the end of the day on October 23 and into the next day, the little town of Lock Haven found itself in the headlines across the country.

The local newspaper, The Express, shouted in bold, inch-high type across the top of its front page: “6 Killed, 7 Wounded by Berserk Gunman.” The “7 Wounded” was a miscount; there were six wounded by Held. Held was wounded by the police.

The Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, which had only preliminary information when it went to press early in the day, headlined its report with “Berserk Worker Kills 3 on Spree at Lock Haven.”

The next morning’s Philadelphia Inquirer blared, “6 Slain, 6 Wounded by ‘Quiet’ Man at Lock Haven.”

The Lock Haven dateline even made the front page of the New York Times. “Berserk Gunman Kills 6 Friends,” the headline over an Associated Press story said. “Wounds 6 and Is Shot by Police in Pennsylvania” the subhead added.

The police estimated after the fact that Leo Held fired at least thirty shots during his Monday-morning killing spree at the paper mill. Before the morning was out, Held fired nearly sixty rounds, based on what police reconstructed later.

Guns have never been uncommon or regarded with distaste in rural north central Pennsylvania, because hunting and fishing are major sports there. Children are brought up to respect guns and taught how to handle them safely. Pennsylvania youngsters are allowed to purchase a hunting license when they turn twelve years old. Those even younger are allowed to participate in supervised hunter mentoring programs. “It’s not unusual for people [here] to have a variety of guns,” a local resident said.

State and local police confiscated fourteen guns from Leo Held’s house after his death. Held was a hunter and a gun enthusiast. He loaded his own ammunition. It was reported that on Sunday, the day before the shootings, he had gone target shooting with the second-oldest of his three sons.

Art Grieb, who often rode to work with Held, said Held routinely carried a revolver in the glove box of his car. Grieb said he did the same. “We’d shoot groundhogs or whatever, [going] down the old road—that was before Interstate 80. One time we were going down towards Salona Road. There were several dogs, I don’t know how many, chasing a deer. Leo was a sportsman and this really pissed him off. He said, ‘Stop the car!’ Well, he ran the window down and I don’t know if he hit any of those dogs, but he dusted them off pretty good. They were chasing a deer, which they shouldn’t have been, and he’d have killed every one of them. I don’t know if he hit any of them. Leo was a pretty good shot.” He said Held could shoot a handgun with either hand—as the police found out.
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