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  CHAPTER 1

  A Brief History of

  Crime in New York City
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  In New York City, crime is big. It’s big news, big to politicians who win and lose jobs because of a flux in crime; it makes for splashy, big headlines that increase newspaper sales. Crime is big to communities that bear big pride in their neighborhoods, neighbors, and security. Finally, crime is a part of New York City lore, meriting its own historical chapter beside the city’s rich entertainment, culture, art, and sports.

  Big Apple crime and the press have had an intimate if not symbiotic relationship since 1835, when James Gordon Bennett Sr. established the New York Herald. Bennett created a newspaper that was the “eyes and ears” of the city, ferreting out information and reporting on issues that people wanted to read. He saw journalists as investigators charged with reporting stories in real time, from the crime scene, and without fear or reproach. His reporters thought nothing of uncovering the failings and blind subjectivity of the city’s archaic “watchman” system of law enforcement. The city of 320,000 was protected by an unwieldy and frequently ineffective force made up of a nightwatchman and a few hundred law enforcement officers.

  One of the earliest headline-grabbing murders occurred in 1841. The death of twenty-one-year-old Mary Rogers underscored the power of the press. Rogers’s story, like her life, is cloaked in mystery even today. Though her birth records were lost, Mary Rogers probably was born in 1820 in Old Lyme, Connecticut. When she was seventeen, her father died in a riverboat explosion; Rogers soon began working as a clerk in a tobacco shop owned by John Anderson. In what today might be considered a form of sexual harassment, or at least poor judgment, Anderson paid her “a generous wage in part because her physical attractiveness brought in many customers.” And what customers she attracted! One man claimed to have spent an entire afternoon at the store “to exchange teasing glances” with her. The Herald even published an admirer’s poem in which he referred to her “heaven-like smile and her star-like eyes.”

  Not surprisingly, the popular and fetching Miss Rogers garnered newspaper headlines and articles with her purported disappearance in 1838. On October 5 of that year, the New York Sun reported that Rogers had disappeared from her home, and her mother, Phoebe, had discovered a suicide note, believed to be from the missing young woman. Add to this evidence a coroner’s analysis of the suicide note that revealed a “fixed and unalterable determination to destroy herself,” and the press and its readers had the story of all stories.

  There was only one problem with the story of Rogers’s disappearance: it wasn’t true. A day later, the Times and Commercial Intelligence called Rogers’s disappearance a hoax, reporting that she had merely gone to Brooklyn to visit a friend. But when Rogers did not immediately return to work, others suggested that her tardiness was, in fact, the ruse. When Rogers did settle back into her job, some of the press suggested her “disappearance” was a con job engineered by Anderson, ostensibly to increase sales. So much for reporters and editors checking their facts.

  But that was just part one of the bizarre Mary Rogers story. On July 28, 1841, police found Rogers’s body floating in the Hudson River in Hoboken, New Jersey. Just three days earlier, Rogers had told her fiancé, Daniel Payne, that she was going to visit “her aunt and some family members.” She never returned.

  The press jumped all over the death of the “Beautiful Cigar Girl,” and the local and national papers filled their columns with sensational stories and theories about the details of her death. Those details suggested that Rogers had been murdered. Some months later, with the official inquest not complete, Payne was found dead. Investigators found in his possession a rueful note and an empty bottle of poison beside his body. The death of Mary Rogers was never solved, but it did underscore the lack of precision and accuracy with which both the press and the police operated during the nineteenth century.

  Realizing the inefficiency of this system of law enforcement, the state legislature approved on May 7, 1844, a proposal to create a 1,200-man police force. One year later, under the direction of Mayor William Havemeyer, the police force was reorganized and officially established as the New York City Police Department. The city was divided into three districts, each with its own courts, magistrates, and clerks. Station houses were established.

  During the 1800s, police had their hands full with riots that shook the city, in particular the 1863 Draft Riots. Also known as Draft Week, the New York Draft Riots were violent uprisings born from resistance to the new military draft laws passed by Congress. Excluding the Civil War itself, the Draft Riots represented the largest civil insurrection in American history. In order to take control of the city, President Abraham Lincoln enlisted the aid of many regiments of militia and volunteer troops. The majority of the protestors were typical working-class men, who felt they were being singled out to fight while the wealthier men were spared.

  At first the protests were civil; but they became heated, then violent, and ultimately “racial.” Numerous blacks were murdered in the streets. The ensuing pandemonium encouraged Maj. Gen. John E. Wool to suggest the institution of martial law. He did not, however, have the men to implement such control. Instead, the military used artillery and fixed bayonets to quash the riot and suppress the mob. In the uprising, numerous buildings and homes were destroyed, including an orphanage for black children. It is believed that as many as 120 people died and another 2,000 were injured in the Draft Riots.

  Seven years later, the city was rocked by the Orange Riots. These uprisings were precipitated by British Protestants who wildly celebrated the anniversary of the 1690 Battle of the Boyne, which helped to steel Protestant rule in Ireland. Their parades, through largely Irish neighborhoods, incited the riots that led to the deaths of sixty-three predominantly Irish citizens during the police action. The NYPD was again battling rioting citizens on January 13, 1874, during the quelling of a violent protest involving thousands of people at Tompkins Square Park, the site of numerous riots. Police also fought back uprisings in Harlem.

  Such protests by scores of people eventually yielded to use of political, social, and physical force by smaller clans working together in not always legal trades. These gangs in time developed into Mafia “families” in the shadows of the city’s underworld.

  The Mafia’s rise to power in New York City began in the 1820s with thug gangs such as the “Forty Thieves” and the “Roach Guards.” Believed to be named after Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves of literary fame, the Forty Thieves was the first organized street gang in New York City. Composed mainly of Irish immigrants, such gangs ran unimpeded in the city’s Five Points intersection, ruling with threats of garrote and extortion.

  The gangs formed as a means of rebellion against their low social status. New York’s Five Points—the intersection of Canal Street, the Bowery, Broadway, and Mulberry Street—bordered the slums from which many of the Forty Thieves members came. Members soon found that the best way to rise up society’s ladder and out of their mosquito- and disease-infested neighborhoods was through crime. They met at a Centre Street grocery store where they received illegal assignments and strict quotas regarding the gang’s illegal activities. Each member was given an incentive to break the law, reap the benefits of such action, and move up in stature and position. With better leadership and internal discipline in the rank and file, the Forty Thieves gang could have succeeded in its goal to create its own micro-society. Instead, the lack of cohesion led to the dismantling of the Forty Thieves, and by 1850, most of its members had moved onto larger gangs or gone their own way.

  Cosa Nostra, “Our Thing,” was an Italian-American criminal society, an offshoot of the Sicilian Mafia. It was spawned in New York City from small impoverished ghettos, growing into city-wide secret societies and finally into international organizations.

  The New York Sicilian Mafia developed in the 1910s and 1920s from the remnants of the Five Points Gang. The New York Mob focused most of its illegal activity on gambling and theft until Prohibition was introduced in 1919. From that point, both the role and the rule of the Mob expanded significantly and quickly. Powerful, organized gangs of bootleggers arose from the resistance to the government’s abolition of alcohol sales. For many of these gangsters—namely Arnold Rothstein, Meyer Lansky, and Charlie “Lucky” Luciano—the sale of illegal liquor proved to be a wildly profitable business enterprise.

  From the glory days of the Mafia (1920–60), and from the rubble and carnage of wars between rival Mob gangs, emerged the Five Families of New York: Colombo, Bonanno, Gambino, Genovese, and Luchese. They controlled many of the city’s industries and organizations, including liquor, drugs, prostitution, transportation, unions, and often politicians and law enforcement agencies. For the most part, the dons of these Mob clans operated with impunity from the law—more often than not, they owned the lawmakers and the law-enforcers, keeping them on their family payroll in return for free business reign in their city territories.

  Gambino family boss Paul Castellano was one of the first Mafia kings to attempt to legitimize his businesses. But introducing change into a world run by antiquated rules of ancient cultures was difficult, as Big Paul learned.

  In the 1980s, the face of the Mafia changed once again, this time from the sobriety of Castellano to the gregarious celebrity of John Gotti. Dubbed the “Teflon Don” because charges against him never seemed to stick, Gotti craved the limelight, especially during the occasions when he was arrested and brought to trial. Many New Yorkers and members of the press adored him; Gotti was photogenic, and his flamboyant style of operating garnered big headlines and sales for the tabloids. Still, old school mobsters eschewed the way Gotti flaunted himself in public, laughing in the face of the law. The Mafia, once so secret and mysterious, had gone prime time. By the early 1990s, the FBI had collected hundreds of hours of audio and videotape on Gotti (as it had on Castellano, ironically) discussing illegal operations of his Gambino Family. In 1992, the teflon wore off of Gotti’s expensive suits, and he was arrested on thirteen charges and sentenced to life in prison. Many other Mafia associates followed Gotti to prison, as local authorities began to win the war on organized crime.

  Similarly, the mid-1990s saw the New York City Police Department and the city’s administration, led by Mayor David Dinkins, clean up the crack cocaine industry that had run rampant in the 1980s. During the administrations of Rudolph Giuliani (1994– 2001) and current mayor Michael Bloomberg, city crime—including violent offenses—dropped by nearly one-third. In 2009, New Yorkers saw a drop in crime of more than 11 percent. The 461 city murders in 2009 marked the lowest yearly total since the NYPD began keeping reliable records in 1963.

  Many credit the decrease in overall crime to improved law enforcement tactics and technologies, including the increased security presence following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. The decrease in crime was good news for Bloomberg, who in 2009 won a third term in office, thanks in no small part to the reduction in the city’s crime rate.


  CHAPTER 2

  Still Mad After All These Years
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  In the waning minutes of January 21, 1957, four New York City Police Department detectives, accompanied by local investigators, arrived at the Waterbury, Connecticut, home of fifty-four-year-old George Metesky. Carrying with them a search warrant for the premises, they knocked loudly on the front door. The house at 17 Fourth Street was dark, quiet inside.

  Suddenly, a stout, middle-aged man opened the door. He wore pajamas and an innocent smile, like a chubby kid roused from a pleasant dream. He greeted the officers respectfully. Two women, his older sisters, huddled in the shadows, peering curiously through the front door at the cops.

  In this quiet neighborhood in the factory district of Waterbury, law enforcement agencies rarely, if ever, appeared at a resident’s front door in the early morning hours. But for some time, neighbors had wondered about the strange bachelor who kept odd hours and lived an even stranger life with his two older sisters. So had the police. Both cops and residents would soon confirm what George Metesky did in his spare time.

  Metesky glanced at the warrant and allowed the team of investigators to enter his home, still with that steady, carefree expression on his face.

  “I know why you fellows are here,” he said calmly. “You think I’m the Mad Bomber.”

  They did. They had clues, and they had samples of his handiwork and his handwriting. To confirm their suspicions, they asked Metesky for a handwriting sample. A sample of the letter G, to be precise, written so distinctly in the letters penned by New York City’s notorious “Mad Bomber.” The unflappable Metesky continued to smile pleasantly, and he wrote the letter G on a piece of paper.

  “What does ‘F.P.’ stand for?” they asked, referring to the Mad Bomber’s trademark moniker on his threatening letters to the city.

  “F.P. stands for fair play,” said the man.

  But police suspected that George Metesky and fair play were mutually exclusive. For the last sixteen years, a disgruntled individual had been randomly planting homemade bombs throughout the city. The bombings had been accompanied by unique, angry, often desperate letters to the media. Many were warnings of what would occur if the world did not acknowledge his pain. For sixteen years, this crazy’s demand for “fair play” had held the city hostage, paralyzed with fear. Tonight, police would release the grip this man had held on New York.

  Metesky led the police to his garage workshop, proud to show off his tools of his trade, like a kid with a new chemistry set or erector set. In the workshop was a lathe, the chief tool in this madman’s home laboratory. In the house, police found pipes and connectors used in makeshift explosive devices. Also discovered were inexpensive watches, flashlight batteries, brass terminal knobs, and unmatched wool socks, often used to transport the bombs. They were the tools of the trade—tools for making bombs. Tools used by George Metesky, the Mad Bomber of New York City.

  Get dressed, the investigators ordered Metesky. We’re taking you to Waterbury police headquarters for questioning. Moments later, Metesky reappeared, dressed in a double-breasted, buttoned-up suit. It was as if he were going out on the town, and in a sense he was.

  In the annals of New York City crime, few cases have stultified police more than that of the Mad Bomber. From 1940 to 1956, George Metesky planted at least thirty-three bombs in New York City theaters, terminals, libraries, public rest rooms, and business offices. Of those thirty-three, twenty-two exploded, injuring fifteen people. No one died from Metesky’s homemade explosives and that was, he said, by design.

  To understand how a simple man of Slavic descent who lived with two spinsters and commuted from Connecticut to his job with the Consolidated Edison Company in New York became a terrorist, you have to go back to 1931. A generator wiper by trade, Metesky one day was working when a boiler backfired and pummeled him with a blast of hot gases. The explosion sent Metesky flying, and noxious fumes clogged his lungs and choked his breath in his throat. Metesky was hurt badly and unable to work for twenty-six weeks. He collected sick pay during that time, but then lost his job. Eventually, Metesky developed pneumonia, which later developed into tuberculosis, and he blamed the illness on the accident at work. Metesky filed a claim for workman’s compensation but was denied because he filed the claim too long after the accident. He appealed the denial and was rejected three times, the last in 1936.

  Out of work, out of patience, and out of hope, Metesky by 1936 had come to despise Con Edison and its lawyers, as well as coworkers whose testimony in the compensation case did not weigh in his favor. Unable to vindicate himself against a group of specific men, Metesky sought revenge on anyone he could find.

  A former U.S. Marine who had served in World War I, Metesky had been a specialist electrician at the U.S. Consulate in Shanghai, China. His experience with and knowledge of electricity and electrical devices gave him the know-how to build small explosive devices. He planted his first explosive device on a windowsill at the New York City Con Edison power plant on November 16, 1940. The bomb was crudely made—nothing more than a short piece of brass tubing stuffed with gunpowder. The activator—the ignition—was made of sugar and flashlight batteries. He wrapped the device in a note and signed the paper “F.P.”

  Fortunately, someone found the device before it could detonate. Ironically, had the bomb worked, the note would have exploded with it, eliminating it as evidence. In September 1941, a similar bomb was spotted lying in the street, five blocks from the Con Edison headquarters building at 4 Irving Place. It was a dud, but contained no note. Investigators pondered both incidents but had no suspects.

  George Metesky was a man of contradictions and perverted loyalties. Willing to kill random Americans without remorse, he nevertheless felt a deep respect for his homeland. So committed was he to his nation that for the duration of the United States’s involvement in World War II, Metesky declined to make a single bomb. He declared his patriotism in a letter to the police:

  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 EDISON TO JUSTICE—THEY WILL PAY FOR THEIR DASTARDLY DEEDS.

  For eleven years, Metesky wreaked havoc by writing crank letters and postcards to police stations, newspapers, and, especially, Con Edison authorities. Police handwriting experts studied the block lettering on the notes and theorized from the shapes of the letters “G” and “Y” that the author was likely of European descent. They were, in hindsight, correct.

  On March 29, 1951, Metesky was back at work, setting off a bomb near Grand Central Station. This was his first explosive device to detonate, and its earthshaking explosion rocked the station and passersby. No one was injured, but police investigators noted the complexity and power of this explosive compared with its predecessors. By studying the construction of the device, investigators now surmised that the bomber had a background in the military.

  In rapid succession, Metesky planted bombs in a New York public library telephone booth, a phone booth at Grand Central Station, and finally at the Con Edison headquarters on Irving Place. He also mailed a bomb to the Con Edison building in White Plains. These bombs either failed to explode or did not injure anyone when they detonated. Moreover, Metesky had thus far failed to elicit the sympathy he sought from Con Edison and the community.

  On October 22, 1951, the New York Herald Tribune received another desperate letter from Metesky:

  BOMBS WILL CONTINUE UNTIL THE CONSOLIDATED EDISON COMPANY IS BROUGHT TO JUSTICE FOR THEIR DASTARDLY ACTS AGINST ME. I HAVE EXHAUSTED ALL OTHER MEANS. I INTEND WITH BOMBS TO CAUSE OTHERS TO CRY OUT FOR JUSTICE FOR ME.

  In his letter, Metesky advised police to check both the Paramount Theater in Times Square and Pennsylvania Station for bombs. One was found and disabled in Times Square; none were found at the train station. On November 28, a coin-operated locker at the IRT 14th Street subway station exploded; no one was hurt. Before year’s end, the Tribune received another letter of warning from the Mad Bomber: he would place more bombs under theater seats.

  By now, the public was aware of the Mad Bomber and his intentions; so were the police. Despite the preponderance of clues, they had made only modest progress on the case. Con Edison had for months sought in its files evidence of an ex-employee injured on the job who might be carrying a vendetta. Administrators did not know that some of their old personnel files were incomplete. For the moment, George Metesky operated with impunity. Metesky planted three bombs in 1952, injuring his first individual; police responded by downplaying the incidents and asking newspapers to refrain from publishing Metesky’s letters.

  Meanwhile, Metesky’s devices of terror were becoming more sophisticated. Over the next four years, Metesky planted numerous bombs throughout the most populated sites in the city. Only a few caused even minor injuries, but New Yorkers were more agitated than ever. No place was safe—not the movie theaters, the subway, or the trains. Even Radio City Music Hall, with its lovely, sentimental holiday programs, was not exempt from Metesky’s chicanery. Perhaps the most bizarre incident occurred on November 7, 1954, during a performance of Bing Crosby’s White Christmas. With an enthralled audience of 6,200 on hand, Metesky exploded a bomb, hidden in the bottom cushion of a fifteenth-row seat. The seat was so densely padded that only patrons in the immediate area heard the explosion. While the movie continued to play, police took four injured patrons to the theater’s first aid room. Police moved fifty people from the immediate crime area to seats in the back section of the building. For the next ninety minutes, the huge audience enjoyed the film and the subsequent stage act, none the wiser.

  Metesky’s trail of terror continued. In 1956, a seventy-four-year-old men’s room attendant at Pennsylvania Station was plunging a clogged toilet when a bomb exploded in the bowl. Fragments of porcelain pierced the man like a spray of bullets, and the power of the explosion nearly ended his life. Among the fragments found were a watch frame and a wool sock.

  Subsequent bombings produced odd results that bordered on travesty, because of the benighted public’s responses to the traps Metesky laid. One day, a guard at the RCA building at Rockefeller Center found a small length of pipe in a telephone booth. He alerted another enterprising colleague who decided the five-inch metal tube would make an interesting “plumbing project.” Notwithstanding the rash of bombings in New York, this “insightful” laborer carried the pipe with him on the bus ride back to his home in New Jersey. At home, he laid the device on his kitchen table and went to bed. The next morning, he was awakened by a deafening bang as his “plumbing project” blew a hole in his table and his bowl of cornflakes.
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