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Preface



New York City has been host to a number of the nation’s historic mass-fatality events, some of which have led to new legislation or to sweeping social change. In 1904, the steamer the General Slocum was making its annual three-hour excursion from the pier at East Third Street to Long Island. At the Hell Gate, a turbulent and treacherous part of the East River, the steamer caught fire and sank, officially killing 1,021 and perhaps as many bodies were never recovered. David Von Drehle’s Triangle: The Fire That Changed America tells the story of the Triangle Shirtwaist Company fire of 1911, which killed 146 people, 123 of whom were women. That tragedy was an eerie prophecy of the World Trade Center attacks on September 11, 2001, because many jumped to their deaths to avoid being burned.

The Triangle fire changed the sweatshop practices of unscrupulous employers, and the General Slocum disaster motivated federal and state regulators to improve the emergency equipment on passenger ships. After the World Trade Center attacks, we witnessed the formation of the Department of Homeland Security and our nation’s formal declaration of war against terrorism.

This book, however, is not about social change or legislation or even the events of September 11 that changed the course of our nation and its attitude about terrorism. It’s about people and identifying the victims of a mass-fatality event, specifically those who perished in the World Trade Center towers. It is not about the heroic work of the Armed Forces DNA Identification Laboratory, which identified those who died that day in the plane that crashed in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, or the one that slammed into the Pentagon. It’s about allowing families to move on. Mostly, though, it is the story of unnamed men and women who toiled on behalf of those families.

Identifying bodies from mass fatalities in the early twentieth century involved much less precision than it does now. Identifying those lost on the General Slocum was a harrowing experience for relatives who searched through charred remains at the morgue to find their loved ones. Finding loved ones after the Triangle Shirtwaist Company fire was no less harsh. Families had to parade past burned and disfigured bodies lying in caskets and attempt to locate their loved ones based almost solely on recognizing familiar physical features, clothing, or jewelry. Today, identifying our loved ones is mostly a scientific endeavor, employing medicine, dentistry, and DNA. It is hoped that our modern practices render the experience less ghoulish from that which families endured in the past.

Traditionally, DNA has played a minor to moderate role in the process. In commercial airliner crashes, a manifest of the passengers exists, and the recovered bodies, though many are badly fragmented, are mostly intact. Dental records, fingerprints, and personal effects often suffice to make the majority of the identifications. Routine DNA testing, the kind that all American forensic DNA laboratories perform daily, is mostly used for reassociating fragments to the remains of someone already identified or for identifying remains when other methods fail.

The World Trade Center was different. Larger in scope and occurring in two towering public office buildings that also housed a mass-transit hub, the World Trade Center had no official manifest to tell us who or how many were missing. In fact, it took more than two years to obtain a working manifest. There may still be names missing from the list, because we know undocumented immigrants worked there as well.

The falling buildings fragmented everything in their wake, most especially the people. The recovery process was prolonged—nearly nine months—and the World Trade Center rubble burned at near or higher than cremation temperatures for three months, accelerating the decomposition of the remains and affecting the quality of the DNA. Possibly, too, many were entirely cremated and will never be identified. Dental and fingerprint records certainly could not suffice, thrusting DNA into a prominent role in identifying the missing. Sadly, we will never identify everyone who perished. Many were likely cremated from either being in close proximity to or in the rubble that burned for three months, or if they had been in the fireball when the planes exploded. As of April 2005, when the process was suspended, we had identified only 1,592 out of the presumed 2,749 who died.

When asked if I would share my personal account of the DNA effort to identify the missing in the aftermath of the World Trade Center disaster, my first impulse was to say no. My emotions had been intensely private, something I was not ready to share. On reflection, however, I realized that the DNA effort, though mentioned frequently in the print and broadcast media, remained mysterious to most. Telling a family that “DNA made the identification” grossly oversimplified the extent and complexity of the work.

I also realized that many of my staff as well as others at the Office of Chief Medical Examiner (OCME) had chosen to dedicate their lives to this work so that families who lost loved ones might find closure. Since this has been the largest and most scrutinized forensic investigation in United States history, I believe it is important to document for the historical record the heroic efforts of those who were an integral part of the DNA effort.

The purpose of this book is to show for the first time the behind-the-scenes activity of the World Trade Center DNA identification effort. Also, this account is about integrity and how New York City’s OCME staff, under the guidance of Dr. Charles Hirsch, refused to hide its mistakes. While this book is about the people who made the World Trade Center identifications, it is also about science. I apologize if some of the text seems esoteric, but I believe it is important to include the science so that readers can understand the complexity of what we faced.

Throughout the World Trade Center DNA identification effort, the print and broadcast media credited me with having conceived, orchestrated, and directed the DNA effort. While that’s mostly true, many contributed their expertise, thoughts, and time. These folks are absent from the official record. They deserve credit for their contributions, and I firmly believe Americans need to know who they are and the roles they played.

Still, this is my account of the DNA effort that began on September 11 and continued for more than three years, long after the rest of the working world had moved on. It records the facts as I remember them. If these disagree with others’ accounts of the specific sequence of events, then I apologize for the failures of my memory.

What this book will not do is point a finger. It is not meant to be an exposé. Not that there haven’t been mistakes, errors in judgment, and personal conflicts. There have. What’s important, though, is that given the chaos and the ensuing emotionally exhausting work, everyone associated with the DNA effort worked to the very best of their ability, most going well beyond what would reasonably be expected.

I suppose I was lucky. When Tuesday, September 11, 2001, dawned and most of the world witnessed the attacks on the World Trade Center, I naïvely underestimated the magnitude of the task facing me. I never stopped to consider how long the project would take, the effect it would have on my life and family, or especially the emotional toll it would exact.

Thankfully, there has been a silver lining: the families who lost their loved ones. These wonderful people bonded with me and my staff, made us feel wanted and important, consoled us, and showed us why our efforts were worthwhile. Too often, I’m afraid, we agonized over our work and worried about the effect it was having on these families, eschewing the emotional toll it was taking on us. We often cried at our computers and at weekly meetings with the families. Sometimes we high-fived after identifying someone or we’d steal away to an out-of-the-way corner to be alone or simply go for a walk to deal with our emotions. And we hugged.

By February 2005 we had taken the technology as far as it could go and announced that the work would end, for now, although it took until April before the entire staff had actually paused and a letter had been sent to the families. Officially, the OCME was pausing with the hope and expectation that future technology would allow others to reanalyze those remains that still held some DNA. Even before the announcement, I had decided that, when we finished this phase of the work, I would retire. After twenty-five years at the medical examiner’s office, I doubted anything could be as important in my career as identifying those who died on September 11, 2001. The families and the community honored me, and for that, I am humbled and will be eternally grateful. Mostly, I want to thank my colleagues who stayed the course. Without them, hundreds of families would never have had their loved ones returned. They were the real heroes of the World Trade Center DNA work. And for them, I have the highest regard and admiration. They are simply the best, ever.

Robert C. Shaler

August 1, 2005








Part I

Chaos and Uncertainty









1 September 11, 2001



I directed the Forensic Biology Department, also known as the DNA lab, at New York City’s Office of Chief Medical Examiner (OCME), which routinely analyzes biological evidence in more than three thousand criminal cases annually. The vast majority of these are sexual assaults and homicides. The laboratory is the largest public forensic DNA laboratory in the United States. Although it was housed at the OCME, newspapers erroneously referred to it as the New York City Police Department’s DNA laboratory. Even the mayor’s office had it confused, when as recently as April 2005, it made public statements suggesting that the DNA laboratory was part of the police department.

The laboratory is located in the OCME penthouse, the sixth floor of the agency’s headquarters building, and occupies approximately 12,000 square feet. The laboratory turned out an annual average of more than 1,200 DNA profiles in homicides and sexual assault cases. On September 11, 2001, I was managing 105 people, most of whom were young scientists in the early stages of their careers. Years earlier, after a particularly raucous Christmas party, other OCME staffers had dubbed us the “young and the restless.” It fit. I love New York, but I lived in New Jersey, which meant I had to endure a 63-mile commute each way. I hated commuter traffic, so I tailored my travel to arrive at work around 5:30 A.M. and then spent the first hour or so catching up and responding to e-mails. Then I would dive into the boxes of cases that lined the wall of my small office, reviewing them and entering statistics into a database, which is what I was doing on that sunny Tuesday morning when the fire alarm went off at about 7:30 A.M.

The alarm had the bothersome habit of going off when there really wasn’t a problem, so I did what I always did: I ignored it. I was certain someone would exclaim “false alarm” over the speaker system. That was SOP, standard operating procedure. So I tuned out the incessant, irritating bell and siren and continued working. Seconds later, I heard a loud, persistent pounding on the lab door. The noise was so loud that it forced me out of my chair and to the door, where I found firefighters gesturing madly at the door, demanding I open it.

A word of caution: if you value your doors, do what firefighters want. They’d rather break down a door than succumb to the more mundane solution—using a key—especially if the key isn’t readily available. They have a job to do and nothing stands in the way of their getting it done. For firefighters, time is a precious commodity, which they dare not waste on false alarms.

Unfortunately for the New York City Fire Department, the OCME building seemed to know this and had been toying with them for years. One would think these macho professionals would have known its peculiarities by this time, because the building’s ghosts apparently delighted in vexing them with false alarms. Maybe that’s why the door was still intact when I greeted them.

That Tuesday’s early-morning goblin was the smoke detector located in a storage room at the rear of the DNA lab. This detector had a habit of creating problems, usually during regular working hours, though it rarely rousted New York’s Bravest. For some reason, this single smoke detector was sensitive to almost anything: dust, poltergeists, or things cosmic. I learned later that dust left over from the lab’s renovation project years earlier had gotten inside it and it had never been cleaned.

The firefighters bulled past me, demanding I show them the culprit room. Ever the dutiful civil servant, I escorted them to the back of the lab, pointed to the door, and watched. They attempted to open the door but found it locked.

“Who has the key?” one firefighter asked gruffly.

“I might have one in my office. I’m not sure whether it’ll work,” I said, knowing it didn’t but hoping to stall them until I could find Nick Fusco, our building facilities supervisor, before they invoked their city-given right to splinter the door. I glanced over my shoulder as I left in time to see one firefighter feeling the perimeter of the door for heat.

I reached Nick on the Nextel radio, and he radioed the evidence custodian, who was supposed to have a key, but didn’t. Then Nick instructed me to go to his office, where he said there should be a set of keys lying on his desk. After about twenty minutes, I returned to the lab, fully expecting to find an open storage room and door shards strewn across the corridor. Instead, I found only one firefighter, who made a cursory inspection for fire-like signs after I opened the door, then left quickly; too quickly, I thought. I had never seen the FDNY so passive, which I thought was strange and out of character even though it was a common false alarm. I had no way of knowing this was the prelude to a very strange day.

 

My managerial staff and I had set aside Tuesday mornings to meet. We started at 8:30 and usually finished sometime after 10:00. The meetings gave us a chance to get ourselves on the same page, sort out the week’s problems, address pending issues, and establish lab policy. Dr. Howard Baum, my deputy director, and Dr. Mecki Prinz, Marie Samples, Dr. Pasquale Buffolino, and Karen Dooling (the latter two left the OCME in December 2001) were my assistant directors. We were in the midst of what I’m certain was an important discussion when at about 8:50, someone knocked on the conference room door.

Ralph Ristenbatt, my MESATT (Medical Examiner’s Scientific Assessment and Training Team) supervisor, stood there, clearly agitated and gesturing for me to join him in the hall. Ralph was not in the habit of interrupting our weekly meeting, so I excused myself and left the room, shutting the door behind me.

An experienced forensic scientist and crime reconstruction expert, Ralph was in his midthirties. He had been at the OCME for more than ten years and was still enthusiastic about his work.

I was expecting a heads-up about MESATT. On autopilot, my mind was already hearing something like “Detective Such-and-Such wants us to examine the blood spatter at a scene in the Bronx.”

“What’s up?” I said.

“A plane just hit the World Trade Center.”

“What?” I said, not certain I heard him correctly.

“A plane—”

“What kind?”

“Don’t know. Just happened—small—twin-engine Cessna or something like that.”

“Bodies?”

Ralph shook his head. “Don’t know.”

“How much damage?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

My mind was reeling, screaming, “It’s a mistake. This didn’t happen. Who is that fucking stupid?” I poked my head back into the conference room.

“A plane just hit the World Trade Center.”

Astonishment and disbelief do not adequately describe the expressions on the faces of my management staff.

“How big was it?” someone asked, a female voice.

Ralph said, “It’s a small plane. Schomburg wants MESATT to help set up a temporary morgue at the World Trade Center ASAP. We have to get going.”

I hesitated. If Dave Schomburg, the OCME director of medicolegal investigations, was setting up a temporary morgue, there had to be bodies. “Sure,” I said, still stunned. “Get going.”

My mind leaped into hyperdrive, flooding me with questions: How many bodies? When would they be coming to the OCME?

I followed Ralph to the elevator. I needed to see my boss, Dr. Charles Hirsch, the chief medical examiner, and Dave Schomburg, whom I found in the lobby. His face appeared taut, his expression intense. He quickly told me that two major airliners had hit the buildings, one pounding into each building with passengers aboard, and there was a fire.

My mind was having trouble comprehending the enormity of what I had heard. There would be bodies, hundreds if the planes were full. Thousands if the buildings were filled with workers.

By now, I was on First Avenue in front of the OCME building with Chuck Hirsch, Dave Schomburg, Dan Stevelman, the director of facilities maintenance, Ralph, and the rest of the MESATT team.

In his midsixties, Chuck Hirsch was unquestionably the most rational and stable person I’d met in my life. Always well tailored, he always seemed in control of himself and his surroundings, someone whose clothes perfectly fit his lithe, athletic body. He had become my role model. Chuck’s exemplary career had taken him from Ohio, where he trained, to Suffolk County, New York, where he had been the chief medical examiner, and finally to New York City. In his tenure as chief medical examiner of this country’s largest medical examiner’s office, he reinvented an office mired in turmoil and scandal and turned it into a pillar of efficiency and professionalism, recognized everywhere as a world-class operation.

“How many dead?” I asked Chuck.

“We don’t know,” he replied, his usually calm demeanor now clearly fragile.

“The DNA lab will be ready,” I said with more conviction than I felt.

Chuck barely glanced at me. He simply nodded, then turned and strode to his car with Dianne Christie, a medicolegal investigator, in tow. Ralph was standing on the running board of a white OCME Ford Excursion, the MESATT vehicle. The other members of MESATT—supervising criminalists Brian Gestring and Mark Desire (criminalists are scientists who specialize in the scientific analysis of evidence) and OCME resident forensic anthropologist Amy Mundorff (forensic anthropologists are experts who study bones in order to identify the individual; they can also help pathologists determine the cause and manner of death)—were climbing inside. Dan Stevelman left too, but I don’t remember seeing him get into a vehicle.

I was of two minds. I desperately wanted to be a part of what was happening downtown, to witness it firsthand. I started walking toward Ralph but changed my mind. My responsibility was to prepare the lab. Ralph and MESATT would be okay. It was the first real decision I made that Tuesday. For me, it was a lucky one.

I hadn’t seen the planes hit the Twin Towers either on TV or in person, as millions had. But I had the gut feeling that DNA might become important. On my way back to the sixth-floor DNA conference room, I listened to a radio broadcast. Although I knew it intellectually, my mind stubbornly refused to accept that the World Trade Center had been attacked again. I thought back to 1993, when terrorists had set off a bomb in the parking garage beneath the complex, murdering six people. The bastards had returned to finish the job.

 

In the conference room, my assistant directors were already working to reorganize the laboratory. We needed to establish teams to accept remains into the laboratory, track them, extract the DNA, and then analyze it. Remains would start coming in later that day and we had to be ready.

The Department of Forensic Biology had a staff of 105 scientists. A lack of space in the OCME building forced us to split up. We occupied the entire sixth floor of the OCME building at 520 First Avenue, the corner of 30th Street and First Avenue (eventually, the World Trade Center DNA identification unit would occupy part of a room on the second floor), and we had a satellite site on part of the fourth floor of the administration building at Bellevue Hospital, four blocks away. The Bellevue lab was a makeshift facility where criminalists examined biological evidence from criminal investigations occurring in the city. Cuttings removed from the evidence came to the sixth floor in the OCME building, where other criminalists analyzed the DNA. We had a modern facility in the planning stages, a thirteen-story, 300,000-plus-square-foot building devoted to forensic biology that would consolidate the laboratory under one roof, but it was years from completion.

While conferring with my managerial staff, I was having trouble concentrating. This might seem strange given the daunting task facing us, but my mind wandered. I kept thinking about a presentation given a couple of years earlier by Dr. Ron Forney of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police to the New York State DNA Subcommittee. He had outlined how the RMCP had used DNA to identify the missing after Swissair Flight 111 crashed off the coast of Nova Scotia in September 1998 and 229 lost their lives. The Canadians had analyzed more than 1,200 samples using an approach that was both efficient and logical. I had been impressed. Instead of singling out one laboratory to perform the DNA-typing efforts, they had employed several of the country’s public forensic labs, sending samples as far as Vancouver to get the testing done quickly. The DNA data came back to their headquarters facility in Ottawa, where scientists analyzed them. Dr. Benoit Leclair made the identifications using an Excel spreadsheet that he had programmed.

At that time, Dr. Barry Duceman, director of the New York State Police Biological Sciences laboratory in Albany, and I often said that New York State needed a software package like Benoit’s. We both thought we should either obtain a copy of Benoit’s program or develop one. It was an idea that never materialized. Chuck Hirsch and I had several short conversations on the subject over the years. Separately, we urged New York State to develop a DNA implementation plan for mass disasters. Mark Dale, inspector of the New York State Forensic Investigation Center at the time and Barry Duceman’s boss, also agreed. The only movement toward this end came after Chuck contacted the state, which resulted in Ron Forney’s presentation. Then nothing happened. Mass-disaster preparation, everyone agreed, was important—what self-respecting politician would disagree?—but the short-term, more politically expedient issues always took precedence. Mass disasters had clearly been relegated to everyone’s back burner.

While one part of my mind listened to my managerial staff attempt to deal with the emerging situation, another part lamented not having Benoit’s software. I guessed the Armed Forces DNA Identification Laboratory had a version and I wondered whether the FBI had something. Without the appropriate software to help make the identifications, we were hopelessly lost.

I realized that I was of little help to my staff, who were doing a stellar job of reorganizing the lab. Although I certainly wanted to be a part of their discussion, I decided to see how the OCME as an agency had been organized, which certainly would have a critical effect on the laboratory. How would bodies get into the OCME? How would specimens come to the laboratory? Which samples would the medical examiners collect? What about chain of custody? Would it be tight and foolproof? What about sample mixups? That thought scared the crap out of me.

I left the conference room and was heading out of the lab to find Dave Schomburg when my cell phone vibrated.

“Bob, you won’t fucking believe this!” Ralph screamed. “People are hanging out of the building. Oh fuck! Someone jumped. People are fucking jumping! This is horrible!”

“Jesus Christ,” was all that I could muster. “Are you all right?”

Visions of people falling 110 stories filled my brain. I couldn’t talk.

“This is unbelievable.”

“Where are you?”

“In front of the Marriott. Jesus Christ. This is fucking horrible,” he cried. “Bob, you won’t believe what it’s like, the sound—when they hit.”

Today, when I see photos or videos of people jumping from the buildings, I still hear the horror in his voice.

I instructed him to stay in touch and to be careful. I returned to the conference room.

Then the South Tower fell. It was 10:02.

Shocked, we ran into the lab and listened to the broadcast. None of us could believe what had happened. Then the North Tower fell at 10:29. I went to my office and tried calling my wife, Fran, but I couldn’t get an outside line. Frustrated, I went downstairs to the lobby, where Dave Schomburg grabbed my arm and pulled me aside. “We’ve lost contact with Dr. Hirsch and MESATT,” he said.

I just stared at him. My heart sank. I fought back tears and prayed silently. With a heavy heart, I returned to my office. Howard Baum, Marie Samples, and Karen Dooling were just leaving the conference room. “Schomburg told me Dan Stevelman’s on his way to the hospital,” I said.

“How bad?” Howie asked.

“I don’t know.” I was having trouble finding the words. “And we’ve lost communication with Dr. Hirsch and MESATT.”

Karen was standing in the doorway to Mecki Prinz’s office. Tears welled up in her eyes.

Tears flooded mine. “We don’t know anything for certain, yet,” I managed to say.

I couldn’t just stand there. I felt like I had to be doing something, anything. The lab was in good hands, so I returned to the lobby. The remainder of the morning seemed like a blur. I found myself running between my managerial staff, checking on how the lab setup was progressing, and the lobby, where I was gathering information on the number of people who had died.

By midafternoon, Dave Schomburg, Shiya Ribowsky, the deputy director for medicolegal investigations, and Dr. Mark Flomenbaum, deputy chief medical examiner, had gathered the entire OCME staff into a group. They were about to explain the body-handling procedures and what was expected of them when I walked into the lobby.

I was surprised that no one thought to include the DNA laboratory. Maybe they believed that DNA would not become a critical part of the identification process. Perhaps it was simply an oversight, given the craziness of that day. The autopsies would be done by medical examiners who, historically, thought in terms of teeth, fingerprints, and body X-rays for identifying remains. These are the most widely employed techniques for identifying remains in mass disasters, and DNA had not been used to any great extent in mass-fatality events. Did they know about how critical the DNA work had been in the Swissair crash? When TWA Flight 800 crashed off the coast of Long Island in 1998, the medical examiner had decided that DNA would not be important and had to go back to families after they had remains in order to return pieces that had been identified using DNA. Instead of getting angry, I chalked up the oversight to someone’s assumption that if the DNA laboratory was needed, it would be a simple matter to send the samples to the lab, as though something like this occurred every day.

I was learning a difficult lesson. Scientists have never been included in mass-disaster drills because preparedness planning typically focused on containment, rescue, and recovery operations. Identifying remains was never on the preparedness radar, which meant scientists and medical examiners would always be secondary responders, performing a perceived secondary role. This is true only in the sense that this role happens second. It is no less important. Both first and secondary responders are necessary and both should be part of the preparation effort. In the instance of the World Trade Center attacks, first responders worked tirelessly for nine months. In contrast, my staff would work doggedly for more than three years.

So, if I had questions about what the lab’s role would be, why didn’t the others? Did they know which samples to collect or how much? What if the remains were decomposed or charred? It did not matter how many drills one had attended, no one had been through anything like this. Unlike those in charge of investigations, no one in the DNA lab, me included, had been invited to attend the semi-annual mass-disaster drills held in the city. Interestingly, the administrative staff of the OCME still attends these drills. DNA still does not. Other than receiving samples to analyze, I was at a loss to understand what those who were running the show expected. How were we supposed to interact with the medical staff? I needed guidelines, and from what I saw, there were none.

I gently pushed my way into the crowd of OCME staffers and listened to Shiya and Dave outline their plan. Simply hearing what they had to say alleviated some of my anxiety, though not all. The good news was that they had what sounded like a well-thought-out, logical plan. The bad news was that they failed to mention the DNA laboratory. That worried me considerably.

I yanked Shiya aside and asked him to explain how he planned to obtain samples and get them to the lab. He assured me that everything was in place. I have a great deal of respect for Shiya, but I was still not convinced. I needed to see exactly how the process would work.

I’m not sure whether Shiya recognized my concern or just wanted to placate me, but he escorted a small group to the basement, where the morgue is located, and explained his vision for how bodies would be accessioned and how the examination in the morgue area was to proceed. (“Accessioning” refers to the acceptance of remains—actually any evidence—into the OCME or the DNA laboratory. This is a process referred to as the chain of custody, which is the legal record that documents when evidence was brought to the laboratory or OCME, where it was stored, when it left, and who handled it. Basically, it is a legal history of the evidence handling.)

He explained how we would track cases, how remains would move from the dropoff area on 30th Street, to the autopsy area, and then through dental X-ray, body X-ray, and fingerprints, and then back to 30th Street, where they would be stored in refrigerated trailers because there would not be sufficient room in the OCME coolers.

The OCME procurement group supervised by Lorraine Kelly obtained the first two trailers, high cubes, that arrived that day. The one from a local fish company was designated to hold the remains of members of the services—firefighters, policemen, and other uniformed personnel—and the other was for civilian remains. Refrigerated tractor trailers from UPS, Ben & Jerry’s, and other companies began arriving on 9/12. Shiya segregated them on 30th Street into preprocessing and postprocessing stations; “processing” refers to the autopsy. At one point, tractor trailers formed a line on Second Avenue from 30th Street to 38th Street. Eventually, they lined both sides of 30th Street between First Avenue and the FDR Drive. Dave Schomburg suggested putting the trailers in a vacant area at the end of 30th Street between 29th and 30th Streets behind the old Bellevue psychiatric hospital. The Department of Transportation paved the area and the sixteen tractor trailers were lined up, eight on a side, their back ends facing each other. Eventually, on October 11, the trailers were covered by a large white tent. Before that, Lorraine Kelly arranged for a party tarp to cover the remains, protect workers from the elements, and keep prying cameras from photographing the remains. The area at the FDR end of 30th Street became known as Memorial Park, a resting place for the remains until a memorial is built at the WTC site.

Each recovered remain—no longer referred to as “bodies”—would receive a DM01 number, which stood for “Disaster Manhattan 2001.” Over the next several days, I learned that a remain could be anything from a mostly intact body to a foot, a finger, a single piece of bone or flesh, a tooth, or even a single hair. Sometimes a DM number would be assigned to something like a piece of plastic that was covered by a light gray dust. The dust resulted from the huge gray cloud that erupted over downtown when the buildings fell. It was ubiquitous, so that visually distinguishing between pieces of plastic and bone fragments was extremely difficult, if not impossible.

When I happened on the meeting in the lobby, I thought it had been called by Dave and Shiya and was upset because no one had alerted me. Years later, I learned that Shiya, too, had happened onto the meeting much like I did. Typically, however, he had carved his own role and did most of the talking, which led me to believe that he had been an organizer. In fact, no one had invited him either, yet he was responsible for World Trade Center investigations, confirming the identifications and notifying the families.

 

That Tuesday was not the first time we had reorganized the laboratory. I had asked my staff to reorganize the lab in 1996. At that time, I needed to find a way to alleviate a huge backlog of cases and reduce an obscene case-turnaround time, which had grown to greater than one hundred days. A typical approach for solving these problems is to increase the staff. However, before I felt comfortable asking the city for more staff and resources, I believed we had to streamline the lab processes and become as efficient as possible using existing resources. If I could demonstrate to the city’s Office of Management and Budget, the bean counters, that we had done everything possible to make the lab efficient using existing staff and equipment and still could not lower the backlog or turnaround time significantly, I would be in a stronger position to ask for more, especially given how important DNA was becoming to the criminal justice system.

I challenged my management staff to do more with less, and asked them to think out of the box and reinvent how a forensic lab does business. The existing forensic laboratory paradigm had become archaic, especially for a large laboratory: one analyst, one case, one workup, one report, one testimony. In this scenario, a single analyst works a case from beginning to end: examining the evidence, cutting out a bloodstain and/or other stains, performing the DNA testing, writing the report, and finally testifying in court. I wanted the laboratory to adopt more of a clinical model, which meant analyzing samples in batches instead of one at a time.

Over several weeks, we developed what we called the rotation system, where the staff were assigned weekly to an analytical station, a rotation. The beauty of the system was its flexibility. It was easy to reorganize the lab to accommodate specific needs, such as rush cases and other emergencies, by simply adding a new rotation to the schedule and assigning staff and someone to supervise that new rotation.

By day’s end on September 11 the disaster rotations had been put into place. We identified the staff to work them, suspended regular casework for the foreseeable future, and considered canceling staff vacations, which we did weeks later but for only a limited time. Lydia DeCastro, a supervising criminalist, assumed the important responsibility of supervising one of these new rotations that would accession remains, extract the DNA from tissues, and send samples to vendor laboratories.

A scientist in her midthirties and about five feet four, Lydia has a strong work ethic. I had first met her twelve years earlier when she worked in my laboratory as a summer intern. After rotating through the OCME working in various sections, she decided forensic biology fit her career aspirations, although, at the time, she was trapped in the OCME toxicology laboratory, where she had to labor for four years before I had an opening. Before the World Trade Center attacks, she had been working on her master’s degree part-time at John Jay College of Criminal Justice and was an accomplished forensic DNA scientist.

Lydia is a no-nonsense lady who rarely hesitated to put me in my place when I did something stupid, like not keep her in the loop for information she needed for her group. I believed she was the perfect choice, and she seemed delighted to accept the critical task of tracking disaster samples. We staffed her rotation with some of the lab’s newest members, a group of eager young professionals, many of whom had started their forensic careers on September 10. When I saw them in the laboratory working on the remains, I wondered whether they had the stomach to stick it out.

Most of them did, and I must say, I’ve never been more proud of a group of young people. They began their forensic biology careers under the best and the worst of circumstances. It was the best because working on the World Trade Center project may well have been the most important assignment of their careers. It was the worst because I could not have imagined a more gruesome task for young professionals on their first forensic job. Sometimes I thought it was a shame that their careers began like that, with little hope of working on anything else that important. I’m the lucky one because my OCME career ended with the World Trade Center work.

We lacked the tools Lydia needed to do the job properly or efficiently: no bar-coding capability, no laboratory information management system, or LIMS, to keep track of samples. LIMS are software systems designed to streamline laboratory processes by eliminating manual chores. These can be simple evidence-tracking systems, which is how we initially used the BEAST (Bar Coded Evidence Analysis Statistics and Tracking, a LIMS program developed by Porter Lee Corporation). These systems vary widely, depending on the application. They can become extremely complex when programmed to interface instruments, schedule work, prepare reports, develop management statistics, and track samples using bar codes.

When remains first arrived at the lab, Lydia’s group had to track them manually, which was an ominous and daunting task. I thought it was nearly an impossible job to do error free, and I had the sinking feeling that we would mix up samples and return the wrong body to a family. The process had nightmare written all over it.

Still, we had an advantage over most American forensic laboratories. We were the largest public forensic DNA lab in the country and had been processing cases, tracking samples, and performing thousands of DNA tests manually without mixups. But we were asking for problems if we had to track a year’s worth of work or more monthly. Fatigue would settle in and we would make mistakes.

Marie Samples and Lydia went to Staples and bought logbooks. Then they instructed the clerical and lab staff how to prepare manila folders—that was how we tracked routine criminal cases, which was the only way we could do it.

Each manila folder had a unique, sequential forensic biology case number (e.g., FB01–D0001), where each file was for one of the remains, as yet unnamed. FB stood for forensic biology and 01 the year. The D differentiated World Trade Center cases from regular criminal casework and stood for disaster. The core sequential number was designed to match the core DM number that the medical examiner assigned to the remains as they were autopsied. Each remain had a bar-code label, which Lydia’s group unfortunately could not yet read.

Originally, we chose to extract the DNA and produce DNA profiles by testing for short tandem repeats, or STRs, in-house. STRs are biological markers that are inherited from our parents and vary widely among people. Testing for an STR at each of thirteen different regions of the DNA results in a virtually unique DNA profile, referred to as an STR profile. STRs in identical twins are the same. STR testing is the foundation of forensic DNA testing worldwide. Even before we received samples, I was thinking about getting the analysis started. I was also interested in the quality of the samples as they came into the lab. Lisa Palumbo Desire, a supervising criminalist and Mark Desire’s wife, accepted the disaster STR rotation. This meant her group would produce the DNA profiles we needed for making identifications.

By late that afternoon, we had reorganized the lab. Albeit with some trepidation, I thought we were as ready as we could ever be. File folders were in place, supervisors had been assigned, and scientists had been identified to work the disaster rotations. Although we had little information from the World Trade Center site, except for what was being reported in the media, for the first time that day, I was beginning to relax somewhat.

Working a mass disaster was something I never asked for or wanted, though I had always expected that working in a forensic laboratory in New York City meant my turn would come. It was a given, only a matter of time. I assumed it would be an airliner crash or a bombing. Once, I mentioned to Marie Samples and Howard Baum that my worst-case scenario would be an airplane crashing into a building. I hadn’t conceived of two planes and two buildings. And certainly not the Twin Towers. Actually, my vision included the Empire State Building.

Earlier in the day, I suggested to Mark Flomenbaum, who was responsible for scheduling the medical examiners for World Trade Center autopsy duty, that a DNA scientist should work with the medical examiners to select appropriate specimens for DNA analysis. My thought was to head off or minimize future problems. Mark apparently mentioned this to Shiya, who agreed and took my suggestion a step further. He agreed that a DNA scientist should be in the morgue to answer questions, but expanded the plan to having a DNA person present at each autopsy table, on a 24/7 basis.

That first night, we had only a handful of DNA lab staff to work in the autopsy area. Our official morgue schedule did not begin until the next day. Howard Baum and I stayed along with my other assistant directors Marie and Mecki. Others included Theresa Caragine, Brett Hutchinson, and Chris Kamnik. Radio broadcasts had been announcing that the bridges and tunnels to New Jersey were closed, so I probably could not have gone home even if I had wanted to. Many months later, I remember seeing a documentary on September 11 that showed a sign on the New Jersey Turnpike that read “New York City Closed.”

The reality was that it didn’t matter. I was not about to leave. My anguish and anger at what had happened ran too deeply. I felt compelled to stay, to help, to be available, to do whatever I could.

Inside me, too, was the ever-present objective, detached side—the forensic scientist who needed to see what the devastation had done to those who died inside the buildings. It wasn’t a morbid curiosity, but more a need to fill an information gap. I have had the unfortunate privilege to have worked with dead bodies for more than thirty years, many decomposing and mutilated, many disfigured and twisted from automobile crashes, burned from fires, or bloated after floating in the Hudson River. But I’d never seen bodies from a mass disaster.

I had seen photos and listened to the descriptions from my colleagues who had worked on airliner crashes. These images had been popping in and out of my mind all day, and I was curious to know how they would compare to those who had died that day.

By 5:00 P.M. I was exhausted, but a nervous energy lurking just below the surface kept my energy levels high. I was hungry, too. Someone suggested that several of us catch a bite to eat, so we trudged to Mumbles on Third Avenue and ordered dinner. We had been there only a few minutes when, around 6:00 P.M., Mark Flomenbaum called.

“The first bodies will be here in about thirty minutes,” he said, simultaneously excited yet somber.

I took a deep breath and looked at Howard Baum. “They want us in the morgue.”

Butterflies quickly invaded my stomach. I now realized my life had changed forever. Howard and I left the restaurant and headed back to the OCME without having eaten. We asked if someone would bring our sandwiches back to the lab. I have a vague recollection of sitting in my office, alone, thoroughly exhausted and eating in the wee hours of the morning.

We returned to the lab, put on our lab coats, and went to the triage area in the morgue, where we slipped on goggles and latex gloves. About 7:30, the first remains arrived in EMS trucks. The first body was that of a firefighter. A short ceremony on 30th Street led by firefighters emphasized the solemn moment and gave us time to pay our respects and steel our nerves. I don’t remember seeing a dry eye in the morgue.

The gruesome process of identifying those unfortunate people had begun. I was uncharacteristically nervous and consciously had to prepare myself for whatever was about to happen. The waiting, with its attendant anticipation, had created an intense anxiety, and I found myself pacing in the morgue. Then, more remains arrived in trucks, and morgue attendants started unloading body bag after body bag, placing each onto a stainless steel autopsy tray. I took a deep breath and walked to an autopsy. I chose to work with medical examiner Dr. Stephanie Fiore.

My breathing came in rapid spurts as a morgue attendant unzipped the first body bag. I swallowed hard. A wave of nausea washed through me and I struggled to fight back tears as I got my first glimpse of what would become an interminable parade of human destruction.

My time in the autopsy area would diminish over the next several days, though I went there daily. My scientific side had to keep pace with the changing quality of the remains, as tissue inevitably decomposes over time. There was a personal side, too: a burning need to be close to the medical examiners and all the other professionals who were working hard to make sense out of chaos. That personal side also needed to be close to those who lost their lives.

That first night many of the remains seemed to be fairly intact, though fragmented, disfigured, and burned, most badly. Many had been crushed from falling pieces of the buildings. And there were fragments that I hoped we would eventually reunite with other pieces ripped so violently from that same person. How long would that take? I certainly did not know. From the extensive fragmentation I saw, I knew this: without DNA, those pieces could never be linked together.







2 Why Me?



Over the years, I’ve learned that I’m neither the brightest star in the sky nor the dullest. But when I first climbed the steps to the Office of Chief Medical Examiner on November 13, 1978, at thirty-six years old, it didn’t matter. I was the new head of the Serology Laboratory (as the Forensic Biology Lab was then known) and I had the enthusiasm and energy of a kid ready to conquer Gotham. I was nervous but felt confident in my ability and comfortable with my new position. I didn’t yet know the obstacles I would encounter from the OCME’s criminal justice system partner, the New York City Police Department.

The NYPD’s reputation for employing forensic science in the 1970s was laughable; to those on the outside, its leaders were considered clueless or, worse, uncaring. The NYPD crime lab had an especially horrible reputation; its crime scene unit labored shorthanded, underfunded, and still photographed scenes in black and white. Even worse, proper forensic techniques did not seem to be a priority. The largest of the city’s law enforcement arms believed its crime lab was the cat’s meow of forensic science. It was not. Those were the dark days of forensic science in New York.

Prior to that day in November 1978, I had no personal experience with New York, so I was not in a position to judge. I quickly learned that even if that awful reputation was true, New Yorkers could not have cared less what I or any outsider thought. Until you’d proven yourself in New York, your track record did not amount to a hill of beans.

On that first day, however, I was oblivious of all that. I believed I had the plum forensic job in the country; I had arrived in forensic science heaven. If I had doubts, they were securely tucked deep inside the recesses of my mind, not to surface until the next day, when I learned that I had inherited a caseload of two thousand homicides, 60 percent of them backlogged, and a staff of only four, including myself. On my third day, I found myself staring dumbfounded into a room on the fifth floor at the OCME filled eyeball-deep with black plastic bags containing homicide physical evidence. Many had lost their tags and were unmarked. This was one of my evidence rooms. I immediately knew that tracking older cases would be a nightmare. At least the room was locked. A cursory inventory told me that the evidence went back perhaps ten years. Astoundingly, there was no obvious cataloging system. I later learned that I had also inherited an almost identical mess on the third floor.

Now I was beginning to worry. What else didn’t I know? I had been so anxious to work in New York City that I had made the mistake of accepting only an oral commitment for more staffing, equipment (most of which I had brought with me), and space. Also, there was still the unanswered, nagging question: could I fill my predecessor’s famous shoes?

I had met Dr. Alexander Weiner only once and that had been over the telephone. I was working on a Law Enforcement Assistance Administration (forerunner of the National Institute of Justice) research grant while at the University of Pittsburgh and had called Dr. Weiner to ask him about a research problem.

He had said gruffly, “It can’t be done. You can’t use the system for dried bloodstains.” Then he abruptly hung up. Not even a good-bye. I was dumbfounded, but I vowed to prove him wrong. (In the end, we both were right and wrong. I solved the problem, but we never used the system on bloodstains.)

Dr. Weiner was an internationally famous microbiologist. A physician, he was the head of the OCME serology laboratory (employed part-time), had a private medical practice in Brooklyn, and raised rabbits so that he could manufacture his own specialized blood grouping sera (none was available commercially). In the 1930s, his name was synonymous with the discipline of hematology and he was internationally renowned as the codiscoverer of the Rh blood group system. (All mothers know the importance of being either Rh positive or negative.)

I subsequently learned from Dr. Michael Baden, then the chief medical examiner, that Dr. Weiner had been impressed with my work on a Queens, New York, homicide case. While a research forensic scientist at the University of Pittsburgh, I had been contacted by the Queens District Attorney’s office asking if I would test some of the evidence. Apparently, Dr. Weiner was impressed by my work and mentioned the work to Dr. Baden. That same year, Dr. Weiner died, and I got the job.

My learning curve at the OCME was steep. Michael had a habit of dragging me into the autopsy room at all hours of the day and night—once so I could see the skullcap of someone who had been given tetracycline as a child. When he shined an ultraviolet light on it, it fluoresced a bright orange. Another time, he called me into the office at 2:00 A.M. so that I could see how someone had dissected his own arm, muscle by muscle, tweezing each out individually and labeling each with a stickpin. It was disgusting and reminded me of my cat anatomy class in college. We went to crime scenes, discussed autopsy results, and argued over how to extract drugs from tissues. It was a terrific learning experience.

In the late 1970s, forensic science wasn’t in the public eye like it is today. There were no TV programs like CSI, The New Detectives, Cold Case Files, or Forensic Files to woo young scientists into the field, although Quincy, starring Jack Klugman, was a popular program. In the 1970s, few science students knew such a career even existed or how to get into it.

 

I happened into the profession quite accidentally. I received my PhD in biochemistry from Pennsylvania State University and was working as a postdoctoral fellow at the University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine when I spied an article in the Pittsburgh Press touting a series of forensic sleuthing courses being offered by the University of Pittsburgh, Department of Chemistry, and members of the Pittsburgh and Allegheny County Crime Laboratory. The idea of scientific crime detection intrigued me, so I signed up for the courses, which lasted two years. (I did not receive a master’s degree in that discipline because I stupidly refused to take a one-credit law class; I already had a master’s degree and a PhD.)

I accepted a night job working at the Pittsburgh and Allegheny County Crime Laboratory as a drug chemist and crime scene analyst, although my only hands-on training as a drug chemist came in course work. I had an undergraduate degree in chemistry and my graduate training was in biochemistry, but my real desire was to apply my graduate training to forensic science. I obtained research funding from the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration, which eventually took me to the Aerospace Corporation, where I managed several Law Enforcement Assistance Administration contracts. One resulted in the Bloodstain Analysis System, which could become my edge when I started working at the OCME in 1978. It was the bloodstain analysis standard in the United States for almost a decade.

At that time, most forensic biology (most referred to it as serology) laboratories used isoenzyme genetic markers (inherited biological molecules that vary among people) to individualize semen obtained from sexual assault survivors and bloodstains from crime scenes. There were several of these markers, and usually each was tested individually. Additionally, there were several ways in which to run the test, and this had created a controversy over which was the best. One school of thought was at the University of California in Berkeley and another was at the Metropolitan Police Laboratory in London.

One afternoon in 1976, I received a call from John Sullivan, who was both a friend and the director of the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration’s forensic program. He had funds that he had to give to the Aerospace Corporation, but he was concerned because the company had no forensic experience. John was looking for projects. I thought it would be interesting to have a head-to-head competition between the proponents of both systems. I also thought it should be possible to run more than one isoenzyme system at a time. I told John my ideas, which ended up as a statement of work (or SOW), a list of tasks that potential vendors would bid on in order to obtain funding to do the work that would be done by the Aerospace Corporation of El Segundo, California. I was brought in to manage the project, which meant I would have to leave Pittsburgh.

Although the Aerospace Corporation had its headquarters in California, I managed the program from a satellite office in Washington, DC. The projects included research at the University of California at Berkeley, Beckman Instruments in Anaheim, California, and the Aerospace Corporation in El Segundo. The competition was heated and the animosity between the groups became known as the “Starch Wars” (because starch was one of the methods being considered). The end result was the Bloodstain Analysis System that I would take with me to New York.

 

Early in 1979, my career at the medical examiner’s office was in full swing. I was happy and productive, and my learning curve was unabated. Then after almost a year, it changed. Mayor Ed Koch fired Michael Baden and replaced him with Dr. Elliot Gross. It was an ill-fated hiring because Elliot and Michael had always been competitors, both having been trained in forensic pathology by New York’s guru medical examiner, Dr. Milton Helpern. The next few years were the darkest of my career.

My relationship with Elliot Gross was strained at best, almost from the beginning. Before he officially started, I had requested an additional scientific position on my staff and had been turned down. I was angry, so I wrote to Manhattan District Attorney Robert Morgenthau, the head of the Department of Health, and others to plead my case, explaining that I would not be responsible for errors if the city refused to support the laboratory. Apparently, my argument fell on sympathetic ears and the position was approved. But when Dr. Gross came on board, he wasn’t pleased. Within his first week, he ordered me into his office, accused me of going behind his back, and forbade me from contacting Mr. Morgenthau again.

Our relationship soured further after another incident. I had identified blood on a gun in a homicide case. The district attorney handling the case needed the gun for court. Our records indicated that the gun had been put into the evidence room (the one I had inherited), where it got misplaced among the hundreds of other packages. We searched the room over and over but failed to find it. After a couple of days, the frustrated district attorney called Dr. Gross, who, for some inexplicable reason, contacted the Department of Investigation (DOI). One afternoon, I had returned to my office after testifying in court to find someone sitting at my desk, feet resting on top of it and rummaging through the top drawer. He was a DOI investigator who had been given the task of finding the gun, which I found the next day. Well, my Irish temper exploded. I ordered him out of my office and then charged into Dr. Gross’s office and offered him a generous piece of my mind. Whatever relationship we had ceased at that moment.

Dr. Charles Hirsch, the chief medical examiner at the Suffolk County, Long Island, Medical Examiner’s Office, asked me to interview to direct his crime lab. I was ecstatic. Chuck Hirsch had a terrific reputation among forensic scientists. He was one of those rare medical examiners who truly appreciated and understood the complementary relationship between forensic medicine and forensic science. I journeyed to what seemed like the end of the earth, almost the easternmost tip of Long Island, and spent the day.

My wife, Fran, and I spent another day looking at real estate. As the day wore on, a sad truth emerged. I would never accept Chuck’s offer, though I craved the job. Even if Fran could get a job working in the laboratory there, the cost of living and our budget were in severe conflict. I harbored visions of pushing a shopping cart containing all of my worldly possessions to work each day. Cursing under my breath, I realized that I would have to remain at the medical examiner’s office in New York City under Elliot Gross’s control.

The next year, an opportunity came along that I would not pass up. Lifecodes Corporation had developed a forensic DNA test and asked me to develop their forensic business. My job was to introduce forensic DNA testing to the law enforcement community. I accepted and eagerly left the city, vowing never to return.

Once again luck had smiled on me. God had placed me on the ground floor of something novel and groundbreaking. DNA’s potential captivated me. In 1987 I left Manhattan for Valhalla, New York, with a renewed vigor. Forensic DNA testing was an emerging field with unprecedented promise.

Unfortunately, life has a way of leveling all playing fields. Eventually, Lifecodes’s lure tarnished, and the company that had saved me from forensic science hell in New York under Gross’s inept guidance changed presidents. The incoming head of the company did not share my vision, and the company’s focus changed. I no longer had my windowed corner office overlooking a sylvan setting in Westchester County. I was banished to the basement, where I shared a windowless storage room with a colleague. My responsibilities diminished and my self-esteem and ego were badly bruised. I was embarrassed and disillusioned.

Then Lady Luck smiled on me once again when Chuck Hirsch reentered my life. In 1989 he replaced Elliot Gross, who had been fired by Mayor Koch, and was given a mandate from the mayor to restore the OCME’s reputation, diminished under Dr. Gross’s strong-handed management. Part of his plan was to establish a modern forensic DNA laboratory, and he wanted me to accept the challenge.

I certainly wanted it, but my experience with Elliot Gross had soured me on returning to work for the city. I had vowed I would never work for the city again. He asked if I would prepare a plan that he could take to the city’s Office of Management and Budget. I agreed. It was my undoing. The city accepted the plan and agreed to fund it, a promise that Chuck used to lure me back. With some trepidation, I agreed. Chuck’s challenge to establish a modern forensic molecular biology laboratory was exciting. I needed help and convinced Dr. Howard Baum, a former Lifecodes colleague, to join me.

Howard had gone to Lifecodes’s staff after receiving his PhD at Brandeis University five years earlier and made his mark as one of the company’s bright molecular biologists. Although Howard and I had significantly different scientific backgrounds, he had always been willing to help me solve problems. With his expertise in molecular biology and mine in forensic science, I thought we had the makings of a great team.

Howard is one of those people whom I affectionately refer to as a “noodge.” Sporting a dark beard that later showed some salt, and an off-again, on-again protruding paunch, he often appears tousled, typical of a scientist. He is extremely bright, loves to know everything about most anything—and doesn’t hesitate to tell you—and prides himself on his laboratory prowess, although he rarely works in the lab anymore.

Over the years, he made himself into a forensic scientist, learned the rudiments of crime scene processing and investigation, mastered the nuances of the city’s civil service system, and learned how to deal with disgruntled, complaining subordinates. He also had a feel for New York City politics.

So, once again my adrenaline and creative juices flowed. Chuck Hirsch’s steadfast and singular approach to forensic medicine fascinated me. Now that I was actually working for him, I realized how lucky I was. Like my first boss at Lifecodes, who gave me all the rope I needed to hang myself, Chuck hired people he respected and asked them to do a job. He’s a leader whose character and professionalism embody everything I would like to be.

Establishing a world-class scientific facility within the city’s procurement system turned into an experience in frustration and uncertainty, subject to the city’s political climate and widely swinging budgetary cycles. However, with Chuck Hirsch’s unending support, Howard and I did it. Once the laboratory achieved success in solving crimes, aiding NYPD investigations, and putting criminals behind bars, it attracted the attention of the press, which wanted New York stories about how DNA solved crimes.

To be successful, though, Howard and I needed support from both the mayor and law enforcement. In the years before Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, there was precious little. With Chuck’s support, I had been submitting proposals to the administration of then-mayor David Dinkins annually, detailing DNA’s potential and illustrating how important a tool it would become. I wanted the city to support an expanded DNA laboratory, which because it was part of the OCME, had been tasked to work only homicide cases; I felt they should begin accepting all the sexual assaults in the city. I believed DNA would become the definitive forensic means of identifying rapists.

Our proposals mostly fell on deaf ears, in part, I believe, because the mayor and his staff had been reading about DNA and its reputed unreliability. I’m certain the mayor’s staff feared a frenzied media condemnation, especially if some judge threw out the DNA evidence in a celebrated criminal case because he or she did not understand the test—not an uncommon occurrence in those early days of DNA testing. Another reason for not endorsing our proposals was the city’s precarious budgetary structure, although funding the DNA laboratory would have barely scraped the surface of its multibillion-dollar budget.

We approached the NYPD for support and managed a meeting with Ray Kelly and his first chief of detectives during Kelly’s first term as police commissioner in the early 1990s. After making what I thought was a convincing and logical argument, the chief of detectives said with finality, “DNA don’t make no arrests.”

The statement not only stung, it embodied the continued and ultimate ignorance of the NYPD’s attitude toward forensic science. I was shocked, although admittedly a bit amused. The chief of detectives is someone who is supposed to have his finger on the pulse of all criminal investigations in the city. He should have known the potential value of DNA, which was then frequently chronicled in the press.

Eventually, the lab’s success and media attention forced the issue of which agency—the OCME or the New York City Police Department—would control DNA testing for the city’s criminal justice system. A high-level meeting in the mid-1990s with Ray Kelly’s successor in the police commissioner’s office, Howard Safir, the top police brass, then Criminal Justice Coordinator Katie Lapp, and a group from the OCME, including Chuck and me, decided the near-term future of the DNA lab. Importantly, the meeting also decided a more engaging question: which philosophical application of forensic DNA testing would the city endorse? My vision for DNA testing encompassed all crimes in the city. The police department thought more narrowly, considering only sexual assaults and homicides as potential DNA candidates.

After persuasive arguments from both the New York City Police Department and the OCME, it was decided that the DNA lab would stay where it was. I was delighted and relieved.

Magically, it seemed, the funding spigots opened and the lab started growing, doubling its staff every other year. And its impact on the city’s criminal justice system was soon clear. By 1998, we began accepting sexual assault cases on a limited basis, with plans to work them all, and it wasn’t long before my lab staff was testifying routinely to DNA testing in these cases. Luckily, DNA prevailed. The new administration under former prosecutor Mayor Giuliani understood DNA’s importance. By September 2001, we had grown from a staff of four to one hundred five scientists working all of the city’s sexual assaults and homicides.

The lab’s systematic expansion from 1997 to 2001, on hindsight, seems almost prophetic, as though we had been moving on a collision course with something dramatic. In fact, reflecting on my own professional development, I think some mystical force had been guiding me, preparing me for September 11 and its aftermath.
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