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  “I will fight to gain my manhood or die trying.”

  
    Mark Essex
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  A Terrible Thunder

  The Story of the New Orleans Sniper


  PART ONE

  1

  Bruce Weatherford worried about the time as he maneuvered his car onto an exit ramp of the Interstate-10 expressway in New Orleans. It was New Year’s Eve, the traffic was snaking along bumper to bumper, and Weatherford began to wish that he had left his parents’ home near the city’s lakefront earlier. As midnight neared, their two-story duplex had begun filling up with relatives noisily awaiting the arrival of 1973, and Weather ford had lingered to make another pass at his mother’s richly laden buffet table. Now, after driving his fiancée home, he was hurrying to make the eleven-o’clock roll call at Central Lock up, and he knew that even a few minutes’ tardiness would be duly noted in his work report. In over a year as a police cadet, that had never happened, and he was proud of his perfect attendance record on the long, monotonous graveyard shift that ended at seven in the morning.

  As he pulled onto Tulane Avenue, Weatherford rechecked his watch and happily discovered that he still had ten minutes to relieve his friend Alfred Harrell in the lockup’s gatehouse. Both cadets were nineteen years old. Their nightly duty involved sitting behind a half-inch-thick plate of bulletproof glass, from which vantage they raised and lowered steel-mesh gates at both ends of a short tunnel called the sally port. From the sally port, prisoners were transferred into the booking room for fingerprinting, mugshots, and lockup. Despite the boredom, Weatherford didn’t mind the hours. As a cadet trying to enter the Police Academy, he was required to take a full load of courses at Loyola University, where he was working for a degree in criminology, and the gatehouse detail gave him more than enough time to study for his heavy schedule of classes.

  Weatherford turned at Dupre and passed behind Police Head quarters and the adjoining building which housed Central Lockup. The complex covered a city block. Squad cars, motorcycles, and paddy wagons — all painted blue and white— were parked tightly on both sides of the narrow street. It was almost time for the watches to change, and patrols from NO the Eighth District (the station house was located inside headquarters) were checking in for roll call.

  The lockup was to his left, a windowless ten-story structure of gray concrete to the rear of the modern steel-and-glass headquarters. Clusters of police, silhouetted in the bright light of the street lamps, stood talking inside the lockup’s open gates. Weatherford stopped to let a squad car pull in front of him and then turned onto Perdido Street, looking for a place to park. He drove past a sally-port gate and found a space across the street near a small cottage.

  Glancing again at his watch, he saw that he was out of danger. He had a full five minutes left, and so he lingered in the car to listen to the closing seconds of the Sugar Bowl football game which was being played uptown at Tulane Stadium. After learning that Oklahoma had beaten Penn State, Weather ford got out and locked the door. When he turned toward the gatehouse, he could see Harrell sitting behind the green-tinted glass.

  What Weatherford didn’t know as he crossed the street was that at that same moment, hidden behind him in the darkness, a young black man barely older than himself, was crouched with a rifle braced to fire, the sights aimed at Weatherford’s head.

  The charge that was to explode that New Year’s Eve, one hour and five minutes before midnight, had been set almost two years earlier and half a continent away.
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  On a warm August day in 1970 there was a fistfight just outside the mess hall at the sprawling Naval Air Station at Imperial Beach, California. The combatants were Seaman Mark James Robert Essex, a black, and a white petty officer. A racial slur triggered the fight, but the specific details are unknown as are the identities of the white sailors involved. However, based on transcripts of Essex’s court-martial and the statements of his A immediate supervisor and blacks who had experienced similar harassment, it is possible to piece together what probably happened.

  On that particular day the petty officer, who here shall be called Robert X——, had just finished eating and was standing outside the mess hall talking to two other petty officers. Suddenly, he stopped and stared up the walkway where two blacks were approaching.

  “You know, I’ll never understand how they can always smile like that,” he said. “I’ll bet they even smile in their sleep.”

  “What about that shuffle, sliding along like they were on a surfboard,” said a bearded man standing next to him. “Smiling and shufflin’. It’s all those cats can do, that and jump through the roof with a basketball in their hands.”

  The two blacks came closer. Both were laughing and their arms swung freely at their sides. One of the men, Mark Essex, was considerably shorter than his companion and carried his cap in his hand; he had the light, wiry physique of a flyweight boxer and smooth facial features. It was six-thirty in the evening and they were hurrying because the mess hall would close in half an hour. Both knew that they were being observed but tried to give no indication of that awareness. Essex later told his supervisor that they were talking about what it would take to get a 1963 Chevrolet in running order. Essex, who had just turned twenty-one, had purchased the car off-base and was repairing its many deficiencies during his free time. He had just finished installing a new carburetor at a total cost of twenty-three dollars.

  “You know how much bread I would have had to lay out to get that work done in a shop?” Essex said. “Close to one hundred bucks. I know. I spent two years working in a garage and that’s what the mothers would have stuck me for.”

  “Yeah, but are you sure you got it fixed right?” said his companion. “If we’re going up to San Diego Saturday, I don’t want that thing busting down on us, not when we got two nice ladies along for company.”


  Essex laughed. “Don’t worry, baby. I guarantee my work and that car will get us there. But what we do after that is not covered under the warranty.”

  His friend slapped his hands together. “Man, I read you. I read you so clear.”

  The two sailors had spent almost a month planning the weekend excursion to Balboa Park, over 1,000 acres of art galleries, museums, picnic sites, and lagoons in the heart of San Diego, just a half-hour’s drive up the Pacific Coast. Essex was to provide the food, and his friend had already bought a case of beer. Ice for the cooler would be purchased on the way. They didn’t plan to return to the base until late, very late Sunday.

  “You know those two guys?” the bearded sailor asked Robert X——.

  “Yeah, the short one’s name is Essex. I don’t know the other one. What about you, Bill. You know him?”

  Bill, the third man in the group, did not know him.

  “They’re sure as hell having a good time of it, aren’t they?” Robert X—— said, throwing a half-smoked cigarette on the ground, crushing it with his heel. “You’d think their pockets were full of gold.”

  “What gripes me is that they got protection,” said the bearded sailor. “The rank’s looking out for them.”

  “I’ll bet a lot of brass is fed up with what’s been going on and would do something if they could,” said Robert X——. He fervently believed this; that naval officers were being forced against their will by obscure regulations for “some bleeding hearts” in Washington to give preferential treatment to blacks and were only complying out of necessity, not conviction. The belief somehow made life easier. Robert X—— felt that he and the command were working, even suffering together; that they were victims of a conspiracy to force them to hand over their rights and privileges. “I bet there aren’t but a handful of officers in this whole goddamn Navy who would approve of all the crap that’s being dished out lately,” he said. “God, it must have been beautiful twenty or thirty years ago. When a nigger went to sea then it was below decks, in the galley.”

  “We’re in for some shit from those turkeys over there,” Essex’s friend said as they neared the three men. “They been staring daggers.”

  “Fuck them,” Essex said. “Fuck them and forget them. That bastard in the middle, the chunky dude with the glasses, that’s Robert X——, a third-class prick. I’ve about had it with that cat. He’s been writing me up every chance he gets.”

  The two sailors stopped talking and, staring straight ahead, began climbing the steps to the mess hall. Essex said later that they were about to open the door when someone called to them from across a wide expanse of carefully manicured lawn. It was a black sailor loaded down with books and thick looseleaf binders.

  “Hey Essex. How about picking up some of that chicken for me?” he yelled. “I got to get back to the barracks and study.”

  “You want white or black meat?” Essex shouted.

  “Hell, son. You know I want it black,” the man said as he hurried down the sidewalk. He waved before he disappeared around a corner.

  “What’s wrong with white chicken?” Robert X—— said. He spoke loud enough to leave no doubt that he wanted to be heard.

  “Come on, Bob. Haven’t you heard that black is beautiful these days?” said Bill.

  Essex and his friend stopped walking. They said nothing.

  “For Christ’s sake, that’s the dumbest thing I ever heard. Black chicken!” said Robert X——. “Don’t you think that’s dumb, sailor?” he said to Essex.

  “Screw yourself,” Essex said, moving past the men toward the door. As he reached for the handle, Robert X—— stepped in front of him. The contrast in sizes was dramatic. Robert X——, about a head taller than Essex, had wide shoulders heavily packed with muscle. Essex, barely five-four, looked undernourished in comparison.

  “Don’t you hear well, man?” Essex said. “I told you to get screwed.” Then with a strong leap forward, he sprang at the husky sailor, flailing wildly with his fists. At his court-martial, Essex said he jumped on the man’s chest. Surprised by the suddenness of the attack and caught off balance, Robert X——fell backward, banging his head against a wall. His two friends quickly pulled Essex away and Robert X——, scrambling to his feet, squared around to land a blow.

  

  “Hey there! Stop that at once!” someone shouted. A lieutenant junior grade had noticed the disturbance and was hurrying across the lawn in their direction.

  Lowering his fists, Robert X—— said, “OK, Essex, let’s cool it, otherwise we’re both on report. This time I slipped. The next time watch your ass, black boy.”

  The lieutenant was reluctant to believe that Robert X——had “slipped,” but after a few minutes of questioning, he departed, leaving a warning that the next man who “slipped” would wind up in the brig. The two blacks, without saying a word, sullenly pushed past the whites and entered the mess hall, where they filled their trays and sat at an isolated table in a corner.

  “I should have let them put me on report,” Essex said after a long silence. “That motherfucker has been looking for a chance to lay it on me for months. I might as well make sure he’s wrote up, too.”

  “That’s bullshit, man,” his friend said. “You think the wouldn’t have thrown the book at you? You landed first. It don’t matter to them what the bastards were saying. It’ll just come out that you swung first.”

  Reluctantly, Essex realized that would likely be the case. But then, as he later explained to his parents, he had another thought, a stronger one. For the first time in his life he had stuck a white man, a fact so unbelievably startling that its significance was only now beginning to ring in his brain. The blow had seemed as natural as a thunderstorm in summer and as he thought about it, recreating the fight in his imagination, savoring it, he realized that what he had done was more than justifiable; it was heroic.

  “You know what I say?” he said finally as his friend looked up from his plate of chicken. “I say if a black sailor can’t get a fair shake when he’s in the right, then to hell with the whole United States Navy.”

  “Amen, brother.”


  Essex. From that day on the name was passed like a hot coal from one noncommissioned officer to the next. Essex. He became a marked man, a black who had struck an NCO, a white NCO. He became fair game for anyone with a grudge and even a sliver of seniority. And at Imperial Beach there were many with those qualifications.
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  “At first I thought someone was shooting off firecrackers,” Weatherford said later of the four rifle shots that passed within inches of his head as he walked toward the open gate on the Perdido Street side of Central Lockup. “Being New Year’s Eve, they were going off all over the city. But then cement started flying off the wall in front of me and I realized that someone was shooting. I was right in the middle of the gate then and some of the cement chips hit me in the face. I jumped behind a car that was parked just inside the lockup, and I could see Harrell sitting behind the glass in the gatehouse, smiling at me. I began waving my arms, screaming that someone was shooting. I wanted Al to raise the inner gate so that I could get into the sally port and then into the booking room. Cadets aren’t allowed to carry weapons, and I was afraid of getting trapped near the car if someone rushed the building. I kept waving for Al to raise the gate, and he sort of stared at me a moment like he didn’t understand and then, finally, he raised it. (Harrell accomplished this by pushing a red button which started the big metal gate clattering to the ceiling, folding back as it moved.) As soon as it was up — and it seemed to take forever — I fell on my stomach and looked out around the car at the field across Perdido Street. That’s where the shots had come from. It was too dark and I couldn’t see a thing. The shooting NO had stopped by then, and so I jumped up and took off running for the sally port, shouting at Al that we were under fire.

  “When I got inside the gate, I could see two men standing at the far end of the sally port, talking. (The tunnel is about 150 feet long and 30 feet wide.) I made straight for them, hollering that someone was shooting at me, and one of them looked up and said something that I couldn’t hear. About this time Al came out of the gatehouse, and I told him to get under cover, but he started running after me, right across the sally port. I sort of lost sight of Al and as I got closer to the men — one of them was Lieutenant Dupaquier — there were two or three more shots and the lieutenant and me ran like hell to the main door of the lockup and got inside. I remember looking back just before I went in. There was someone lying on the ground.”

  

  Seconds before the shooting, Lieutenant Kenneth Dupa quier had followed Lieutenant Horace Perez into the sally port. Dupaquier, who had just relieved Perez as commander of the lockup for the third watch, wanted to check up on some paperwork that Perez had left behind on his desk. As they walked together, Weatherford’s surprise warning automatically sent Perez reaching behind his back for his stub-nosed revolver. He saw Harrell run into the open as an explosion echoed off the walls. Harrell was closer now, coming fast and a second, then a third shot echoed, and Harrell spun and fell hard on his back.

  “Weatherford was running and yelling like a wild man,” Perez said afterward. “I thought that someone was trying to break into the lockup to free a prisoner. All the gates were up, and I looked out at Perdido Street, but I couldn’t see anything. That’s when Harrell ran into the sally port and headed toward the main entrance. At the last minute, though, he seemed to change his mind and turned around and ran back toward a patrol wagon that was parked by the gatehouse. He was about two steps from it when he went down. Right after he fell something hit my ankle and I dove behind some trashcans stacked A against the wall. I don’t remember what happened next. I think I may have blacked out.” Perez had been hit by the same bullet that had passed through Harrell’s chest.

  Inside the lockup, Dupaquier had rushed into his office to get his revolver. Because of a departmental regulation, side arms could not be worn in the building, but he kept it unloaded in a filing cabinet. Like Weatherford, Dupaquier had planned on a quiet evening studying; a major in accounting, he needed only a few more hours to graduate from Loyola and was in the midst of preparing for his finals. But now a half-dozen men seated behind cluttered desks and teletype machines stared at him in amazement as he hurried into the booking room, shoving slugs into the cylinder of his .38-caliber Smith & Wesson.

  “Perez has been shot,” he said.

  “Where?”

  “Out back. I think Harrell’s hit, too. Some crazy sonof a bitch is attacking the place.”

  Dupaquier picked up the hotline, a special telephone which connected the lockup with the police dispatcher, and called for an ambulance under a Code Red — officer shot. He also asked that all available units be sent to the lockup, saying, “We’re under attack.” Then, running to the glass door that opened directly onto the sally port, he went outside to where Harrell was lying, not moving, and saw blood gurgling from the hole in his chest. Harrell’s glasses lay next to him.

  A cadet who worked in the booking room, was standing near by, trying not to step in the blood, trying not to be sick. “He’s dead,” he said weakly. “He has to be. Look at that wound.”

  Dupaquier knelt down and picked up Harrell’s left hand to check for a pulse. The cadet’s wedding ring came off and fell into the dark pool oozing out from under him. “Al, can you hear me?” Dupaquier asked anxiously. Harrell, who lay with thunder his head bent back, eyes open wide, didn’t answer. (Almost twenty, Alfred Harrell had been a cadet for less than a year — one of the few blacks enrolled in the work-study program that led to the Police Academy and a patrolman’s shield. His grades at Loyola were excellent. Muscular and big-boned, Harrell had earned extra money working as a part-time chef at his family’s restaurant. Proud of his cooking, he had even taught his young bride, Angel, how to prepare the Creole dishes that he loved. They had a nine-month-old boy, Alfred Harrell III.) Dupa quier picked up the ring and gently slid it back on Harrell’s finger.

  Seconds after the Code Red was broadcast, squad cars, sirens wailing, began pulling up by the lockup in twos and threes. Police with drawn revolvers and shotguns swarmed into the sally port. Three motorcycle cops arrived, shouted something, then raced toward the Broad Street overpass, the engines of the big blue Harleys backfiring in rattling bursts as they roared off. From the sally port, police quickly fanned out into the field behind the lockup, where the shots apparently had been fired. The area butt against Interstate-10, bounded by a gravel road on one side and a deserted sheet-metal factory on the other. Across the road was a dump, pungent with the smell of ash and garbage, and behind that, a deserted shanty of bleached wood. Almost at the edge of the expressway — just inside a chain-link fence — stood a small, long-abandoned church with a jagged stump marking where the steeple had been amputated by a hurricane.

  Officer Huey Pope was the first man out there. Carrying a pistol, he ran as far as the expressway, stumbling twice. He saw no one.
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  The graduation photograph of Dental Technician School Class A-6905 is dated 15 July 1969. Standing in the second row at the extreme right corner, behind some rather heavy-set young women who are seated on the ground, is Seaman Mark Essex, wearing an immaculate white uniform. His lips are parted in a half smile.

  Seven months earlier, on January 13, Essex had enlisted in the Navy in his hometown of Emporia, Kansas, after spending one restless semester at Kansas State College in nearby Pittsburgh. An indifferent student, he received mediocre, if passing, grades, a pattern identical to one set at Emporia Senior High School where Essex, who played saxophone in the band, had excelled only in music and physical education. He also received better than average grades in automotive mechanics, having studied the latter for two years at the city’s vocational school and working weekends at Johnson’s Garage, whose proprietor was the only black in Emporia to own his own business. Knowing that he was likely to be drafted and very possibly wind up in Vietnam, Essex decided to take the Navy entrance exam in which he scored in the top 25 percent on the technically oriented tests. Impressed with the Navy’s training program, he signed up for a four-year hitch at advanced pay because of his college background. When he found out where he was being sent, he was elated.

  San Diego, as Essex learned, is tucked in the southwestern tip of California, hard by the Pacific Ocean. A Navy town to the core — some sixty thousand of its half-million residents are naval personnel or dependents — the Eleventh U.S. Naval District is headquartered on the city’s magnificent bay, a landlocked crescent of blue water discovered by the Spanish in 1542. The bay, sheltered from the ocean by a protective rim of hills, is anchorage for countless carriers, destroyers, sub marines, supply ships, and fishing smacks.

  The Navy recruiting office in Emporia provided other information. Essex learned that the Naval Training Center — where he was destined to spend three months — processed more than sixty-nine thousand recruits a year; and that boot camp would last ten weeks, focusing on fundamentals of seamanship, ordnance, gunnery, fire fighting, and physical training. The center, he was told, was virtually a self-contained city with mess halls, innumerable classrooms, drill fields, and recreation areas. It also housed the Naval Electronics Laboratory, Radio Station, and Sonar School. As a result of his preparation, when Essex arrived in San Diego in early February, he already had a good idea of what to expect.

  By April, Essex had finished boot camp with an outstanding performance rating and was encouraged to take advanced training in a specialty. On the advice of his instructors, he decided to enroll in the Naval Dental Center. Essex finished the Class “A” school after the prescribed three-month course, taking classes in X-ray procedures, oral surgery, endodontics (root-canal work), periodontics (tooth decay), and prosthetics (tooth replacement). Again he was rated outstanding and in July was assigned to the Dental Clinic at the Naval Air Station at Imperial Beach. It was primarily a helicopter base.

  Essex quickly developed an excellent working relationship with Lieutenant Robert Hatcher, a young dentist who was impressed with his dedication and attitude.

  “When Mark checked aboard, I signed him up for the flag football team I coached,” Hatcher said. “He was a pretty good athlete, small and a little thin, but he was very fast and had good moves. He was a flanker or split-end and scored several touchdowns. He was a good team man, sort of an all-American boy. In those days he was just the nicest person in the world. He was concerned about everybody around him, concerned about learning his job. I had one assistant who was better, but the kid had much more experience than Mark. He was the kind of person I liked to have around, a happy-go-lucky kid who was very hard to get rattled. I’m very demanding, especially when it concerns dentistry. I demanded a lot out of him and he delivered. His folks flew out to visit him early in his tour. They were just fine people. I really liked them. They were nice, warm, down-home people who really enjoyed living and loved their son.

  “Mark and I were about as close as an enlisted man and an officer could be. Very frankly, we really threw a lot of b.s. out the window . . . I felt we worked best working as a team and that’s the way we produced our dentistry. Again, Mark was very, very eager to learn. I taught him a lot of things that I don’t think most dental techs would have been interested in. He really wanted to know what it was all about. He may have had inklings at one time of going back to school and maybe even being a dentist.”

  Another description of Essex was offered by co-worker Paul Valdez: “He was an easygoing guy. He would sing to himself and be real friendly with everyone. I remember when I first got to the clinic he took time out and helped me. He showed me how to work with the doctors. He used to get along with the doctors real well.”

  Little by little, though, Essex began to be bothered by something he had never encountered before — racial harassment. Writing home to his parents, he complained that the Navy “is not like I thought it would be, not like in Emporia. Blacks have trouble getting along here.” Essex talked about the problem with several black friends, who told him “that’s just the way it is” in the Navy. They suggested that the best way to avoid prejudice was to ignore it and work hard to get promoted. It was easier to get along, they told him, “if you have some rank.”

  During those early months, Essex also had several brief talks with Dr. Hatcher about discrimination on the base and received the same advice — take advantage of educational opportunities and work for promotions. Following it, Essex climbed in rank from seaman recruit to seaman in less than a year. The annoyances continued, however, and gradually he began to be discouraged. It was increasingly clear that blacks were second-class citizens in the Navy, and it was hard for him to understand why no one seemed willing to change things.

  It was during that first year at Imperial Beach that Essex began to read about the black movement, something he had rarely done in Emporia. With interest he followed in the newspapers the legal battles of Huey Newton and Bobby Seale, who had founded the Black Panther Party in 1967. Newton thunder was in jail charged with manslaughter in the shooting of an Oakland policeman, and Seale was a defendant in the Chicago Seven trial, accused of trying to disrupt the 1968 Democratic National Convention. Essex also read a wire-service story, dated December 4, 1969, detailing how Fred Hampton, the twenty-two-year-old chairman of the Illinois Black Panther Party, had been shot dead during an early morning raid at his apartment.

  There were other stories closer to home. In that same month of December, a five-hour gun battle erupted in Los Angeles between police and eleven Panthers, including three women. And the following May, three blacks — the so-called Soledad Brothers — went on trial in San Diego for the murder of a guard at the Soledad State prison, two hundred miles to the north. It also was during this time that Essex fell under the persuasive influence of some new friends.

  Five months younger than Essex, Rodney Frank had joined the Navy on December 15, 1969, and was sent to San Diego for boot camp. Frank, who was from New Orleans, had an extensive arrest record before he enlisted. In February 1969, he was arrested on two counts of armed robbery and one count of attempted theft; then in October, barely two months before he signed up, Frank was arrested again, this time on charges of simple rape and theft. Twice in 1967 he was arrested for vagrancy. In each instance the Orleans Parish District Attorney refused to prosecute, citing lack of evidence. Although he listed his occupation as “laborer,” Frank, for the most part, was unemployed. Tight-lipped with strangers and suspicious, Frank made few friends during boot camp but apparently was not involved then in any of the clashes with commanding officers that eventually would lead to his court-martial and early dismissal from the service.


  In May 1970, Frank and his wife arrived at the Naval Air Station at Imperial Beach. Rated an airman, he was assigned to the Airframes Division of the Aircraft Intermediate Maintenance Department. Shortly afterward, he met Essex and soon the men were meeting off base. Of their acquaintance the official police report states: “Fellow sailors and superior officers reported that Essex began to have a change of attitude as he became more closely associated with Rodney Frank. Frank, who was described as being militant and antagonistic, later became a Black Muslim, and his attitude toward the white population may have influenced Mark Essex’s thinking.”

  The Federal Bureau of Investigation later determined that Essex, while in the Navy, also “associated with and received black militant literature from a member of the Black Panther Party.” There’s further evidence that he mingled off-base with other tough-talking blacks in the San Diego area. These individuals (who are not named in police or military documents) undoubtedly felt their relationship with Essex was one of student-teacher: the naive black from backwoods America needed to be informed what it was like to be beaten down by the system. What influence they had on Essex is not known; whatever it was, it became increasingly clear to Dr. Hatcher and others that the young sailor had changed.
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  New Orleans Superintendent of Police Clarence Giarrusso was trying futilely to get out of a parking lot at Tulane Stadium when the police radio sputtered out word of the shooting at Central Lockup. Pinned in by a solid wall of honking automobiles, he called for a motorcycle patrolman to clear a path through the stalled traffic. For Giarrusso, a small man tightly wound on nervous energy, the delay was maddening. He almost felt like getting out of the car and running.

  After the Sugar Bowl, Giarrusso had planned to pick up Lieutenant John Hughes, his executive assistant, and drive to a friend’s house for an early New Year’s breakfast. Attending the yearly feast was a tradition, but now food was the last thing on Giarrusso’s mind. He had caught only the end of the emergency broadcast and had asked for a repeat. With a crackle of static the message was retransmitted. When he realized that a cadet had been shot by a sniper, his anxiety ballooned.

  It took less than five minutes for a motorcycle cop to get to Giarrusso’s stranded car. When he pulled up alongside, Giarrusso stuck his head out the window and shouted, “Get me the hell out of here.” With that, the cop, using his siren in short bursts, began to open a narrow channel between the two rows of cars that were inching down the one-way street. Pulling in behind him, Giarrusso was soon able to get to Claiborne Avenue. From there, with his escort barreling through red lights in front of him, it was a straight, short drive to headquarters.

  Meanwhile, the chaos that had followed the sniping continued, and men were frantically combing the field behind the lockup looking for a hidden gunman. Among them were homicide detectives Charles Faught and Lynn Schneider. The two partners had been sitting in their car waiting to have the gas tank filled when they heard the firing and jumped out to investigate. Stopping only momentarily to check Harrell, the cadet who had been shot, they ran down the sally-port tunnel into the field with their pistols drawn. They saw nothing.

  Two other detectives, John Kastner and Edward Clogher, were also among the first on the scene and were quickly joined by Lieutenants Robert Mutz and Lawrence Vigurie, two senior homicide men who told them to take charge of the investigation inside the lockup. Mutz and Vigurie would direct the search of the field. Vigurie, who had spent years as supervisor of the homicide squad which worked the midnight-to-dawn shift, carried an armload of flashlights with him.

  “That’s not going to do it, Larry,” Mutz said. “We got to get this area lit up like a torch.”

  Vigurie agreed. “I’ll get the fire department to send over one of their light trucks,” he said, and handing the flashlights to Mutz he went back inside the building to make the necessary telephone calls.

  The equipment Vigurie wanted consisted of three powerful spotlights bolted to the bed of a flat-bottomed truck, which the fire department used for fighting large fires at night. Within fifteen minutes the truck was parked near the field, providing enough light for a baseball game.

  With the spotlights in place, Mutz lined up ten men shoulA der-to-shoulder and marched them back and forth across the field, looking for evidence. A detective yelled that he had found something, and Mutz came running. The detective was hunched over a .38-caliber, blue-steel Colt revolver, and Mutz saw immediately that the serial numbers had been filed off. Lying nearby were four spent Winchester Western casing and two live rounds. The pistol and ammunition were behind a stack of sewer pipe about three feet high. Mutz sent the pistol and shells to the crime lab so that they could be dusted for finger prints. Then he measured the distance to the lockup with his eyes, less than a football field, 250 feet at most, he thought. A good shot for a sniper working at night.

  “Look at this,” said a cop standing near him. “He must have set off some firecrackers to throw us.” Burned fragments of red-and-blue paper littered the ground. Part of the charred wick was still intact.

  “Lieutenant, over here!” someone shouted, and Mutz jogged to where three men stood around a jagged block of concrete about 150 feet behind the spot where the pistol had been found. It was on the fringe of the illuminated area, and they had their flashlights trained on two spent casings. A string of firecrackers was laid out neatly on top of the concrete. They had not been fired. Picking up one of the casings and carefully checking the caliber, Mutz shook his head; he recognized it immediately.

  “It looks like the bastard was using magnums,” said a cop who had just come from the lockup.

  “Any word on Harrell?”

  “He’d dead. They just called from Charity. He was DOA.”

  “What about Perez?”

  “He got hit in the ankle, but he’ll be all right. They’ve got him doped up.”

  By then the sally port and the field had been sealed off. A crude figure chalked on the floor of the sally port marked where Harrell had fallen. A dark stain was at the center of the figure, and an officer from the crime lab was bent over it, snapping photographs, the strobe flashing in the tunnel like lightning.

  Nearby, a few men were talking about Harrell. They spoke quietly, one of them recounting how, some months earlier, the cadet had checked in ten minutes late for roll call. In the midst of a chewing out by his supervisor, Harrell had softly explained that he had taken his pregnant wife to a hospital. He had apologized for being late.

  

  “How long did you say they were married?”

  “About a year.”

  “Jeez.”

  “They just had a baby.”

  “Jeez.”

  “Has anyone called his wife?”

  No one answered.

  The men turned their attention to Kastner and Clogher. Working slowly, meticulously, the two detectives eventually located four of the seven bullets that had been fired into the lockup. One of the rounds had punctured a metal sign attached to the bottom of the Perdido Street gate, leaving a neat hole almost a half-inch in diameter. The bullet that struck Harrell and Perez was dug out of the concrete wall at the rear of the sally port, 107 feet from where the cadet had fallen. Another was embedded in the ceiling of the tunnel. All of the fragments were sent off for testing, each in a separate plastic bag. Alex Vega, chief of ballistics, had been called from home and was already at work. He quickly determined that all of the bullets had been fired from the same weapon, probably a .44-caliber-magnum carbine.

  These tests were still underway when Giarrusso’s black Chrysler screeched into the underground garage and jerked to a halt. Lieutenant Hughes, who had arrived fifteen minutes earlier and taken charge of the overall investigation, was waiting for him.

  “Good Christ, John. What do we have?” Giarrusso said as he slammed the door. “Spell it out.”

  With a flat, unemotional voice Hughes, a baldish man with a wide, pitted face, recited what had happened and told of the progress of the investigation so far. His account was concise and blunt. As chief of the department’s Inspections Unit (it checked other divisions for efficiency), Hughes had a reputation for assimilating bulky chunks of fragmented information, sorting them, then summarizing quickly and accurately. He had doubled as Giarrusso’s executive assistant for a little over a year.

  “We’ve got one dead, Cadet Alfred Harrell, and Horace Perez was grazed in the ankle. We’re fanning out in the neighborhood now, looking for suspects, but we’ve got no idea how many were involved or who we’re looking for. The only thing we know for sure is that they’ve got an awful big gun. Ballistics says it’s a magnum carbine.”


  “Where’s Henry?” Giarrusso asked, referring to Chief of Detectives Henry Morris.

  “He’s on his way,” Hughes said. Morris had been fighting the flu all week but had climbed out of bed, swallowed a couple of aspirins, and headed downtown as soon as he got word of the shooting.

  As he hurried to the sally port with the sharp, back-braced stride of an ex-Marine (he had served in the Pacific during World War Two), Giarrusso asked about Harrell’s background.

  “You know him,” Hughes said. “He used to work in CID(Central Investigations Division — the official name for the detective squad). A big kid. He must have been dead when he hit the ground.”

  “We’ll go to the hospital later,” Giarrusso said. “Have his relatives been notified?”

  “I called Father Rogers,” Hughes said. He didn’t have to say anything else. The Catholic priest, an Oblate of Mary Immaculate, was the police chaplain who notified the family after an “accident.”

  “John, I want every available man, everyone we can shake loose, working on this,” Giarrusso said. “We’ve got to find that bastard. It’s the first man I’ve lost. I don’t want to lose another.” (Since Giarrusso’s appointment as superintendent in mid1970, no New Orleans police officer had died in the line of duty. The last fatality was in 1969 when a car hit a traffic cop. Within the next week, the statistics would jump dramatically.)

  As Giarrusso arrived in the sally port, the measuring and questioning was going ahead full speed. After a briefing by Kastner, he stopped to talk with a reporter from the Times- Picayune. The reporter, knowing his paper was after deadline, had dogged Giarrusso almost from the moment he got out of his car.

  

  “We just don’t know yet what we’ve got,” Giarrusso told him. “You’re asking for motives, suspects, and we don’t know any of that. Christ, man. The blood is still wet here.”

  Undaunted, the reporter asked whether he thought it was the work of a “militant group.” Staring at the ground, Giarrusso delayed a moment before he answered.

  “Look, as soon as we get into this a little, I might have some answers for you. Right now, I just don’t know.”

  Writing furiously on his pad, the reporter hurried off for the nearest telephone to call in four or five paragraphs to be inserted in boldface in the final edition. As he departed, Giarrusso asked that someone from the Public Information Office be notified. He knew what he was in for from the media and wanted the “proper channels” established immediately.

  About that time it started all over again — rifle fire, someone screaming that he was hit, policemen throwing themselves bellyflat on the ground, squinting into the blackness for a target. Even Giarrusso was stunned.

  “It was unreal,” he recalled later. “We thought the sniper had come back. I organized a group of men and made sure they all had shotguns and we took off running in the direction of the shots. They seemed to have come from the houses behind a lot facing South White. (The lot was the construction site of the newly begun Orleans Parish Prison.) There were three, maybe four, houses and I had men fan out next to them and we started pounding on doors.”

  Soon there were shouts and a door was kicked open and five men, all staggeringly drunk, were herded onto the sidewalk, their hands over their heads as flashlights shone in their faces. One of them, his tongue thick with liquor, excitedly explained how they had decided to celebrate the New Year by firing a shotgun and a deer rifle into the air. The shotgun pellets, it turned out, had landed in the field behind the lockup, one of them grazing the hand of a man operating the spotlights. Two of the five were arrested for discharging weapons in the city. Giarrusso, as the episode shows, was not afraid to jump into the thickets. He had demonstrated the same trait barely a month after his appointment when he took command at the scene during a shoot-out with a band of Black Panthers. He exposed himself to fire repeatedly and, as a result, was criticized in a report by the International Association of Chiefs of Police, which said he had exercised “poor command procedures.” Giarrusso’s response was, “The rightful place for any police chief, or any commander for that matter, is leading his men. I will always be in front of my troops where I belong.”

  By the time Giarrusso returned to the lockup, Henry Morris had been briefed, and was waiting for him. Considered a cop’s cop — one who had spent years working his way up through the ranks — Morris was known throughout the department as “the Major.” Chief of detectives since 1966, he had at his command over 150 men. Tall and heavy set, Morris was a few years Giarrusso’s senior and, before Giarrusso’s appointment, had been considered by many to be the top contender for the superintendent’s job. (As a result, Giarrusso’s selection had caused some bitterness in the department.) An excellent administrator, Morris had attended the Harvard Business School and countless graduate seminars, but more importantly, he had also spent the better part of twenty years on the streets, earning a reputation for cracking the hard cases through sheer doggedness. As usual, he had something to report.

  “We’ve got a woman and kid who say they saw two blacks driving away from the lockup at high speed just after the shots. I’ve got some people with them now.”

  “They give a description?”

  “Yeah, but it’s not much,” Morris said. “One tall, the other short, both with Afros, driving a white 1957 Chevrolet with a piece of chrome hanging loose.”

  “This is going to be a bad one, Henry,” Giarrusso said as the two men stood waiting for the elevator to his office on the fifth floor. “That sonofabitch is going to be back. You can count on it.”

  A chain smoker, Giarrusso lit a cigarette and began twisting his class ring, a habit he had when worried. His mother had given him the ring when he graduated from Tulane University in 1955 with a degree in business administration. It was one of three degrees he had earned during countless hours in night school. The others were in criminology and law. After a stint in the Marines, Giarrusso had joined the police department in 1949 as a motorcycle patrolman. He meant for it to be only a summer job while he was an undergraduate at Tulane, but when September rolled around he was, as he put it, hooked. “I thought I would be afraid of those Harleys, but I found I loved it — racing down the street at eighty miles an hour, the wind hitting you in the face. No, when the summer was over, I knew I wanted to be a cop bad.”

  In 1954 Giarrusso made sergeant and was transferred to narcotics, where he stayed until his appointment to superintendent. By then he was a captain and, since 1968, narcotics commander. Two years later he succeeded his younger brother, Joe, to the department’s top job. Joseph Giarrusso had been appointed superintendent by former Mayor Chep Morrison in 1960 in the wake of a graft and kickback scandal that had implicated many of the department’s ranking officers. Morrison had dipped below the tainted high command to pick Joseph Giarrusso, a thirty-six-year-old lieutenant whose honesty and toughness were unquestioned. In 1970, when Giarrusso left the force to open a security-guard agency, newly elected Mayor Moon Landrieu did the same thing. Passing over several majors to pick the forty-seven-year-old captain, he said that when he went through the personnel jackets of possible candidates he “kept coming back to the one labeled Clarence Giarrusso.”

  Inevitably, politics also was involved in the selection. Landrieu, who was elected largely on the strength of a heavy black vote, had promised during the campaign to bring more minority group members into the police department.

  Clarence Giarrusso promptly announced that he wanted to be “superintendent for all the people.” In a matter of days he picked Captain Sidney Cates as his chief deputy for administration, making him the city’s highest ranking black official since Reconstruction. With Giarrusso, however, politics wasn’t the overriding concern. He was genuinely committed to opening up the department to blacks and actively recruited them.

  Shortly after Morris and Giarrusso switched on the lights in the superintendent’s office, a cavernous room with dark blue carpeting, their one fragile lead, the description of the two blacks in the Chevrolet, evaporated. The car, stolen from an elderly black man while he was attending church services, was recovered a few blocks away. Two of the man’s cousins had “borrowed” it for a joyride.
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  Mark Essex enlisted in the Navy primarily on the advice of his father, who had served in the Army during the Second World War. When he learned that his son wanted to sign up, Mr. Essex told him that there might be less racial prejudice in the Navy. He remembered his painful experiences as a black GI. “In World War Two they would send us down to Mississippi to train with wooden sticks,” he said. “Now why would they send a black man from Kansas or anywhere in the Midwest to Mississippi without any way to protect himself? Some of us decided we needed the guns and ammo more there than we did when we got to Europe.”

  The Reverend W.A. Chambers, a close friend of the Essex family, told a similar story. He recounted how he had been sent to New Guinea where the “Negroes were forced to lock their weapons up at night while the whites were allowed to keep theirs in the barracks.”

  

  These tales had new meaning for the young sailor after his fight, actually only one of several jolting encounters he had had with racial prejudice in the Navy. The hassles were almost endless. The first bitter dose was administered not long after he finished boot camp at San Diego and was assigned to Imperial Beach.

  Essex had applied for a bartender’s job at the Jolly Rotor, the enlisted men’s club. The experience, his mother said later, was a rude one.

  “A white boy showed him what he had to do, how they had to get ice in another room next to the bar. The white went in and got the ice without asking permission. But it didn’t work that way for Jimmy. (She always called her son by his second name.) Every time he needed ice he had to ask permission to get it from a white sailor. It was hard for him to accept this.”

  Essex soon quit.

  There were other irritants. The car Essex purchased on his twenty-first birthday was cause for a steady dose of harassment. Virtually every time he left or entered the base he was stopped by security guards who insisted on seeing his license, registration, and insurance papers. Often he was ordered out of the car and had to watch as the guards opened the doors and trunk and searched inside; they worked slowly, frequently spending a half-hour checking the car from top to bottom, even going so far as to unscrew door panels. The same thing happened to Frank and several other blacks whom Essex allowed to use the car.

  He complained about the searches to Dr. Hatcher who asked security officers for an explanation. Hatcher was told that there had been a bomb scare at the base a few weeks earlier and as a result the guards were under pressure to conduct sporadic car checks to tighten up security. Neither Hatcher nor his wife or any of the other dentists at the clinic could recall being stopped. The doctor promised to investigate Essex’s charge that he was being subjected to continuous discrimination.

  Around the time of Essex’s twenty-first birthday, on August 12, 1970, Hatcher noticed a “drastic shift” in his personality.

  “The change was very sudden; it seemed to come in a matter of weeks, just about the time he bought the car. I remember joking with him about getting a ticket on the freeway, and he thought that the ‘white honky’ was after him and we kind of joshed it off. But the problems seemed to start happening then. I have a feeling that he got in with a group of blacks who really felt they were being put down. And I don’t think it was just base oriented. I think it was Eleventh Naval District oriented. Several times he talked about going downtown and meeting with some guys who were putting out an underground newspaper. I have a feeling that he may have been involved in this paper and that it got him going, thinking. I felt he got into a thing that was much bigger than what he was going through. But then he started picking up the vibes, things that were happening around him that prior to that he had overlooked completely. In his happy-go-lucky atmosphere he had kind of brushed them off, sort of, ‘OK, you’re a turkey, but I’m not going to let you bother me.’ But then as he started listening to some of these hard-core militant types, I think he really got involved in the movement.

  “Once the harassment started, after the fight and after he started getting into trouble, the conversations we had were very terse. He was almost a defeatist at that point. He was really down on the system. And as I said, it really came overnight. It was very quick, and I couldn’t understand it. At one point I got disillusioned with him, and I probably got on him a bit about really being a crybaby and letting things get to him and that it was time for him to shape up and shake it off and get back into his personality and not let people influence him. During that first year all our conversations had been happy ones. But then they became very short. He was kind of defensive, belligerent sometimes. He trusted me, and yet he didn’t want to bring me into it.”

  Then there was a girl. Imperial Beach is a short drive from Tijuana and on weekends Essex and a few friends would often cross the Mexican border to take in the greyhound races and spend the night drinking beer in a succession of dimly lit bodegas. On one of these trips Essex met a Mexican girl named Rosa and began to date her. Occasionally, she came to visit him at the Air Station, and the first time they walked into the Jolly Rotor and sat alone at a table, there was silence. Conversation stopped, heads turned, and it wasn’t long before the half-whispered comments began to circulate. Essex resolved never to meet the girl on the base again.

  The record of Essex’s court-martial shows that these and similar incidents made him the butt of almost daily harassment. Wisecracks, gibes, whispered curses, and a stream of petty orders often dropped on the spur of the moment by ranking enlisted men were Essex’s lot in the mess halls, barracks, everywhere. “The Navy became his own private hell,” Essex’s sister said later, describing her brother’s treatment at the Air Station. His only haven remained the dental clinic where, for the most part, he continued to have a friendly rapport with Hatcher.

  Inevitably, though, there would be a breaking point. It came when Essex and his three bunk mates — all black — were put on report for “excessive noise in the barracks.”

  They were accused of playing a stereo late into the night with the volume turned up. This meant that the four blacks would have to face a disciplinary hearing called a Captain’s Mast. Convinced they were being unjustly singled out — whites, they argued, played hard rock just as loudly — Essex and the others decided to fight and requested that they be allowed to “skip mast” and go straight to a summary courtA martial. The move would permit them to argue their case at the highest level and would require a face-to-face confrontation with their accusers.

  Dr. Hatcher, convinced the men were being subjected to blatant discrimination, conducted a private investigation into their complaints. He soon learned that the sailor who originally filed the complaint was “severely prejudiced” and had very probably influenced the two other witnesses who had signed the complaint.

  “He was a guy who was obviously just a prejudiced individual,” Hatcher said of him. “He didn’t like blacks in general. My picture of him was of a rather stubby guy, kind of medium height. He came across as a very definite redneck. He had some definite dislikes and blacks were one of them. The guy was known to be in trouble a lot himself. He was the type you would expect to put out a complaint. In Jim’s case, he was complaining about things like the color of his socks, the way he had his walls decorated, things like that. He told me that he walked into Essex’s room and here was ‘all this nigger shit.’ He really got carried away.”

  Hatcher took his findings to his commanding officer. In less than a week the court-martial proceedings were halted.

  Still, Essex was not pleased; he and his friends were to be separated and assigned to different barracks. Essex thought that they had been “sold out,” and he told Hatcher that once they were isolated in new barracks “it was really going to hit the fan.”
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