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    Preface

    On the night of November 17, 1950, Ernest Ingenito went on a shooting rampage against his in-laws, killing five people, wounding four others, and affecting the course of many lives with his actions. The shootings occurred in South Jersey, an idyllic place to live at that time. A small population was stretched across miles of rural countryside, and everybody knew everybody else. Very few people had money, but that was all right; chances were good most of your neighbors were in the same boat. Nobody locked their doors. Most kids had open fields to run in and cool streams to splash in when they weren’t playing games. Adults generally spent their free time watching television, reading magazines, or talking to one another. Occasionally, everyone might pile into the family car and go for a ride that sometimes ended at the local Stewart’s for a round of hot dogs and frothy Black Cows. Violence of this type was something that happened elsewhere, usually in “the city.” At the same time, such tragedies were simply not as commonplace as they are now, whether you lived in the city, suburbs, or country. Was it a more innocent time? Of course not. Did it feel like it was? You bet.

    I had grown up in South Jersey knowing the bare bones of this story, because it was related, literally through marriage, to my own extensive family. Like most kids, I gave it only nominal attention; for me, there were so many other, more important things to worry about in those days. But in recent years, as I began to write about crime on a regular basis, it seemed like a subject that deserved further exploration for a number of reasons. As a former newspaper reporter who for many years had covered similar stories in the region, I recognized this case as a classic example of what happens when domestic violence explodes.

    In addition, telling this story gave me, a second-generation Italian-American woman, a chance to explore the world of the Italians and their children who settled in South Jersey in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. Having grown up very close to my roots, which ran deep throughout the area, I have written about a world in which I feel comfortable. In this book, I specifically address the perspective of the Italians of South Jersey, because they were primarily involved in what happened, and because their life experiences colored the events accordingly. The immigrants and their children were a very close-knit group of people; their descendants, even sixty years later, remain the same, often reluctant to discuss on the record what happened all those years ago. When they did talk, passions were sometimes still as strong, as if the murders and assaults had occurred the day before.

    Finally, I felt it was important to tell this story because it reveals, at its heart, just how complex human beings are as a species. As a student of history, I have always been fascinated by human behavior. I am not pretending, however, that this book will resolve any of the questions that have plagued civilization since the beginning of time. I doubt that anyone will ever really know the contents of another person’s heart, let alone understand why we are unable to treat each other better during the short time we are here. I do not spend a lot of time theorizing about why Ernest Ingenito decided to pick up his guns and start shooting that night. I do not make judgment on his morality, character, or sanity. I will let each reader make up his or her own mind on the matter.

    Many of the people who were directly involved in the case passed away before I began my research. Fortunately, their memories live on through others, who were kind enough to share their perceptions about those friends, colleagues, and family members who are no longer here to speak for themselves. Many records remain—some generated by Ernest Ingenito himself—allowing me to reconstruct the chain of events that occurred in the weeks preceding the night of November 17, 1950, and the trials that came afterward. Not surprisingly, there are a few gaps, but none, I think, that have an adverse affect on the story. I have kept the courtroom testimony in the order it was presented, but some of it has been condensed to avoid repetition and irrelevancy. I was not concerned about the number of stenographers who were present in court each day. Sometimes, I left witnesses out completely. This is because I wanted to tell a story and avoid sounding like a trial transcript. For the record, the prosecution called more than forty witnesses to testify against Ingenito; the defense attorney called eight, including the accused, to speak on his behalf.

    Sadly, a lot of questions were raised about this incident that may never be adequately answered. Besides the obvious one—why did he do it?—I had difficulty trying to figure out the prosecution’s reasons for the way it initially presented the case. In light of the seriousness of the crimes, I was unable to understand why Ingenito received the sentences that he did, which resulted in his serving a relatively short time in jail. I was truly surprised to learn that he was never prosecuted for any of the assaults on those who survived. Even some of the legal experts I consulted were puzzled as to why Ingenito was spared from the electric chair at a time when other murderers, some of whom had killed only one person, received the ultimate punishment. For example, Howard Auld, a thirty-one-year-old former paratrooper and chauffeur from Bellmawr, was executed in the electric chair at 8:06P.M . on March 27,1951, at the New Jersey State Prison in Trenton. He received this sentence in 1945 for the brutal murder of one woman, twenty-three-year-old Margaret McDade, a waitress from Philadelphia who had refused his advances.

    It is my intention to help the reader see that there were a variety of factors at work on the night Ingenito picked up his guns, some of which continue to resonate even now among those he left behind. For the people who lived through the experience and were willing to share their memories, I hope this book brings, if not a sense of closure, at least an opportunity to shed light on the specter that has lingered for so long in the shadows of their lives. Maybe, by setting events down in black-and-white, I can help them achieve a small degree of peace. For those who still cannot speak about that night, all I can say is, I did my best.

    I have attempted to be as accurate and objective as possible in telling this story. Since much of it was gleaned from newspaper accounts, magazines, and books, as well as people’s memories, I used my judgment, honed by many years of experience in researching and writing, to present the incidents from the most believable resources with the greatest amount of evidence. Some of the previously printed stories about Ingenito conflicted with the official record, but have been considered anyway to show the amount and type of publicity generated by the crime. Even then, some reporters were not above stretching the truth just a little to lend more color to an already dramatic story. But any dialogue that you read was either spoken, written, or attributed to its source by others who engaged that person in direct conversation.

    They say it takes a village to raise a child. Well, this particular “child” was nurtured by the following people, who have earned my sincere thanks for their support and assistance.

    At Stackpole Books, editor Kyle Weaver developed the project and editorial assistant Brett Keener carried it through the production process.

    For interviews and research, I relied on Ernest Ingenito Jr.; Mary Ann Larro, research assistant; Sean Dalton, Gloucester County Prosecutor; Bernard Weisenfeld, Public Information Officer for the Gloucester County Prosecutor’s Office; the staff and volunteers of the Gloucester County Historical Society; the staff of the New Jersey State Archives; Tony Ficcaglia, retired psychologist; Deidre Fedkenheuer, spokesperson for the New Jersey Department of Corrections; Judge George Stanger, retired; Judge Ernest Alvino, retired; Mark Falzini, archivist at the New Jersey State Police Museum; Allen “Boo” Pergament, Atlantic City historian; Gretchen McLain, Franklin Township Historical Advisory Committee; Susan Mounier, Director of the Newfield Public Library; Terry Glen Tucker, Esquire; Connie Schuchard; and, as always, the staff of the Vineland Public Library.

    Then there are the brave souls who served as my readers: Karen Smith, Ruth Tucker, Ngaire Smith, and Suzie Carano.

    In addition, I appreciate that the following people were willing to share their memories: Nola Mazzoli Siciliano, Barbara Mazzoli Trommello, Frank Mazzoli, Teresa Pioppi Sanford, and others who preferred to remain anonymous.

  


  
    

    [image: ]

    
      “I’m sorry about them naturally, but I do not feel as though I’m at all responsible.”

      Ernest Martin Ingenito

      January 5, 1956

    

    Night fell hard and fast in November. Deep in the heart of the dense Pine Barrens, which stretch across the lower half of New Jersey, the stars that were splashed across the black velvet sky cast a bright light on the scattered farms below. There was a hint of water in the air but it was still too warm for snow. Not that it would matter. The crops had long since been harvested and trucked off to the local produce auction for shipment to markets in Philadelphia, Wilmington, and New York. Now was the time for settling accounts and taking care of all those farm chores that took second place when every waking moment was spent in the field tending the crops.

    Some said a violent nor’easter was brewing. The storm threatened to reach hurricane proportions by the following week. But the air was still and cool on Friday, November 17, 1950, at a little before nine at night. The only sounds were the raccoons rustling their way through the backyards in search of food and the occasional hoot of an owl nesting in a nearby tree.

    There was a lot more quiet to listen to in those days, especially on Piney Hollow Road, a heavily forested stretch on the eastern boundary of Franklin Township in Gloucester County. Bordering the tiny towns of Landisville and Downstown, the road ran roughly south to north, twisting through a landscape of trees and houses that were strewn about like abandoned toys across a carpet of open fields. It was one of those blink-and-you-miss-it places that few people had ever heard of and still fewer could find. The bright lights of Philadelphia to the west and Atlantic City to the east were only about an hour’s drive away. At the southern end of Piney Hollow Road, where it connected to Route 40, or the Harding Highway, the names on the mailboxes that dotted the roadside were predominantly Italian, often related by blood or marriage. A generation or two before, Italian immigrants were first drawn to the region by the promise of owning their own farms, an opportunity that never would have been possible in their homeland.

    At the heart of Piney Hollow Road was the Pioppi farm, a sprawling fifty-seven-acre spread west of the road that had been settled about forty years before by Armando and Theresa Pioppi. By 1950, the farm was prospering under Theresa’s management, with the help of their two sons, John and Jino. Unlike some of their neighbors, who still used horses to pull their plows, the Pioppis could afford modern equipment, like a tractor, which allowed them to till the soil and harvest their crops more quickly and efficiently. At eighty-two, Armando was happy to let Theresa, fifteen years his junior, and the boys take care of the business. Although thirty-one-year-old Jino was their youngest, he had a good head on his shoulders and his mother relied on him to get the work done. Like his father, Jino stood more than six feet tall. Dark-haired and handsome, he was lean and well-muscled from years of hard work. At forty-six, John was already going gray; although he was a little slow when it came to understanding some things, he was a hard worker who willingly tackled any job.

    The rhythm of life on Piney Hollow Road was rarely interrupted. Only once in recent memory had anything dramatic occurred. In the early 1930s, a TWA airplane was forced to make an emergency landing in the Pioppis’ fields, a local resident recalled. The craft, carrying actors headed to Atlantic City, tore up the sweet potato crop, which outraged Theresa Pioppi. Some neighbors considered the Pioppis a little money hungry, and they chuckled as she ran out into the fields, screaming at the pilot that his company was going to pay. But it is not surprising that Theresa was upset. The crops were their livelihood—without produce, the bills didn’t get paid and the family didn’t eat.

    The Pioppis had good reason to be proud of their thriving farm. By 1950, they were successful enough to rent an adjoining twenty-three acres that overflowed with produce each fall. Across the street lived the Pioppis’ daughter, Pearl, who had married Mike Mazzoli in 1925. They had twenty-one acres received as a dowry from her parents. Mike’s family had settled many years before in neighboring Buena Vista Township. He was a quiet, hardworking man who had spent most of his life farming, and he was still close to his brothers and sisters, who all lived just a few miles away. Although he had his share of youthful indiscretions, Mike was devoted to his Pearl and their only daughter, Theresa, named in honor of her maternal grandmother. Known to everyone as Tessie, she had been a cheerful baby from the time she was born on May 24, 1926, and had grown up to be a gentle, sweet young woman.

    Unfortunately, the families had been having a problem lately. Three years earlier, Tessie Mazzoli had married Ernest Ingenito, an outsider who resented the amount of farmwork his in-laws had expected from him. Tessie, with her shoulder-length dark hair and brown eyes, looked so pretty on her wedding day. She sparkled in her big picture hat and white suittrimmed in plaid ribbon. Her groom, in his fashionable brown plaid suit, looked so happy. How had things gone so wrong, so fast? Part of the reason seemed to be that Ernie had grown up on the streets of Wildwood and Philadelphia. He was not familiar with the “old ways,” those traditions that demanded individual sacrifice for the greater good of the family. The Mazzolis were sorry they had ever permitted the marriage to take place.

    Ernie never understood why, when he later held an outside job, he was still expected to help out on the farm. Although he had seemed happy enough to work in the fields during his first year with Tessie, his attitude grew increasingly antagonistic, especially toward his mother-in-law.

    Pearl found it difficult to hide her dislike of Ernie. She saw him as lazy and untrustworthy. Perhaps she believed some of the rumors that he had physically abused Tessie during the brief time they lived in Philadelphia right after they married. But Pearl kept quiet and never complained about such matters, not even to other family members. She only knew that Tessie no longer seemed comfortable with the thought of being alone with her husband. So Pearl was always on guard, determined to make sure nothing bad happened to her only child while under her roof.

    The final insult for the Mazzolis came in October when Mike heard that Ernie was fooling around with other women. Although Mike rarely lost his temper, he threw the younger man out of the house one Sunday and told him not to come back. Despite Ernie’s pleas, his wife refused to go with him; she was not willing to leave behind the only place she thought of as home. Ernie later persuaded some of Tessie’s other relatives to speak to Mike and Pearl on his behalf, but his in-laws refused to budge. There was no way he was ever going to set foot in their house again, not without a court order. The Pioppis firmly supported the Mazzolis’ position, and Tessie, like a good daughter, did as she was told. Despite the upset, life went on for the two families, who when not working spent almost all of their free time together. Some of the neighbors saw them as a little too clannish, but the Mazzolis and Pioppis couldn’t have cared less. Family came first.

    In 1950, the average cost for a home in South Jersey was around $10,000. As far as the Pioppis were concerned, however, no price could be placed on their property and what it meant to them. The substantial two-story stucco farmhouse with the big, white-painted front porch had grown through the years to accommodate the increasing size of their household. Inside, the gleaming dark wood staircase rose from a hallway that evenly divided the downstairs rooms, decorated in the latest style. Except for special occasions, the family crowded around the chrome table in the kitchen for their meals. The house’s living room and small sitting room were filled with plush sofas and chairs in deep burgundy, while flowered carpeting covered most of the floors. The furniture meshed with traditional art and sculpture, which sat side-by-side with a modern stereo system in one room and a new television set in the next. In addition to Armando and Theresa Pioppi and their sons John and Jino, the farmhouse was home to Jino’s twenty-eight-year-old wife, Marion, and their three children, nine-year-old Jeannie, seven-year-old Armando, and thirteen-month-old Teresa, also named for her grandmother. Marion had learned recently that she was pregnant with their fourth child. The pretty blonde, originally a Volpa from Williamstown, was a hard-working young woman who had no problem fitting into life on the farm.

    November 17 started out just like any other day for the two families. While Tessie was busy helping her parents and caring for her boys, two-year-old Michael and baby Ernest Jr., the Pioppi women attended to household matters across the street. Jino and John had spent the week hauling chicken manure by truck from New Sharon, about twenty miles away, which was then spread as fertilizer across the dormant fields. It was a grueling but necessary job that made their crops the envy of their neighbors. Thankfully, they had finished that day.

    As usual, the Pioppis ate supper around five o’clock. After helping her mother-in-law with the dishes, Marion asked her husband to take her to the general store in Downstown. Jino pulled the car out of the garage behind the house around eight o’clock and drove Marion, their daughter Teresa, and his sister Pearl to Clevenger’s Store to buy groceries and ice cream. Dominick Biagi, Theresa Pioppi’s brother, lived about a mile north of the Pioppi farm on Piney Hollow Road. He passed the house just as the family was climbing into the car. He had asked his daughter Eva to drive him to the Landisville Farmers Club, an organization for local farmers that had been started in the late 1800s. Although Biagi planned to stop and visit his sister on the way home, he first wanted to buy some whiskey at the club. He liked to start each day with a little splash in his coffee.

    While the Biagi car rolled toward Landisville, Jino drove into Downstown, a tiny settlement situated on Harding Highway about three miles south of their farm. There, they bought their groceries, then talked for a few minutes with general store owner Mary Clevenger. She was waiting for her daughter Patricia, who had gone home for dinner after minding the store all day. The Clevengers were going to close for the night so that they could go to the movies. When Patricia returned, she noticed Ernie’s car parked at Reed’s gas station across the street. She never mentioned it to anyone, because it never struck her as important. After saying goodnight to the Clevengers, the Pioppis dropped Pearl off at her house, then returned home and dished out the ice cream for the entire family. Even Armando, who had retired early that night, had been happy to enjoy a bowl of ice cream in bed.

    After watching television for a while, nine-year-old Jeannie went upstairs with her mother, who was trying to get little Teresa to sleep. Jeannie got ready for bed, but was too thirsty to rest, so she headed back downstairs to the kitchen for a drink of water. She preferred the water from the kitchen spigot, because it was always cold and refreshing compared to the upstairs bathroom sink.

    In the meantime, Jino, who had just shaved, retired to the little sitting room where the family spent most nights. As he crossed the doorway draped in flowered curtains, he probably shook his head in amazement at the black-and-white television set with the twelve-inch screen that stood against the far wall. His mother and his brother John were watching it as avidly as little Mando, who sat next to his grandmother on the couch. Although they had owned the TV for a while now, most of them were still awed by this technological marvel that brought pictures as well as sound right into their own living room. Like their car, nice furniture, and good clothes, it was further proof to them that America was the land of opportunity for anyone who was willing to work hard.

    Settling on the couch, Jino began telling Theresa about his exhausting day, when they suddenly heard a loud rapping sound. Jeannie, who was just at the foot of the staircase, reached out automatically and turned the brass handle of the heavy door. Following his mother out into the entry hall, Jino froze as Pearl flew inside and screamed, “Ernie’s over at my house with two guns! Call the state police!”
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    Ernest Martin Ingenito was nothing if not determined on the night on November 17, 1950. He loaded an assortment of weapons into his battered, bullet-nosed 1941 green Ford coupe and headed toward the Mazzoli farm, the place he had called home up until about six weeks earlier. At twenty-six, Ernie was a handsome young man, with brown hair, hazel eyes, and a roguish smile. Standing a little over 5 foot 6, he had broad shoulders and looked good in the latest Italian-cut jackets. He had a naked woman tattooed on one arm and a heart with Tessie’s name on his opposite shoulder.

    In the beginning, it had been easy for Ernie to capture Tessie’s heart. They had been introduced by her cousin in December 1946. Tessie was barely bothered when he told her about his past, and they were married on June 21, 1947. Three years later, however, he bore little resemblance to the smiling bridegroom seen in their wedding photos. He had been running on coffee, cigarettes, and adrenaline for weeks, and that November night, he was a man on a mission. With loaded guns in the car and his pockets stuffed with ammunition, Ernie tried to sort out what he was going to say when he reached the Mazzoli farm. He was trying to be calm. He was trying to think. Every time he thought of a reason why he should be allowed to return to the house or at least see his two young sons, he could hear them talking—his in-laws, the lawyers, all the people who sat in judgment of him and decided he was no good. Ernie had watched some of them earlier that night as they shopped inside Clevenger’s store. Slumped in his car across the street at Reed’s gas station, he just knew they were talking about him.

    Ernie is worthless. Ernie is lazy. He stopped helping out on the farm long before Mike threw him out.

    Ernie is running around with other women. Why, somebody saw him just a few days ago shamelessly flirting with a girl on Landis Avenue in Vineland . . .

    For a moment, he was back in the classroom again, listening to the ugly sound of children laughing at him because he couldn’t read well. Shaking off the fragment of memory, Ernie focused on the present. Then, he had run away from the people who had tormented him. He wasn’t going to do that anymore. But how could a man talk to his wife and work things out when her whole family was against him? Even his father-inlaw wanted nothing to do with him. That upset Ernie because he had liked Mike Mazzoli a lot. They had always gotten along. Mike had even decreed that Tessie could marry Ernie, overruling Pearl’s protests that their twenty-one-year-old daughter was too young.

    So what if he had stopped working on the farm, Ernie thought. It wasn’t like he was getting anything out of it. Sure Mike had given him money earlier in the year, but that didn’t count. The Mazzolis were so old-fashioned; they had told him he’d get a further share of the profits when the harvest was in and the crops were sold, but he knew they would never give him anything. Pearl, especially, liked keeping him on a string. She knew that money meant independence . . . But that really didn’t matter anymore.

    Ernie was making a good living now, repairing and selling appliances for Tessie’s uncle, Tony D’Augustine. Business was growing steadily at Tony’s store, located on Harding Highway in the tiny nearby town of Landisville, a farming community that was also home to several thriving family-owned sewing factories. Although he worked full-time at a sewing factory in Vineland, Tony had been smart enough to realize that there was a fortune to be made in all of the new household conveniences being produced by companies like General Electric. When World War II ended, industry had to find a way to lure women out of the workplace and back into the home, to make room for all of the returning soldiers. Advances in technology meant that even the average American family could now afford luxuries like washers and dryers, refrigerators with built-in freezers, and most of all, television. And, if they couldn’t, there were always layaway plans and charge accounts. For a few dollars a month, almost anyone could buy into the American Dream.

    Like his employer, Ernie recognized a good opportunity when he saw one. He had breezed through the appliance repair training classes offered in Philadelphia by General Electric. Then, he had quickly proven to Tony that he was not only the right man to fix appliances but to sell them as well. At a salary of one dollar an hour for his work as a repairman, and an additional commission for every appliance he sold, Ernie was bringing home on average more than $50 a week. Good money—enough to support his wife and two sons. Despite everything that had happened over the past few weeks, he told himself that all he wanted was for Tessie and the boys to leave the farm and move with him into a home of their own. He had previously talked to Tony about renting the apartment above the store, but his employer was reluctant to agree. Married to Mike’s younger sister Emma, Tony did not want to be perceived as taking sides in a family dispute. It was just another way that his in-laws had managed to interfere in his life, Ernie reflected bitterly.

    As he drove, Ernie’s thoughts jittered back and forth from having a home of his own to seeing his sons. If only they had agreed to let him see the kids. The older one, especially, was at an age where it was fun to do stuff together. The night before, Ernie had gone to the Coia house on East Oak Road in neighboring Buena Vista Township. He had hoped that Tessie’s uncle, Henry Coia Sr., might be able to help him. Henry Sr. and his wife Marie were away when Ernie arrived, so he sat down and watched television for a while with eighteen-year-old Henry Jr., known as Sonny. Sonny often helped Ernie deliver appliances from the store.

    Henry Sr. was a little surprised to find Ernie in his house when he and Marie walked in the door just before midnight, and he wasn’t happy when the younger man asked him to speak to Mike Mazzoli on his behalf. Although the Coias liked Ernie, his constant visits had become a little awkward since he was no longer living with his wife. Reluctantly, Henry Sr. agreed that he would speak to Ernie’s father-in-law on Friday. He said he would stop by the Rulis home in Cecil, where Ernie was boarding, around three that afternoon, and let him know the outcome of their discussion.

    As promised, Henry Sr. had driven to Cecil, but the result of his conversation with the Mazzolis, as far as Ernie was concerned, had been disappointing. Tessie was going to divorce him. She had already seen Philip J. Lipman, a prominent attorney from Vineland, who promised her that she had sufficient grounds to end her marriage. If she didn’t accept any financial support from her estranged husband, as her mother was pushing for, then he would be out of her life forever. For a while, Ernie had tried to enlist Lipman in his effort to reconcile with Tessie. He finally realized it was useless to contact Lipman again—or any other lawyer for that matter. Sure, he was supposed to go see that attorney in Bridgeton tomorrow morning. But he already knew it wouldn’t be worth the trip. Nobody could help him. Nobody even tried. That’s why, after Henry Sr. left, Ernie had retreated to his bedroom. Not long afterward, he began to gather together his small collection of guns.

    Ernie had earned a marksman’s certificate ten years earlier as a private in Company F, 111th Infantry of the Pennsylvania National Guard. That was before they found out he was only sixteen when he enlisted and honorably discharged him on December 4, 1940. Later, while stationed with the United States Army at Fort Belvoir in Virginia, he had qualified for sharpshooter status before all his troubles there began. Ernie hadn’t thought too much about guns after that—in fact, it wasn’t until recently that he started his current collection. From his unlocked Army foot locker, he chose two loaded pistols: a Mauser, and a Luger with a special apparatus that allowed it to fire automatically like a machine gun. From under his bed, Ernie grabbed a .32-caliber carbine wrapped in an old pair of pants. He had stolen the weapon and some ammunition from the Army base where he had been stationed in 1942. He also brought along a small handgun that Tony had kept in the basement of the appliance store.

    After the shootings, the media would run large-type headlines about another crazed vet going berserk in New Jersey. They compared Ernie’s actions to those of Howard Unruh, a twenty-eight-year-old Camden man who, just the year before, had picked up his guns and calmly walked down the street shooting everyone in his path, including a three-year-old neighbor. Born in 1921, Unruh had volunteered for military service when he turned twenty. It was very likely that he suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder after serving in a number of bloody battles as a tank gunner and a sharpshooter during World War II. When discharged from the army, Unruh returned to his hometown and decided to study to become a pharmacist. But as time passed, he became more reclusive, leaving the house only for school and Bible study group meetings. Unruh started to compile “hate lists” of those neighbors who irritated him until one day he decided he had put up with enough. Following his shooting spree, Unruh was arrested, pronounced insane, and sentenced to spend the rest of his life in the New Jersey State Hospital in Trenton, where he was still living in 2008. Despite some similarities in their actions, there was one major difference between the two men—Unruh was insane. Ernie wasn’t. He knew he wasn’t. He knew exactly what he was going to do.

    He was going to get Tessie and the boys out of her parents’ house. He believed that everything would be all right if he could just persuade her to listen to him instead of her mother. A man deserved his own home. He tried not to think back to all the mistakes he had made with Doris, his first wife. He knew that things might have worked out differently between them if they could have gone out and lived on their own. Now, Doris was with somebody else, and his little girl, Dorothy, didn’t even know her real father.

    It wasn’t right.

    He was so tired of people telling him what to do. They had tried to boss him around in the Army, and a couple of officers, at least, had discovered what happened when they made him lose his temper. Throwing those punches had been worth the two years spent in the stockade and a dishonorable discharge. Then that smart-mouth cook at the diner in Vineland had made the mistake of expecting Ernie to eat burnt toast. He had beaten some sense into that guy. More recently, there were the lawyers. No matter who he talked to, they all seemed to say the same thing. Wait. We’ll go to court. Just be patient. We’ll make sure you get to see your kids. Well, he was tired of waiting. He was sick of being ignored. Tonight, he was going to get what belonged to him. Ernie quickly drove the four miles from the house in Cecil, a small community that sprawled along the Black Horse Pike east of Williamstown, to the Mazzoli farm. By then, he had been staying with Adolph Rulis and his wife Katherine for about a month. Ernie had first met Al and Kay about four years ago, when he moved in briefly with his father, Ernest Sr., and stepmother Rose. The two older couples had been friends since Ernie’s father opened his lunch-eonette at the center of the tiny hamlet, about a block away from the Rulises’ one-story bungalow. After Mike had thrown him out in October, Ernie couldn’t stomach the idea of moving back in with his father. He couldn’t stand Rose, who was always saying bad things about his late mother. Besides, he and Ernest Sr. hadn’t spoken much over the past two years, ever since his father had taken the Mazzolis’ side about the money issue. No, he couldn’t go there.

    After spending a miserable five nights alone at Palmer’s Cottages, one of the many roadside motels that dotted South Jersey’s highways, Ernie had to find someplace else to live. He was glad the Rulises had agreed to help him out. It was worth $10 a week to have a quiet place to sleep and have his laundry done. His board included meals, but Ernie rarely ate at their house. He did appreciate the fact that Kay was always ready to pour him a cup of coffee in the morning before he went to work. Although he had never had any close friends, Ernie found he enjoyed Al’s company. He was somebody the younger man felt he could count on.

    Speeding south on Piney Hollow Road, Ernie recalled the night of November 5, when Al had accompanied him on a drive to the Mazzoli house. His lawyer, Fred Gravino from Woodbury, had said to bring a witness the next time he tried to see his boys, and Al agreed to go along. When they arrived, Mike stepped out onto the front porch and told them to pull around to the back door. As they climbed out of the car, Mike stood in the doorway and asked Ernie what he wanted. With Al standing quietly in the background, Ernie said he wanted to see his children. His father-in-law asked if he had a court order.

    “No,” Ernie said.

    “I’m sorry, you can’t see the children without a court order,” Mike said.

    “Can I just look at them for a little while?” Ernie asked, trying to keep his voice under control.

    “No.”

    With that, the two men returned to Ernie’s car and left.

    On the way back to Cecil, Ernie had mumbled half to himself: “How do you like that, Al. You can’t see your own kids. You can’t see your own kids without a court order.” Although Ernie had remained calm during the exchange, the humiliation of Mike‘s dismissal that night still angered him as he drove. He was, in fact, almost shaking with rage by the time the old Ford rolled to a stop in front of the Mazzoli house. The white farmhouse with cement roof tiles looked almost like a doll’s house compared to some of the other more substantial homes that dotted the street. That was another thing, he seethed. The six-room house was so small, there was never any privacy for the young married couple to enjoy. Ernie could feel his temper rise even more as he stared at the front door. He shook his head. It all ended here, tonight.


    Ernie stepped from the car and reached under the blanket covering the passenger side of the front seat. He pulled out the .32 caliber Harrington and Richardson revolver he had taken from Tony’s store and stuck it in his right coat pocket. Tucked in a holster at his left side was the Luger P-38 he had previously acquired from an acquaintance in Vineland. After checking the pistol shells in his pockets, Ernie slammed the driver-side door shut. He climbed the stairs to the wide concrete slab front porch and rapped sharply on the unlocked door. With a deep breath, he pushed open the door and stepped inside the rectangular room that was dominated on the opposite side by Mike’s “library,” two huge bookshelves that were filled to overflowing. Plush velour furniture and heavy curtains gave the room a cozy feeling. The walls were papered in a pale flowered pattern, while a brighter floral carpet stretched across the living room floor. A blonde-wood television with a twelve-inch screen sat beneath a large, round mirror next to a plant in a ceramic pot, just inside the front door.

    Ernie didn’t notice anything as he entered except Tessie, who was curled up on a padded rocker in front of the fake stone fireplace watching TV. Her father sat at the back of the room, close to his beloved books. When she realized who their visitor was, Tessie rose with a look of horror on her face. Ernie saw that things were not going to go well. But a man had to try.

    “What do you want?” Tessie demanded. She had enjoyed peace and quiet for a month now but here he was, determined once again to take that away from her.

    “Do you still love me?” Ernie asked.

    “What?”

    “Do you still love me?” he asked again.

    “You’re crazy,” she answered, her thoughts immediately racing toward her sons.

    Before Ernie could say anything else, Mike stepped forward and ordered the younger man to leave the house. Ernie refused. If nothing else, he was going to see his children. As the two men exchanged words, Pearl hurried in from the adjoining dining room to find out who was causing all the commotion. Her face grew red with anger when she saw who was standing inside the door. Pearl jumped into the argument that continued to escalate between her husband and her son-in-law.

    “Throw him the hell out!” she cried, at one point.

    As the argument grew more heated over the next fifteen minutes, Pearl hollered, “Throw the son of a bitch out!”

    Only Tessie had remained quiet during the dispute. Finally, Ernie again demanded to see the boys, but his in-laws declared that wasn’t going to happen.

    “You are crazy,” Tessie interjected into the awkward silence that followed.

    When Ernie realized that he was not going to get his way, he reached into his pocket and holster and pulled out his pistols. Brandishing the weapons, he thought triumphantly that they couldn’t argue with him any longer. They’d know he was serious and would have to let him see his sons. But the guns didn’t provoke the reaction he expected.

    “Get out,” Tessie ordered.

    Mike moved quickly in front of his daughter, determined to protect her from this unwelcome intruder.

    “That doesn’t scare me,” he told his son-in-law.

    Mike may have been twenty-five years older, but he was confident he could get rid of Ernie. Although they were about the same height and weight, he had bounced the younger man out before; he would be happy to do it again. Ernie knew that if he backed down now, it would be the final humiliation. He would never regain his wife’s respect. Obviously, there was only one way he was going to get what belonged to him. As Mike shoved him toward the front door, Ernie silently raised the Luger and pulled the trigger. Twice. One bullet pierced dangerously close to Mike’s heart, while the second penetrated his left side. Ernie’s father-in-law was struck with such force that he surged backward into the wall before he crumpled to the floor, his wire-rimmed glasses falling to his chin.

    Tessie watched in wide-eyed horror. It had all happened so fast, she was unable to believe what she had just seen. In the background, she could hear her mother screaming, but Tessie’s maternal instincts immediately took over. She had only one concern at that moment—protecting her children. She turned to run, but Ernie was too fast. As she fled into the adjoining dining room, he followed her and fired two more shots, hitting her in the right shoulder and in the right buttock. Tessie slumped to the floor.

    In too much pain and too terrified to move, Tessie was still focused on the safety of her boys. What was he going to do? Would he hurt the kids? Would he take them? The bathroom door and her bedroom door at the back of the small dining room were visible on either side of the wood-veneer china cabinet, where all of Pearl’s best dinnerware and other family heirlooms were displayed. Through the partially open bathroom door, Ernie could see young Michael standing on a stool, hunched over the bathroom sink, where he had been brushing his teeth. In the bedroom, he glanced over to see Ernest Jr., who was squirming fretfully in his crib.

    As Tessie lay on the floor, scared and crying silently, her worst fears came true. Ernie might have claimed that he loved the boys, that he wanted to spend time with them. Apparently, he had decided if he couldn’t have them, neither could she. Tessie watched as her estranged husband squeezed off two more shots, one in the direction of each child. Was this why he was so determined to see the boys, so that he could take them away from her forever? She could feel her heart break as one bullet pierced the heavy wooden bathroom door.

    Pearl, although stunned, tried to call the police, but the phone was dead. The wires probably had been disconnected by her son-in-law. Her husband and daughter might be dead, she thought. Realizing that she was Ernie’s next target, Pearl escaped quickly out the side door and ran across the street. She would go to her family. Her brothers would stop this madman.

    Sprawled across the dining room floor, Tessie listened to the sound of footsteps disappearing in the distance before she dimly realized, with dawning horror, a second set was following. Ernie was just moments behind Pearl as she raced out the door. With the image of her father’s body before her, Tessie prayed that her mother had safely reached the Pioppi house. Help would come. Help had to come. As she lay bleeding, Tessie heard the sound of more shots in the distance. What had happened to her sons? To her mother? She couldn’t bear to think. Was she going to die? Overwhelmed by the pain, Tessie offered a silent prayer that the man she had loved not so long ago had killed himself after destroying her family.

    The Mazzoli house grew still as Tessie faded in and out of consciousness. Baby Ernest, who had been awakened by the sound of gunfire, continued crying in his crib, while his terrified older brother hovered in the bathroom. Michael could see his mother lying on the floor. He knew something was wrong, but the frightened two-year-old didn’t know what to do. He stayed hidden when he heard the arguing and then the loud noises. Something bad had happened to his mother, and he couldn’t see either one of his grandparents. Little did the child or his mother realize that another nightmare was unfolding across the street.

    When Pearl collapsed in the entryway of the Pioppi home, Jino and his sixty-seven-year-old mother, Theresa, quickly raised her from the floor and half-carried her to the couch in the small sitting room at the back of the house where they had been watching television. Jino’s mind was racing, trying to process what he had heard. Little Ernie. With guns. Shooting people. It didn’t make sense. Theresa, however, didn’t need to stop and think. Her daughter said there was trouble. She had to help.

    As his mother ran to the front door, Jino headed to the desk in an alcove under the stairs in the hallway, where the telephone stood. He dialed “0” on the black rotary phone, and when a switchboard operator answered, he shouted, “Come right down, there’s a shooting here! Ernie . . .”

    Walked through the door at that moment.

    At almost the same time that Jino was attempting to reach help, Theresa had stepped out onto the front porch. As Jino watched, Ernie shot his mother twice, once in the abdomen and again in her right side. After she fell, half in and half out of the doorway, Ernie stepped over her body into the foyer. His face was a stone mask, void of emotion. Without a word, he shot Marion, who had instinctively grabbed little Teresa from her crib and started down the stairs when she heard the gunfire. Although she posed no threat, Ernie had silently opened fire again, killing the young mother and her unborn child with two more shots from the carbine. Little Teresa, who had fallen from her mother’s arms onto the hallway’s hard wooden floor, was crying in fear but miraculously escaped further injury.

    Ernie quickly fired twice at Jino, but missed his target as the older man dropped the telephone and ran out of the back door, hoping to get help from their neighbors. The farmer still could not believe what he had just seen. As he raced toward the garage, more shots rang out. Jino realized that he couldn’t leave his family in the house to face a crazy man with a gun. Running back in through the kitchen door, he discovered that, during those few minutes, Ernie had inflicted still more damage on the Pioppi family.

    Pearl, his primary target, was lying in a pool of blood in the hallway near the phone. Ernie had emptied both of his guns into her. Stepping from the kitchen toward the front of the house, Jino saw his wife lying on the floor of the living room, just a few feet away from his mother’s body. Bloodstains were clearly visible through the multicolored pattern of each woman’s housedress. Surveying the massacre, Jino heard a noise from the next room. His heart pounding, he turned as Jeannie stumbled toward him and cried, “Daddy!” before she fell at his feet. The nine-year-old, covered in blood, had been shot twice.

    As his younger brother telephoned for help, John Pioppi pushed little Mando and the baby under the chrome-edged kitchen table for safekeeping, then picked up a sharp knife and ran out the kitchen door on the north side of the house. John was determined to stop Ernie. He didn’t need to think about anything—he knew what he had to do. Creeping silently around the side of the house, he heard the front door open a few minutes later and saw Ernie moving rapidly across the lawn. John tore off after the younger man, but Ernie turned when he heard footsteps approaching and opened fire with deadly accuracy. Struck in the stomach, John fell backward, fatally wounded at the edge of the Pioppis’ front yard. In the meantime, Jino saw his chance. He gathered the two younger children in his arms, and raced south across the fields to the home of his older sister, Carmeline Caselli.

    “Call the state police,” he hollered to Carmeline, as he deposited the crying children with her and ran back toward the house for Jeannie. He wasn’t sure if his oldest daughter was alive, but if she was, he had to try and get her to safety.


    As Jino raced across the fields, Armando Pioppi had shuffled downstairs to see who was making all the noise while he was trying to sleep. In his long underwear, the patriarch of the family walked first toward his wife. Calling her name, he tried to raise Theresa’s head from the floor, but there was no response. Shocked by all the blood, Armando turned and glanced toward the dining room, where he saw young Jeannie, in bloodstained bedclothes, sprawled across the floor in front of the radiator. Lifting the wounded child carefully, Armando deposited her on the couch in the sitting room. He then heard a weak cry from the hallway. Stepping through the doorway, he walked down the hall to find his daughter lying in a pool of blood on the floor near the desk.

    “Pia? Pia, what happened?” Armando asked in Italian, reaching for his daughter’s hand, still unable to grasp the enormity of the scene.

    “It was Ernie, Papa,” Pearl gasped, clinging to his hand. “Ernie killed us all.”

    Whimpering with pain, Pearl lost consciousness. With tears in his eyes, Armando went upstairs to quickly dress, then walked out the door toward the Mazzoli farm. He would get Mike. Mike would help. As Armando stepped into his front yard, he was horrified to see the body of his oldest son lying at the edge of the lawn. Gripped by a sense of urgency, he couldn’t stop; he had to see what else had happened. He had to find out if Mike, Tessie, and the boys were all right.

    It had only taken Ernie about fifteen minutes to inflict a lifetime of damage on four generations of his wife’s family. He had already disappeared into the night when Theresa’s brother arrived at the Pioppi house at about 9:15P.M. Dominick Biagi was surprised to see the front door open when his daughter Eva stopped the car and let him off in the front yard. The porch light was on, so when he climbed the front steps, he could see his sister Theresa lying in the doorway. At first, Dominick thought she had fainted, but when he tried to pick her up, he saw the blood and then the bullet casings strewn across the floor of the entry hall and dining room. He glanced into the open door. When he didn’t see anyone in the house, Dominick raced across the street to the Mazzoli house and entered through the open side door. Horrified, he saw Mike lying dead on the floor but never noticed Tessie or her children.
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