







If it Bleeds, it Leads



That’s an old piece of newspaper insider advice, and it has been transmitted to those in radio, television, video, Internet, cable news, and reality programming. Basically, the theory goes, the use of violence or the threat of violence helps news organizations sell their show, soap, and SUVs. Dan Rather said it once, quite clearly, at a speech he gave at the National Press Club in the mid 1980s: The news is all about “death.”

There are the stories on the news every day: suicide bombings, war, deadly diseases, animal attacks, assassinations, car crashes, homicides, suicides, drownings, falls, murder-suicides, workplace violence, drive-by shootings, school shootings, sniper incidents, celebrity deaths, gangland killings, killings, killings, and killings, as well as near-death experiences like abductions, kidnappings, tortures, and suicide attempts. Yes, sex appears in the mix, as distraction and titillation, but death and fear of death are the dominant forces behind the news.

The media are driven by stories of death….
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For

Nellie Gray,

the grandmother I never knew,

as she was shot during a murder-suicide,

and died on Valentine’s Day, 1940.







Preface

Window to the World




Y ou may vaguely remember the incident. It came over the television and radio as a “news bulletin.” The dateline was Washington, D.C. The details, viewed in retrospect, are shocking.

Frank Eugene Corder, who was immediately dubbed a “lone nut” by the media, had stolen a single-engine Cessna 150L plane from an airport north of Baltimore. He then headed south to the District of Columbia, flew over the National Zoological Park and down to the Mall, and apparently used the Washington Monument as a beacon. As he closed in on that Masonic obelisk just off the Beltway, Corder banked his plane into a U-turn over the Ellipse and flew low over the White House South Lawn, clipped a hedge, knocked some branches off the magnolia tree planted by President Andrew Jackson, and crashed the plane into the White House—two stories below the presidential bedroom. This all began at 2300 hours military time, according to the White House.

There was an attack on the residence of the President and First Lady. And it happened not long ago. But few people today remember when the pilot of that Cessna launched his attack at the heart of our nation. It happened in 1994—on September 11.

Do you remember it? The incident obviously made quite an impact in the minds of some people. Coincidence? Conspiracy? Or something else?

In the wake of Frank Corder’s crash and the resulting publicity, the White House was the focus of a cluster of attacks. On October 29, 1994, Francisco Martin Duran, a convicted felon, pulled a semiautomatic rifle from under his trench coat and fired at least twenty-nine shots as he ran down the south sidewalk of Pennsylvania Avenue, spraying the front of the White House with bullets. In December 1994 the White House saw five incidents. Four of them involved breaches of the mansion’s grounds and ranged from fence jumping, to threats of a bomb in a car, to a homeless man waving a knife on a sidewalk outside the White House. That individual was shot by police and later died of his injuries. Then, on December 17, an unidentified person fired at least four bullets at the White House. One went through a dining room window, while others hit near the president’s bedroom window on the second floor.

If you are surprised by the Corder story, you will likely be shaken by many of the other events recalled in this book. What is going on here? you wonder.

In short, we are living in times strongly influenced by “the copycat effect.”







[image: halftitle]






Chapter One

Beyond The Sorrows

of Young Werther



From the blood which flowed from the chair, it could be inferred that he had committed the rash act sitting at his bureau, and that he afterwards fell upon the floor. He was found lying on his back near the window. He was in full-dress costume.

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, The Sorrows of Young Werther






A pattern underlies many of the events we hear about in the news every day. But the pattern is not openly discussed on your cable news network, over your twenty-four-hour news radio station, or in your newspaper. It is either overlooked or ignored.

The pattern is called the “copycat effect.” It is also known as “imitation” or the “contagion effect.” And what it deals with is the power of the mass communication and culture to create an epidemic of similar behaviors.

The copycat effect is the dirty little secret of the media. That doesn’t prevent the media from calling the various epidemics of similar behaviors the “copycat phenomenon,” often for shock impact. But, curiously, their use of the phrase seems to put a distance between the events and the reporting media, and allows them the stance that implies they are not part of the problem. But they are.

Sociologists studying the media and the cultural contagion of suicidal behaviors were the first to recognize the copycat effect. In 1974, University of California at San Diego sociologist David P. Phillips coined the phrase Werther effect to describe the copycat phenomenon. The name Werther comes from the 1774 novel The Sorrows of Young Werther by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, the author of Faust. In the story, the youthful character Werther falls in love with a woman who is promised to another. Always melodramatic, Werther decides that his life cannot go on and that his love is lost. He then dresses in boots, a blue coat, and a yellow vest, sits at his desk with an open book, and, literally at the eleventh hour, shoots himself. In the years that followed, throughout Europe, so many young men shot themselves while dressed as Werther and seated at their writing desks with an open copy of The Sorrows of Young Werther in front of them that the book was banned in Italy, Germany, and Denmark.

Though an awareness of this phenomenon has been around for centuries, Phillips was the first to conduct formal studies suggesting that the Werther effect was, indeed, a reality—that massive media attention and the retelling of the specific details of a suicide (or, in some cases, untimely deaths) could increase the number of suicides.

The August 1962 suicide of Marilyn Monroe presents a classic modern-day example of the Werther effect. In the month that followed it, 197 individual suicides—mostly of young blond women—appear to have used the Hollywood star’s suicide as a model for their own. The overall suicide rate in the U.S. increased by 12 percent for the month after the news of Monroe’s suicide. But, as Phillips and others discovered, there was no corresponding decrease in suicides after the increase from the Marilyn Monroe–effect suicides. In other words, the star’s suicide actually appeared to have caused a whole population of vulnerable individuals to complete* their own deaths, over and above what would be normally expected. This is the copycat effect working with a vengeance.

Before the appearance of the Internet and cable news, the significance of stories in newspapers, on the radio, and via broadcast television news could be tracked rather well. In a 1979 study on imitation and suggestion, Phillips found an increase in the rate of automobile fatalities immediately after publicized suicides. The more publicity the suicide story received, the higher the automobile fatality rate. As might be expected, the motor vehicle fatalities were most frequent in the region where the suicide story was publicized. More surprising was the fact that younger people dying in vehicle crashes tended to follow reports of younger suicide victims, while older people dying in vehicle crashes tended to follow reports of older suicide victims. This was a striking example of peer group imitation, modeling, and suggestion.

Phillips also managed to get a handle on how long the effect lasts. In examining a two-week period beginning two days prior to the publicized suicide and ending eleven days later, he found that automobile fatalities increased by 31 percent in the three-day period after a suicide was reported in the media. The increase appears to have a lesser seven-day mirror peak as well. As we will see, this “effects period” finding extends to other types of contagious behavior, not just suicides.

Phillips is quite certain that no other variables are involved in the increase in suicides. “The increase in the suicide rate was not due to the effect of weekday or monthly fluctuations in motor vehicle fatalities, to holiday weekends, or to yearly linear trends,” he reported, as his study had taken these other time variables into consideration.

I became interested in the Werther effect as a university-based public policy researcher and author in the 1980s, following an explosion of copycat teen suicides throughout America at that time. In 1987, I wrote the first book on that situation, Suicide Clusters, to heighten awareness of the situation at a time when professionals and the media would hardly acknowledge the problem even existed. The book was dedicated to David Phillips for his groundbreaking work, which had been largely ignored by most scholars up to that time.

Suicide clusters of the 1980s would be replaced by the school shootings of the 1990s, almost all conducted by suicidal male youth. The copycat effect had merely shifted its target as the media had shifted its focus. School violence has been around for a long time, but the media-driven contagion of modern school shootings dates back to February 2, 1996, when Barry Loukaitis, a 14-year-old boy in Moses Lake, Washington, killed two students and a math teacher. He ended his rampage by saying, “This sure beats algebra, doesn’t it?” Loukaitis had taken the expression directly from the Stephen King novel, Rage, which he had really liked and which was about a school killing. Loukaitis said his murderous loss of control was inspired by Rage, Pearl Jam’s music video Jeremy, and the movies Natural Born Killers and The Basketball Diaries. Unfortunately, the explosive media attention to Loukaitis’s school shooting triggered a series of similar events. Today, Stephen King says he wishes he had never written Rage.

As the era of school shootings, celebrity suicide copycats, cult deaths, and workplace violence was just beginning, Riaz Hassan, a sociology professor at Flinders University, Australia, essentially replicated Phillips’s studies in Australia and confirmed the links between reporting of suicides and further suicides completed. He drew his data from two major metropolitan newspapers, identifying the stories that reported suicides between 1981 and 1990. He then examined the daily suicide rates between 1981 and 1990 and analyzed whether or not the newspaper stories had an effect on the number of suicides in the days following.

Hassan defined the “impact” of a suicide story by noting “the location of the newspaper story, by the size of the newspaper story and headline and by a presence or absence of photographs.” Hassan found that the suicide rates of males increased significantly in the three-day period after a suicide, which included the day of publication of high-impact reports and the two subsequent days.

By early 2000, researchers Madelyn Gould of Columbia University and Steven Stack of Wayne State University would note that the contagion of the copycat effect was now a certainty in terms of suicides.

A mere twenty years ago, people did not believe the copycat effect existed. Academics and sociologists debated whether broadcasts of violence lead to other violence, and, of course, the media was quick to deny any linkage. But in the middle of the first decade of the twenty-first century, the reality has now become obvious. Few people realize that there are two to three times as many suicides as homicides in America, and that four out of five youthful suicides are young males. The copycat effect is a force to be dealt with and faced head-on.

The scope of the copycat effect is being realized. We are now seeing the impact of the copycat effect across many kinds of media-discussed violence. Even more alarming, a cross-contagion is taking place. Some school-shooting incidents are followed by workplace violence, mass killings, or other dramatic suicides or accidents. The pages that follow will illuminate these all-too-obvious patterns and reveal the covert, or twilight, information occurring in suicide clusters, workplace shootings, school violence, and the other “breaking news” that bursts onto your screen or radio every day, day in and day out, and leads directly into tomorrow’s next series of violent events—all due to the copycat effect.

*This book is careful in its use of language with regard to suicide and other events under discussion. I refrained from using the words “successful” or “failed” as these are connotations on the value of finishing the acts noted. Instead, I used the word “completed.” Also, as survivors of suicide object to the use of the phrase “committing suicide,” I have used “die by suicide,” whenever possible. Some references from old articles contain language that may be considered inappropriate today, but I have, of course, retained the original phraseology within quotations.









Chapter Two

Death Sells




I f it bleeds, it leads. That’s an old piece of newspaper insider advice, and it has been transmitted to those in radio, television, video, the Internet, cable news, and reality programming too. Basically, the theory goes, the use of violence or the threat of violence helps news organizations sell their shows, soap, and SUVs. Dan Rather said it once, quite clearly, in a speech he gave at the National Press Club in the mid-1980s: The news is all about death.

These are the stories on the news every day: suicide bombings, war, deadly diseases, animal attacks, assassinations, car crashes, homicides, suicides, drownings, falls, murder-suicides, workplace violence, drive-by shootings, school shootings, sniper incidents, celebrity deaths, gangland killings, killings, killings, and killings, as well as near-death experiences like abductions, kidnappings, tortures, and suicide attempts. Yes, sex appears in the mix, as distraction and titillation, but death and the fear of death are the dominant forces behind the news.

The media are driven by stories of death. In psychological terms, the mastery of this time of passage is seemingly made more manifest by practicing, thinking, and coming close to but placing some distance between death and us. What better way for the news-entertainment business to take advantage of this than to make it a major part of their programming? Happy stories don’t sell, we are told, and people want their tornadoes, collapsed walkways, big-cat attacks, and crashed helicopter stories. The media is more than willing to supply them. Death sells. If it bleeds, it leads. The words have commercial and directional meaning to the news departments, and the mode of operation was established without anyone really thinking deeply about its implications.

Take this “death orientation” and mix it with a hint of sensationalism that disregards the facts that there are more suicides than homicides, that most of the recent epidemics discussed by the media are not based on actual statistical threats to the majority of North Americans, and shazzam!—you have the recent warm weather of “outbreak” journalism. This kind of news treatment is most apparent during the summer. The media literally goes into a feeding frenzy about what new kind of terror and death they can cover in order to hold a media-conditioned news hungry audience in rapture. The media, like a monster octopus looking for its next victim, searches around trying to figure out from what hole its next meal will come. It is this kind of media atmosphere that allows the copycat effect to thrive, even when there are no humans doing the actual copying.

Bring On the Gators

The summer of 2001 began quietly enough, with local newspapers in Florida talking about some deathly events that—before the season was over—had everyone wondering if every lagoon in the Sunshine State was crawling with man-eating alligators. At first the stories were only of local interest. On May 4, 2001, an eight-foot alligator in a Venice pond killed Samuel Wetmore, 70, near his home in Sarasota County, Florida. On June 23, 2001, little Alexandria Murphy, 2, wandered from her Winter Haven backyard, then was dragged into Lake Cannon in Polk County, Florida, by a six-and-a-half-foot gator and killed.

Then all hell broke loose, with the media engaging in epidemic reporting, taking up the thread of gators and crocs as the next big new threat on the horizon. Alligators were popping up everywhere. By the end of that month, I had accounts crossing my desk of out-of-place caimans, alligators, and crocodiles being seen and caught in downstate New Hampshire (a two-and-a-half-foot caiman), in Manhattan’s Central Park (a two-foot caiman) and, on the same day, June 27, 2001, Buffalo, New York (a four-foot alligator caught), and off an island in the middle of the Rhine River in Germany (a five-foot “crocodile” sighted but not caught).

The alligator attacks concentrated in Florida, however. On Sunday, July 1, 2001, a human arm that “appeared to have been bitten” off by an alligator according to a Reuters story of July 3, 2001, was found in a canal west of Fort Lauderdale, Florida. The rest of the body could not be found. A sort of high sad comedy was reached when Reuters published on July 3, 2001, this remark from a member of the Broward County Sheriff’s Department: “We’re sure if they survived and they’re missing a right arm, they would have come forward by now. Detectives have no idea what happened with this body part, whether it was some sort of accident and the person was eaten by an alligator and this is what’s left.”

During the next week in July, echoes of the Florida gators were heard in the Midwest again. Authorities were reporting the sightings of three alligators near Andrews, Indiana, in the Wabash River close to the Highway 105 bridge. No one was hurt but armed officers were trying to locate the critters.

Back in Florida, Tammy Woehle, 22, was out walking her dog before dark on Big Talbot Island, near Jacksonville, when an eight-foot-long alligator attacked her, according to a report from July 9, 2001. The gator grabbed and ripped part of the muscle out of her leg and pulled her to the ground. The news accounts almost made you feel the gator was a sneaky gremlin because it crept up to her as she stood on a sandy beach, away from the water’s edge and away from high grass. She escaped with a six-inch wound on her thigh. Before the attack, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission had held a news conference to calm the public. They had noted that the seven alligator attacks in Florida in 2001 were slightly below average. Talk about bad public relations timing! The media would have nothing to do with it. The Woehle attack was widely reported, and it was clear to the public, from what they were hearing in the press, that this was a dangerous summer. Then drumbeats announced that a much more sinister danger was lurking just offshore.

The Summer of the Shark

As the sun began to set over peaceful Langdon Beach at the Gulf Islands National Seashore near Pensacola, Florida, Jessie Arbogast, 8, was splashing around in the seemingly safe, shallow water. Then suddenly a seven-foot-five-inch-long bull shark attacked the innocent boy and severed his arm. Arbogast was wrestled from the shark by the heroic efforts of his uncle, Vance Flosenzier, but the boy bled out before paramedics arrived; he survived but is unable to talk to this day. The date of the attack was July 6, 2001, and on that day the media turned their attention from Florida’s alligators to a more global threat, that of the shark. Of course, the case of the Arbogast lad is tragic and sad, but what the media did with it—use it as some kickoff to their reality sensationalism—only made things worse. It was Jaws come to life for the media.

Before you could swim a lap in 2001, most media outlets had decided to report on every shark attack incident as it occurred. Right after the near-death incident involving the Arbogast boy, a New Yorker lost his leg in a shark attack in the Bahamas. A surfer was bitten on July 15, a few miles from the Arbogast attack. On July 16, another surfer was bitten, but this time in the waters off San Diego. The tide of shark stories was coming in. A thresher shark bit a lifeguard off Long Island, New York. A tiger shark chased spear fishers swimming in the beautiful waters of Hawaii.

By August 2001, television news footage, shot from helicopters flying off Florida, showed hundreds of sharks grouping in the Gulf of Mexico. The suggestion was that they were gathering to attack humans. At one Florida beach that month, six people reported being attacked by sharks over one weekend. None of the “bites” were serious, but it didn’t stop television network coverage by four news organizations reporting live from that Daytona area beach. Reporter Mark Johnson of the Daytona Beach News-Journal observed that as the national camera crews arrived, the tourists departed. It was like a scene out of Jaws, and the media did not hide the association at all.

Peter Benchley’s novel Jaws, and the successful movie Steven Spielberg made from it in 1975, concerns a great white shark that kept attacking people trying to enjoy their summer on a New England resort island. It is a frightening movie that reaches for a primal fear in humans of sharks, and furthers the myth that sharks stalk humans and like eating them. The book and film had been the justification for widespread killing of sharks. Most shark attacks on humans, however, are cases of mistaken identity—for example, when humans swimming or on surfboards are taken for seals. In a recent interview, Benchley wishes he had never written Jaws: “What I now know, which wasn’t known when I wrote Jaws,” he told the Sydney Morning Herald of April 7, 2000, “is that there is no such thing as a rogue shark which develops a taste for human flesh.”

National network news began their broadcasts on September 2, 2001, with the report of another fatality when 10-year-old David Peltier was attacked by a shark at Virginia Beach, Virginia, and died in the local hospital the following day. Sergei Zaloukaev, 26, died in an attack off Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, the next day, and his girlfriend, Natalia Slobodskaya, 23, lost a leg. Then on September 4, 2001, Time magazine ran a cover issue that designated this outbreak of 2001 the “Summer of the Shark.” But suddenly it seemed as if all the shark attacks had stopped at once. Of course, the only reason the shark attack coverage seemed to come to an abrupt end was that the events of September 11, 2001, took all the media’s attention away from the beaches.

The media has rarely acknowledged the fact that the summer of the shark attacks was media-driven, however. The total of seventy-six unprovoked attacks worldwide in 2001 was less than the eighty-five recorded in 2000. The actual fatalities were down from twelve to five in the same period, according to George Burgess, director of the University of Florida’s International Shark Attack File. The “Summer of the Shark” was all hype. “Last year was anything but an average year, but that’s because it was more like the summer of the media feeding frenzy,” Burgess told the Associated Press in 2002.

And how about those swarms of sharks filmed off the southwest coast of Florida? Audiences around the globe were treated to repeat broadcasts of those hundred or more sharks swimming in a huge school up the coast. Television news people characterized it as a major scare for life and limb, but shark migrations occur annually and are as natural as birds flying south for the winter. But that, of course, was too boring a story—and, well, yes, less life-threatening.

Abducted by the Media

On September 16, 2002, after another summer in which the media had demonstrated a remarkable ability for overstatement, The Christian Science Monitor (CSM) editorialized using the brilliant headline “Abducted by the Media.”

Noting that the recent summers had produced, through “many headlines and news broadcasts, a parade of ongoing, out-of-proportion crises,” the CSM commented that the media was revealing “a penchant for the bizarre rather than the factual. Most bizarre is a media tendency to speculate about a ‘trend’ when there is none.”

It was becoming clear to media observers that, just as alligators and shark attacks had been exaggerated beyond the dimensions of the actual problem in 2001, we were seeing something similar happen with child abductions in 2002. Child kidnappings, Amber alerts, and Elizabeth Smart aside, missing and exploited children are certainly a national problem, but it was not one that in 2002 was on the increase. As the CSM observed, “Child abductions are not up, they’re down. Without trivializing the seriousness of the crime, about 300 children are abducted annually in the US by strangers.”

Likewise, in the summer of 2002, the West Nile virus was declared a great danger to Americans. As it developed, however, only a small number of people died (fifty-four), but as the CSM noted, “One would think from media reports that Americans are suffering the plague.”

During the spring and summer of 2003, severe acute respiratory syndrome, the “SARS epidemic,” replaced the hysteria of the West Nile virus. SARS first emerged in November 2002, in China’s Guangdong Province, but by the first warm months of 2003 you would think it was spreading like wildfire all over the world. On April 23, 2003, USA Today was warning that health officials were saying that “if SARS is not contained, it could cause millions of deaths worldwide—and some of those deaths would almost certainly occur in the USA.” The death drumbeat of the media was very clear. USA Today continued: “In terms of sheer numbers, the SARS epidemic so far pales in comparison to other worldwide epidemics. The Spanish flu of 1918–1919 killed roughly 30 million people, including about 675,000 Americans. Over the past 20 years, the slow-motion funeral march of AIDS has carried off 20 million people; 40 million more are poised to die in the next decade. Yet SARS is just beginning. The death toll could rise dramatically.”

On June 24, 2003, the newspaper that publishes “All the News That’s Fit to Print” did a special sciences spread on the “SARS Epidemic.” The New York Times had proclaimed it the “Summer of SARS,” just as surely as Time had crowned 2001 the “Summer of the Shark.” The source of the disease was unknown and serious, but a look at the known death tolls in June 2003, when the “epidemic” peaked, reveals that worldwide there were 812 deaths, of which 348 were in China, 298 in Hong Kong, 84 in Taiwan, 32 in Singapore, and 38 in Canada.

For all the talk of wild animal attacks and deadly viruses sweeping the world, it is obvious the media misses the bigger picture daily, instead going for the melodramatic, the dramatic, and the sensational. If news organizations were really interested in talking about the most deadly animal around, for example, they would be doing more reports on mosquitoes, which, according to the World Health Organization, are responsible for two million deaths annually from encephalitis, dengue fever, malaria, and the West Nile virus, or the tsetse fly, which wipes out another 66,000 people every year. But news story about a mosquito just doesn’t have the “bite” of a shark story, obviously.

The media loves melodrama. Sensationalism now rules the news. In the human realm, the media reinforces the events it covers. Otherwise it blows subjects out of all proportion to reality. The unjustified amount of attention it devotes to shark attacks and SARS, for example, demonstrates that the level of media coverage has no relation to the real impact these topics have on most people. As conservative commentator and friend of Newt Gingrich, historian William R. Forstchen, said to me in January 2004: “I have a higher chance of being struck by lightning than getting mad cow disease, but you won’t know that by listening to the media.” And while the media has no ability to increase or decrease the behaviors of alligators attacking Floridians or sharks biting swimmers worldwide or the spread of viruses, the contrivance of the media’s feeding frenzies adds fuel to the fire that is the copycat effect.









Chapter Three

Snipers Fall




T he Washington, D.C., sniper stories followed the pattern of the most deadly seasonal items of interest to the media—with one big difference. In the case of these attacks by humans, these individuals were in control of the situation, and other humans began copycatting them.

The events of the fall of 2002, when the area around the nation’s capital was held in the crosshairs of an unknown sniper’s scope, are well known and need not be retold here in depth. The terror from a .223-caliber rifle lasted for twenty-three days, beginning September 14, 2002. The shooting spree resulted in what initially was thought to be at least thirteen people shot, supposedly at random, and ten of those victims killed. (By late 2003 the death toll would be said to be eleven, with five other people wounded.) Eventually, on October 22, 2002, after twists and turns in the case in which Montgomery County Police Chief Charles Moose’s face became the most famous to come out of all the news conferences, two suspects, John Allen Muhammad, 41, and John Lee Malvo, 17, were arrested for the crimes. Their capture wasn’t a matter of great detective work so much as the suspects making phone calls, leaving messages, and revealing themselves to the authorities in bizarre fashion. It became the media event of the fall of 2002, but buried in the “search for the sniper” (no one knew it involved two people until they were arrested) were copycats around the country, historic events that appeared to presage the 2002 sniper incidents, and hidden back-stories of intrigue and possibility.

On the very day the D.C. snipers were caught, October 22, 2002, an editorial published in The University Journal of Southern Utah University commented: “Once this sniper is caught or stops shooting for some other reason, there could be copycat snipers all over the nation, just as there were school shootings.” Little known to most Americans, and underreported by the press, the Beltway Sniper events had already spawned copycat sniper incidents throughout the nation—and abroad.

On the weekend of October 11–13, 2002, three random sniper incidents occurred near Christopher Morley Park, just off the Long Island Expressway. On October 15, two vehicles were hit by shots on I-71 near Ohio 95, in Morrow County, about fifty miles north of Columbus; no one was hurt. On October 11, 2002, in Lake Worth, Florida, someone took three shots in a quiet neighborhood and hit 5-year-old Wilson Calvert in the muscle near the spine. A suspect was never caught. Around the same time, according to KTLA-TV, Los Angeles County sheriff’s detectives investigated a copycat sniper shooting at the Marshall Canyon Golf Course, in La Verne, California. A shot was fired and hit a tree on the eighth tee; no one was injured. Golfers said they saw a man with a rifle in a nearby parking lot.

Late in October, a British copycat sniper injured six people in London. One was a Labor member of Parliament. Police in London said the four-day shooting spree had “an eerie resemblance” to the Washington sniper series. All the attacks took place between October 12 and 16. The last victim, Bradford North MP Terry Rooney, was shot in the face in south London on October 16. Scotland Yard investigated and finally caught a suspect. A year later Jason Kemp, then 17, “began his campaign after watching TV news reports of the shootings carried out in the US in October last year, a court heard,” according to the South London News, which called the sniper “a warped teenager.” The story saw limited coverage in the U.K.

“He had been following the attacks of the Washington sniper and he glorified that sniper’s actions. Like the sniper, he said he would avoid capture,” said Simon Sandford, prosecuting at the Old Bailey. Kemp admitted firing his rifle at three people during a five-day period, which coincided with the D.C. sniper attacks. Kemp pleaded guilty to two charges of having the firearm with intent to commit an offense, two charges of assault occasioning actual bodily harm, and assault and beating, between October 12 and 16, 2002.

On Friday, October 18, 2002, a copycat sniper event occurred in Ankara, Turkey. A mysterious man shot and wounded seven people—six of them women—in a shooting spree the local authorities believed directly “imitates recent sniper attacks in the United States,” according to the Canadian Press. The man, using a pellet gun, first shot an 18-year-old student on a busy street in the capital Ankara around noon on October 18. The individual escaped on foot and struck again in other nearby districts in the afternoon and late evening, shooting at a teacher, a nurse, three students, and another woman, most in their late teens. The police never caught the gunman.

Copycat sniper events continued after the capture of the D.C. snipers. Pittsburgh police were looking for a possible copycat sniper who shot and wounded a 9-year-old boy who was playing football at the McKinley Park field on October 23, 2002. The shots were fired from a wooded area overlooking the field. The injury was minor and no suspect was caught.

Meanwhile, on Halloween 2002, two teens were being charged in Memphis, Tennessee, for an alleged sniper plot planned for November in which they intended “to kill as many people as the DC sniper did in one day,” local law enforcement said. Inspector J. D. King of the Memphis Police Department told reporter Giovanna Drpic of WREG Channel 3 TV news: “These individuals obviously had taken note of what happened there and wanted to do something spectacular.”

The news of these sniper events was not covered widely; in fact, the local media was the only source of these the copycat sniper reports. In Cary, near Fayetteville, North Carolina, police were investigating five shootings during the third week in November that left bullet holes in an Embassy Suites, the Cary High School, Christ the King Lutheran Church, Saint Paul’s Episcopal Church, and the windows of a parked car.

By the end of November 2002, police were concerned that a sniper might have shot twice at people in moving vehicles along State Road 33, near Lakeland, Florida. State troopers were investigating a link between the sniper incidents of October 26 and November 21 that took place in western Polk County. The police told the local newspaper that they had not ruled out the possibility that the two shootings were the work of someone inspired by the serial shootings in the Washington, D.C., area. “We have no evidence that the shootings are connected, but we have to consider the possibility,” Florida Highway Patrol trooper Larry Coggins told the Lakeland Ledger. “And we have to ask, ‘Do we have a copycat here shooting at vehicles?’ ” On October 26, two days after the two suspected snipers in the Washington area were arrested, a shot fired at about 9:05 P.M. from or near the Memorial Boulevard overpass of I-4 struck a 1995 Airstream on the interstate, just missing Wayne R. Haynes, 43, and the passenger, his 4-year-old daughter. The shooting sites were about fifteen miles apart. On November 21, at about 5 A.M., a bullet hit a 1999 tractor-trailer owned by Florida Food Tankers of Lake Wales and driven by Terry R. Miller of Winter Haven. Miller was driving north on State Road 33 near Deen Still Road.

A year after the sniper incidents in the D.C. area, a little known series of sniper killings popped up on the media radar and then disappeared. They were so similar in style and method that they could hardly be ignored for what they were, clear copycats of the Beltway snipers. In August 2003, three fatal “sniper-style” shootings took place outside convenience stores in Kanawha County, West Virginia, within a four-day period. At about 10:20 P.M. on Thursday, August 7, a woman was shot while pumping gas into her red Pontiac Firebird at a SuperAmerica store in Campbells Creek. The second fatal sniper shooting happened a little more than an hour later and ten miles away outside a Go-Mart in Cedar Grove, on U.S. Route 60, when Okey Meadows Jr., 26, was shot in the neck and killed. Then on Sunday night, August 10, George Carrier Jr., 34, of South Charleston, was shot in the head and killed while using a pay telephone outside a Charleston Go-Mart. Police acknowledged that the bullets in all three attacks were fired from the same caliber and class of weapon, all from more than thirty yards away. The Charleston Gazette noted that the shootings were “an eerie reminder of Washington, D.C., sniper shootings last year.”

When the Associated Press decided to write up the story on August 17, they led with the obvious connection: “When a sniper preyed on the Washington, D.C., suburbs last year, Jeanie Patton feared she could be next, though she lived hundreds of miles away. She said, ‘Mom, I’m almost afraid to go out. Something like that could happen here in West Virginia,’ her mother, Joyce Patton, recalled. Jeanie Patton, 31, was shot in the head Thursday while pumping gasoline at a Speedway convenience store about five miles from her home.”

While the story received little attention outside West Virginia and the D.C. area, it was reported widely in the United Kingdom. The Glasgow Evening Times of August 18, 2003, for example, noted that the FBI had joined the West Virginia sniper hunt and had quoted them as saying that a serial sniper appeared to be copying the killings of the previous year’s Washington snipers. By November 2003, CNN and other news resources would occasionally mention that the West Virginia sniper incidents were still open cases and that local authorities were looking into a drug angle for the killings—although the families of the victims were outraged by this attempt to sweep the lack of arrests under the rug.

Meanwhile, also late in 2003, Ohio investigators were beginning to connect the copycat dots after 62-year-old Gail Knisley was killed by a sniper on November 25 as she was being driven to a doctor’s appointment. Federal investigators now looked back into the eighteen shootings that had occurred along Interstate 270 in southern Franklin County, Ohio, in 2003. The new Ohio activity appeared concurrently with the media reports about the trials of the D.C.-area snipers. By early 2004. authorities linked twenty-four shooting incidents to an Ohio copycat sniper, with a few copycats of that uncaught shooter. During the last week of February 2004, reports of eight sniper incidents surfaced on highways near San Francisco.

Revealing the Truth

As it does for so many events, the media boiled the facts of the very complex D.C. sniper story down to the common denominators of death, fear of death, the randomness of death, and the alleged “lone nuts” that, underneath it all, are out there to get you. A few reporters did, however, note the historically cyclical nature of such events.

Before the Beltway pair worked their way into history, no multiple sniping incidents impacted the United States like the one committed by Charles Whitman, who was born in Lake Worth, Florida, in 1941. Early on the morning of August 1, 1966, Whitman killed his mother in her apartment and his wife at their home. At about 11:30 A.M., Whitman then climbed up to reach the University of Texas Tower (elevation of 231 feet), bringing along six guns, a shotgun, ammunition, a footlocker, knives, food, and water. On his way up, he clubbed the receptionist (who died later) on the twenty-eighth floor and killed two persons and wounded two others who were coming up the stairs from the twenty-seventh floor. From the observation deck of the tower, Whitman then opened fire on persons crossing the UT campus and on side streets, killing another ten people and wounding thirty-one more (one of whom died a week later). For ninety-six minutes he held the campus hostage. Finally, at 1:24 P.M., after several attempts, police and deputized private citizen Allan Crum reached the observation deck, where police officers Ramiro Martinez and Houston McCoy shot and killed Whitman. Altogether, seventeen persons were killed, including Whitman, and thirty-one were wounded in what is still regarded as one of the worst sniper events in modern American history.

Little known today is that this event encouraged police departments across the United States to develop what came to be special weapons and tactics (SWAT) teams, as Gary M. Lavergne points out in his excellent reference work on this subject, A Sniper in the Tower: The Charles Whitman Murders. The tower itself became a site of tragedy remembered and deaths produced. A series of suicides from the tower, along with the horror of Whitman’s act, convinced the University of Texas Board of Regents to close the observation deck of the tower in 1975. Not until 1998 was a vote taken to reopen the tower, but only after the introduction of metal detectors and the building of protective fencing around the deck to discourage suicidal jumpers. With those changes in place, Whitman’s sniper nest was reopened to the public in 1999.

The cultural influence of the Whitman event lives on in our society to such an extent that it colors how we look at any sniper event, the D.C. sniper incident included. From songs to movies, there are hints of Charles Whitman all around us. Singer Harry Chapin wrote a long 1970’s folk tune titled “Sniper,” and Texan Kinky Friedman’s facetious “The Ballad of Charles Whitman” carried on the tradition. Kurt Russell starred in The Deadly Tower (1975), later renamed Sniper, which was set at the Louisiana State Capitol because Texas officials would not allow UT Tower’s use by the filmmakers. References to Whitman continue in Stanley Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket, Oliver Stone’s Natural Born Killers, Rick Linklater’s Slacker, and even in Ron Howard’s Parenthood. Whitman is even credited with having an impact on the works of writer Stephen King and Unabomber Ted Kaczynski, as both have admitted. As the D.C. sniper horror unfolded, one lone sniper, Charles Whitman, was brought up, over and over again, from such diverse publications as the Workers World to the Right Wing News, from New Age tracts to less-than-mainstream Internet sites, demonstrating the widespread effect that this person’s story was having on the D.C. sniper tale.

Oddly, the media never seemed to mention the more obvious sniper precursor to these D.C. incidents. As Peter Hernon recalls in his book A Terrible Thunder: The Story of the New Orleans Sniper, on December 31, 1972, in New Orleans, Mark James Essex began one of the most violent and deadly sniper attacks that any American city had ever seen. Mark Essex was a quiet African-American man who grew to hate whites in the Navy. Then he went to New York City’s Harlem and aligned himself with the Eldridge Cleaver faction of the Black Panther party. In August 1972 he moved to New Orleans and began studying African culture, attempting to learn Swahili and Zulu. Hernon says that the killing of two black Southern University students at Baton Rouge during a standoff with sheriff’s deputies motivated Essex. Essex had taken up the call of the Black Panther urban guerrilla faction, the Black Liberation Army, to kill police. Essex would do that and much more. Before Essex’s sniper attacks were through, six hundred police officers and a helicopter gunship had been deployed to stop him. The New York Times reported on January 8, 1973, “After a day of terror…New Orleans policemen, in a borrowed Marine helicopter…swooped out of rain and darkness to provide a mobile platform for police sharpshooters to hunt down snipers on the roof of the Downtown Howard Johnson’s Motor Lodge. The dead sniper, who was dressed in green, was reported to have been riddled by tracer bullets.” Ten would die (including Essex and four police officers) and thirteen were wounded (including one firefighter and four police officers).

The Washington, D.C., sniper case demonstrates the many facets of the copycat effect. The media promotes a huge story, which they understand only in terms of death and mayhem. It assumes a dominant place in the headlines, cable news, and nightly overviews of what is happening in our world. While the actual danger to the majority of media’s audience is slight, it becomes an overwhelming focus. The mainstream media generally fails to examine the precursor events that foreshadowed or created an atmosphere in which this could occur. Copycat events do occur but are little known by most people because they are only reported on a local or regional basis. The media fails to examine its own role in these copycat events and merely goes about its business of finding the next hot death story. Then, when another death or breaking story comes along, yesterday’s story is forgotten—until the next copycat event occurs….









Chapter Four

Planes into Buildings




O n November 20, 2003, the White House was briefly evacuated after a warning sounded that a small plane was flying within five miles of the restricted airspace around the presidential residence. Official sources later revealed that a “false blip” had appeared on radar and nothing had actually come close to the White House. Normal activities resumed about an hour after the scare.

It was a nervous month for government officials: Earlier, on November 10, Air Force fighter jets scrambled to intercept a private plane flying too close to the White House. The plane was later determined to be off course and not a threat. All reports of unauthorized planes around the White House have been taken seriously since the presidential residence was the target of Flight 93 on September 11, 2001; the passengers themselves forced this plane down in Pennsylvania in an apparent struggle with the terrorists. But few people remember that a small plane, in fact, was stolen for the express purpose of crashing it into the White House seven years before to the very day, on September 11, 1994. The events of September 11 are all too genuine.

Ellen Stele, 81, heard the screams of her 81-year-old husband Robert on September 11, 2001, and couldn’t do anything to save him. But most people never heard about Robert and how an eleven-foot-long alligator near Sanibel, Florida, fatally attacked him as he walked his dog that day. There was something much larger on the media horizon that day. On September 11, 2001, four jet airliners, with Flight 11 being the first, were involved in the largest single homicidal-suicidal effort in history to bring bloodshed, death, and terror to the core of American society.

But several factors converged to prevent any immediate copycat effect after 9/11. To begin with, air travel in the United States was canceled for several days and resumed only slowly after that. Private planes were not allowed back into the air until after September 14, 2001; crop dusters were grounded for a longer period of time. Though sociologist David Phillips noted in 1978 that airplane accident fatalities normally increase just after newspaper stories about murder and suicide, a reverse effect was actually in play at the time. Historical studies conducted by sociologist Steven Stack and others have discovered a noticeable dip in suicides and related violent events when there is society-wide anguish, for example, in times of massive grieving in periods of wars and during economic depressions.

Though more subtle, the copycat effect from 9/11 is nevertheless in evidence. Soon after 5:00 P.M. on Saturday, January 5, 2002, a 15-year-old named Charles J. Bishop crashed the Cessna plane he had stolen into Tampa, Florida’s forty-two-story Bank of America building. Bishop had clearly modeled his action on the September 11 terrorists’ suicide plane crashes. Bishop left a suicide note behind saying as much, though most of the media merely paraphrased him as saying that he had “admired Osama bin Laden.”

On February 6, 2002, Tampa authorities released actual copies of the note. Here is the transcription of what Bishop wrote, which was not widely reported:


I have prepared this statement in regards to the acts I am about to commit. First of all, Osama bin Laden is absolutely justified in the terror he has caused on 9-11. He has brought a mighty nation to its knees! God blesses him and the others who helped make September 11th happen.

The U.S. will have to face the consequences for its horrific actions against the Palestinian people and Iraqis by its allegiance with the monstrous Israelis—who want nothing short of world domination!

You will pay—God help you—and I will make you pay!

There will be more coming!

Al Qaeda and other organizations have met with me several times to discuss the option of me joining. I didn’t.

This is an operation done by me only. I had no other help, although, I am acting on their behalf.

Osama bin Laden is planning on blowing up the Super Bowl with an antiquated nuclear bomb left over from the 1967 Israeli-Syrian war.



Don’t look in Time or Newsweek for this note; they did not publish it. You will only find the copies of this note at such sites as The Smoking Gun, now owned by Court TV.

Why would a young man named Bishop be influenced by the 9/11 attacks or the 1967 war in the Mideast? Early stories about Bishop told of him being the “good boy next door” and even of his patriotism. The mass media never delved too deeply into who this young man was, instead noting that his mother wanted to sue an acne cream company for causing her son to die by suicide. Test results would later show that Charles Bishop’s body did not contain any foreign substances—no alcohol, drugs, or even acne cream chemicals. Instead, Charles Bishop seems to have been more of a perfect candidate for the copycat effect that anyone realized.

Bishop identified more strongly than originally thought with the young Arab men on the planes that crashed on September 11. A good place to start looking for some understanding of young Bishop’s real heritage is in his birth name. He was not exactly the ordinary “kid next door.” A few newspapers mentioned the fact that Charles Bishop’s real family name was Bishara, not Bishop. Reportedly, during the first Gulf War his mother did not like their Arab-sounding name and changed it to Bishop. It turns out the teenager’s father is the half-Sicilian, half-Syrian Charles J. Bishara, a petty criminal in the Boston area with a penthouse condominium at the new Ritz-Carlton Golf Resort in Naples, Florida.

Thus, the youthful Charles Bishara Bishop, suicide plane pilot, was a complex adolescent who once thanked one of his school’s teachers for defusing anti-Muslim feelings among her students. He was part Arab and he knew it. It was somewhat ironic that right after Bishop flew the plane into the Tampa Bank of America, Fox News featured Arab Muslim civil-rights advocates pointing to the youth as an example of non-Arab terrorism.

Bishara…Bishara? Where have we heard that name before? Oh, yes, Sirhan Bishara Sirhan. Sirhan Sirhan, of course, is the convicted assassin of Robert F. Kennedy. On June 5, 1968, Sirhan, 24, who is generally described in quick historical overviews as a “Jordanian Arab,” shot RFK in the Hotel Ambassador in Los Angeles. RFK died the following day, but the actual day he was shot—and this is a significant fact overlooked time and time again—was the first anniversary of the first day of the Six Day War between Israel and its Arab neighbors that began on June 5, 1967 (or, as Bishop labeled it, “the 1967 Israeli-Syrian war”). Sirhan Sirhan’s shooting down of a successful presidential candidate is often characterized as one of the first acts of Palestinian terrorism to take place on American soil, with 9/11 being the most recent example. Sirhan Bishara Sirhan saw himself as a Palestinian militant. In a diary police found at Sirhan’s home, he allegedly wrote: “My determination to eliminate RFK is becoming more the more [sic] of an unshakable obsession. RFK must die. RFK must be killed. Robert F. Kennedy must be assassinated…Robert F. Kennedy must be assassinated before 5 June, 1968.” Sirhan and his family had been uprooted from their home in Jordan by the Arab-Israeli war in 1948, and prosecutors at his trial claimed Sirhan, who was a Christian Arab, was vehemently anti-Israel. Charles Bishara Bishop, whose suicide note clearly indicated he was a student of the 1967 Israeli-Arab conflict, may have also read what another Bishara, as America’s first Palestinian assassin, had done because of it.

The overlapping similarities between the threads of Charles Bishara Bishop’s family background and Sirhan Bishara Sirhan’s are difficult to ignore. Sirhan Sirhan was born March 19, 1944, in Jerusalem, Palestine, the fifth son of Bishara Sirhan and Mary Muzher. The family practiced Christianity but belonged to the Arab-based society in the divided region. When Sirhan was 12, in 1956, his family obtained U.S. visas as Palestinian refugees and they relocated first briefly to New York City and then to California. Sirhan Bishara Sirhan’s father could not feel comfortable in his new country and soon returned to Jordan, leaving Sirhan’s mother to raise him. Charles Bishara Bishop’s father, who would divorce Charles’s mother, traces his roots back to the Arab Christian clans of Lebanon—some say Syria, too—and would move away from the boy at a young age. Sirhan Bishara Bishop worked at the Santa Anita racetrack, which was controlled by well-known mobster Mickey Cohen.

The cultural and ethnic legacy between Bishop and Sirhan cannot be brushed aside as coincidence. In the copycat effect, the greatest influence occurs on those that identify with the ones being made manifest in the media. Charles Bishara Bishop, who may have known more about the Arab links between himself and Sirhan Bishara Sirhan than we shall ever know, certainly modeled his suicide by plane after the young men of al-Qaida. Modeling, timing, and imitation are all strong factors in the copycat effect, and Bishop’s plane’s final act seems a classic case. This Tampa suicide event was not about acne but a mirroring of an event that became pivotal in his own personal view of his life. In the measure of these times and the copycat effect, the cycle did not end with Charles Bishop.

The story of Bishop’s spectacular death became the spark for others who received less media attention. The incidents were like ripples on a pond after the pebble is dropped in. What we began to see after Charles Bishop’s suicide is what we see from other well-publicized suicides in the media: the Werther effect. There was an increase in single-engine aircraft crashes and more recorded suicides in the wake of Bishop’s very obvious suicide. The repeating nature of the phenomenon included an abnormally high incidence of Cessnas, the kind of plane Bishop had flown into the Bank of America building on January 5, 2002. His suicide in a stolen Cessna 172R happened on a weekend in which seventeen other small plane crashes occurred, seven of which were Cessnas. Seven of the seventeen involved fatalities. Four of the crashes occurring on the day after Bishop’s suicide, January 6, were of Cessnas. This is an unusually high number of small-plane crashes. Some of these included apparent and overt suicides; others were more hidden. Certainly, the death of another “C.B.,” a Charles who was a former British special forces veteran named Charles Bruce, author of Freefall, was a clear suicide: He jumped from a Cessna without a parachute over the English countryside on January 8.
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