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 PREFACE

IN THE LATE 1990S, AMERICANS WATCHED IN HORROR AS A WAVE OF MASS shootings on middle and high school campuses swept across the country. Banner headlines and terrifying photos screamed from the front pages of the nation’s dailies. Round-the-clock television coverage broadcast images of distraught teenagers huddled in the hallways, anguished parents weeping behind police lines, ambulance gurneys wheeling the dead and injured from playgrounds to emergency rooms, and grave stones rising. Columbine High School, in the Denver suburb of Littleton, Colorado, leaped into the public imagination as the nightmare image of the 1990s: children running for cover, police barricaded behind their cars, and a teenage “Trench Coat Mafia” killing themselves after gunning down twelve students and a teacher and wounding two dozen others.

Congress responded to these events as responsible legislators should have: They tried to uncover the source of this unwelcome trend in order to determine what kind of policies might put an end to it. In 1999 the House of Representatives added a provision to the “Missing, Runaway, and Exploited Children’s Act” requiring the U.S. Department of Education to study rampage shootings in schools. Representative James Greenwood, a Republican from eastern Pennsylvania who had previously been a social worker, asked the department for research that would explain why such tragedies were occurring in American communities that appeared to be so safe. Greenwood was not after a raft of numbers. What he wanted was a set of in-depth community studies. The Department of Education in turn contacted the National Academy of Sciences, the most prestigious research organization in the country, which has provided scientific advisers to every administration since Abraham Lincoln’s.

I (KSN) was surprised to get a call from the Academy asking for my help in this effort. As a professor at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government and Dean of Social Science at the Radcliffe Institute of Advanced Study, I have authored a number of books on urban poverty and the consequences of economic stress for American families but knew little about the sociological study of crime. However, as the mother of teenagers, and as a social scientist as perplexed as anyone by the sudden eruption of violence in such unlikely places, this study seemed a useful opportunity to put years of training to good use.

I had another reason for answering the congressional call. As director of a new doctoral program in government, sociology, and social policy, I wanted to find ways to demonstrate the program’s commitment to scholarship in the public interest. I approached four doctoral candidates in the program and persuaded them to devote the next two years to the question of rampage shootings. Joining the team were Cybelle Fox, a graduate of the University of California at San Diego who studies race, immigration, and the politics of redistribution; David J. Harding, a Princeton graduate whose research focuses on the consequences of concentrated poverty in the inner city; Jal Mehta, a Harvard College graduate who is studying the relationship between education reform and broader social, economic, and cultural changes in American life; and Wendy Roth, a Yale graduate whose work is devoted to understanding the racial identities of Latino immigrants.

In the summer of 2000, Harding and Mehta moved to Heath, Kentucky, and Fox and Roth to Westside, Arkansas, the two communities we studied at close range about three years after each had gone through the ordeal of a rampage shooting. I spent time in both communities. This book is based on interviews with 163 people in Heath and Westside along with neighboring communities, including families of the victims, students who were in the schools at the time of the shootings as well as current students who were not, teachers, administrators, lawyers, officials of the court, psychologists, newspaper and television reporters, and friends, family members, and fellow congregation members of the shooters.We reviewed the national and local news coverage of these two cases as well as the other rampage school shootings that have taken place in the past thirty years. The five of us used up many yellow legal pads sketching out and then refining the analyses we present here.This volume is the product of a complete team effort, from the early days of planning the research, to collecting and analyzing the data, all the way through the writing and rewriting of numerous drafts. Although I wrote the final draft so that the book would have a single voice, each coauthor contributed chapters, and we discussed them as an ensemble.This kind of partnership is rare in academic settings, and we are privileged to have been able to work together in this fashion.

The topics covered here are sensitive ones for the survivors and the families of victims.We asked people who sent their children off to school one morning only to have to identify their bodies at the morgue in the afternoon to revisit terrible images and painful memories. Heath and Westside are still traumatized by what they endured and are struggling to put the experience behind them. Some people, quite understandably, will never be able to do so. Family members of the shooters carry an unbearable burden of guilt and shame. They still love their boys, and they want them to be able to do some good in this world. Everyone we talked to in our interviews had to relive a tragedy they have been trying to get over.

We would like to have been able to acknowledge them all by name, but we must abide by our promise to protect their anonymity and refrain from naming most of them.As we explained to our interview subjects, this was not possible in all cases. The shooters, their families, and many other key characters were subjected to national media exposure, and because it would have been impossible to disguise their identities, we did not attempt to do so. Likewise, we felt it would dishonor the dead and the wounded to camouflage their identities. Hence we have used the real names of those who died and members of their families; the children and teachers who were wounded; and some of the local government officials, officers of the court, psychiatrists, and school officials whose names were already well known from the media coverage.

In all other instances, however, we have changed the names and minor biographical details of the people we interviewed. In many cases we were the first people other than their immediate family members they had talked to about the shooting. It was an ordeal for them to discuss the event, and confidentiality was essential in making them feel comfortable enough to break their silence. Because civil suits were still on appeal during our research, many people felt they could not participate in this project. Although those close to the scene may be able to figure out who is speaking on these pages, pseudonyms help shield members of these communities from further scrutiny, which made it more comfortable for them to speak their minds.The resulting text will be difficult for many of these people to read, and they will not agree with everything we have written, but we know that they share our desire to get to the bottom of rampage shootings and our hope that something constructive will come of their ordeal.

There are a few people we can thank publicly here. In Heath, we are especially grateful to the families of the victims—Wayne, Sabrina, and Becky Steger; Gwen, Chuck, and Christina Hadley; and Joe and Judith James—as well as the families of the wounded, including Mark, Julie, Shelley, and Becky Schaberg. Although we were never able to speak with Michael Carneal, who is incarcerated for the shooting, he and his parents, John and Ann Carneal, gave us permission to contact his psychologist, Dr. Kathleen O’Connor, and his sister, Kelly Carneal.We learned a great deal from them as well as from the attorneys who handled the criminal and civil cases, and we thank them all for their gracious cooperation. Because the appeals of the civil suits were still in progress during our fieldwork, Michael Carneal’s parents could not be interviewed for this project. Nonetheless, they did what they could to assist us, mainly by assuring others— lawyers, doctors, and family friends—that they were comfortable with the prospect of their cooperation.

Many public officials went out of their way to offer us support and assistance in the Paducah area. Lewis Carr, a resource officer in the McCracken County Public Schools, Judge Jeffrey Hines, Judge-Executive Daniel Orazine, attorneys Daniel Boaz and Tim Kaltenbach, and Paducah mayor Bill Paxton were very generous with their time and expertise.We are greatly indebted to Bill Bond, the former principal of Heath High School, and Barbara McGinty, the current principal, for opening their offices and schools to this study. Their counterparts at Heath Middle School were equally open and helpful. Members of the police department, the county librarians, the Sheriff’s Department, local journalists and academics, members of the Heartland Worship Center, and the Paducah Area Chamber of Commerce helped us learn about the history of the area and the events that unfolded in the course of the shooting.

Above all, we appreciate the welcome we received from the students, teachers, staff, and parents of Heath High School. They permitted us to visit their homes, classrooms, and churches and spoke openly about the difficulties of navigating adolescence. Libby and Alisha Bobo were particularly kind to us.

Many individuals, families, and institutions gave us a helping hand in the towns of Cash, Bono, and Egypt, Arkansas, the communities that together constitute the Westside School District. Similarly, their neighbors in Jonesboro were generous with their time and expertise.We would particularly like to thank Judge Ralph Wilson, who supported this project from the outset and contacted others in the community on our behalf. Brent Davis, the prosecuting attorney in the Westside case, and his deputy, Mike Walden, were invaluable resources. So wereWilliam Howard and Val Price in the office of the public defender. Karen Costello, director of the Victims/Witness Assistance program, and Stacey Worthington, the ombudsman in the Department of Youth Services, have our profound thanks for speaking with us about this very difficult case. Mayor L. M. Duncan in Bono, Mayor Leroy Burdin in Cash, and Mayor Hubert Brodell in Jonesboro went to great lengths to facilitate our research. Diane Holmes, a local counselor, opened many doors for us. Ron Deal, the Family Life Minister from the Southwest Church of Christ, contributed important insights on recovery from tragedy. While in Jonesboro, we were fortunate to make our home in the lovely West Washington Guest House, where Pat and Joe Simpson and Ken Stack not only made us comfortable but shared with us their knowledge of the history of the area and suggested helpful individuals for us to contact.

We are indebted to the Craighead County Sheriff’s Office, the Arkansas Department of Youth Services, the staff of the Alexander Youth Services Center, the Public Defender Commission, and the State Police of Arkansas. A number of health care providers helped us understand the crisis management aspects of the Westside shooting, including the Craighead County Crisis Response Team and Mid-South Health Systems.The Westside community and neighboring Jonesboro are rich in religious institutions, many of which we visited during our stay, both to get a feel for the community and to speak with ministers and members of their congregations.We include here Trinity Church, Blessed Sacrament Catholic Church, South West Church of Christ, the Bono Church of Christ, Central Baptist Church, First United Methodist, and the Fullness of Joy Church. The management and staff of the Jonesboro Sun opened their archives to us and contributed personal reflections on the tragedy.

We would like to thank the families of the victims in Westside, although most preferred not to speak with us. Their losses were beyond measure.We respect their desire for privacy and hope that this volume will be of value to them. Similarly, the staff and teachers of Westside Elementary, Middle, and High Schools deserve our gratitude for spending time with us, even though it was exceedingly difficult for them to discuss the shooting. Lynette Thetford, a former Westside teacher who was wounded in the shooting, was particularly helpful. Students and parents at all three schools came forward to provide their recollections, and we thank them for this. Finally, we must mention Gretchen Woodard, the mother of Mitchell Johnson, one of the two shooters in Westside. Ms.Woodard was unfailingly honest and willing to confront the terrible consequences of her son’s actions, knowing all the while that some people place the blame for this tragedy on her shoulders.

Offenders in juvenile facilities are shielded from contact with the outside world. Although we spoke to the staff at the Alexander facility, where Andrew Golden and Mitchell Johnson were incarcerated, we were not permitted to interview the two boys, nor could we talk with Scott Johnson (Mitchell’s father) or anyone in the Golden family.We regret that this volume cannot draw upon these perspectives, which surely would have been informative.

Our work benefited a great deal from the opportunity to exchange ideas with the members of the National Academy of Sciences/National Research Council’s Committee on Case Studies of Lethal School Violence, especially the chair of the panel, Mark Moore, and his associates, Anthony Braga and Carol Petrie. Bill Modzeleski, the associate deputy undersecretary in the U.S. Department of Education Office of Safe and Drug-Free Schools, was a valuable resource. Experts who volunteered their services as the National Research Council (NRC) case studies developed included committee members Phil Cook (Duke University), Tom Dishion (University of Oregon), Denise Gottfredson (University of Maryland), Phillip Heymann (Harvard University), Jim Short (Washington State University), Stephen Small (University of Wisconsin, Madison), Lewis Spence (Department of Social Services, Massachusetts), and Linda Teplin (Northwestern University).

The NRC study, published under the title Deadly Lessons: Understanding Lethal  School Violence, contains a set of case studies of rampage shootings to which we contributed two (the Heath and Westside cases).The other four were directed by a distinguished group of senior colleagues whose insights are reflected in our own work.We are particularly grateful to William DeJong (Boston University), Mindy Fullilove (Columbia University), John Hagan (Northwestern University), Mercer Sullivan (Rutgers University), and their collaborators. From the beginning, we realized that we would probably have more to say than could be summarized in the brief case studies we contributed to the National Academy of Sciences effort. The decision to write this book in addition was stimulated by groundbreaking efforts of our fellow case study authors, and we thank them for listening to our ideas and sharing theirs.

In chapter 10 of this book, we discuss our theory of rampage shootings, drawing on the original fieldwork we did in Heath and Westside and testing it against a data set collected by the Violence Prevention Division of the National Center for Injury Prevention and Control at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention under the able leadership of Drs. Rodney Hammond and Mark Anderson. These two colleagues generously shared their data and their wisdom with us out of a common commitment to understanding lethal violence on campus. We are grateful to them for contributing these materials to our study and underline the fact that we alone are responsible for the interpretations offered here, especially for any mistakes we may have made.

Our colleagues at Harvard University, both faculty and students, have heard us talk about this research for several years now and have given us the benefit of their constructive criticism. Professor Chris Winship, in the Sociology Department, invited us to craft a special issue of the journal Sociological Methods and Research,  which was a great opportunity to think through some of the more vexing problems that attended the execution and interpretation of this research.We are grateful to him and to Professor Charles Rangin (University of Arizona), who reviewed our work and gave us extensive, insightful criticism.

At a critical moment in our writing, several colleagues responded to the call to read what was then a monstrously long draft. Harold Boverman, Howie Becker, Mitch Duneier, Kathryn Dudley, and Ziad Munson deserve medals for taking on this task; the resulting book is far better for their critical input. Drs.  Steven Schlozman and Jeffrey Bostic, at Massachusetts General Hospital, helped us learn more about mental health policy in schools. Cheri Minton taught us to use the Atlas coding software. Margot Minardi, Ricardo Mora, and Kevin Psonak came to our rescue in the midst of many a logistical and editorial snafu.

A number of Harvard students assisted us with difficult research tasks that proved essential. Martin West synthesized components of the theoretical literature that helped us form our analytical framework. Naomi Calvo and Miguel Salazar summarized media materials on rampage shootings and near-miss cases beyond those we studied firsthand.Audrey Alforque devoted a summer to transcribing interviews, and Victor Chen tracked down most of the photos that appear here, summarized important media materials, and contributed background research that rounded out our understanding of Mitchell Johnson’s past. Special mention must be made of two outstanding Harvard undergraduates,Tory Wob-ber and Vera Makarov, who worked with the team for almost a year, transcribing and coding interviews. Their work, supported by the Radcliffe Research Partners program, was critical in managing the hundreds of pages of transcripts that form the database for this project. Our weekly discussions with Vera and Tory yielded many ideas that found their way into this volume.

The Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study provided funding for a national conference to unveil the National Academy of Sciences report, which gave us an opportunity to make some of our ideas public and to hear the reactions of the expert audience. Thanks go to the Linda S.Wilson Fund for helping to underwrite this conference.A generous grant from the National Academy of Sciences (Grant No. S184U000010 from the Department of Education to the National Academy of Sciences) provided the resources we needed to complete this work. We also want to acknowledge the vital financial support of the William T. Grant Foundation and the encouragement of its recently retired President, Dr. Karen Hein, as well as her successor, Dr. Robert Granger. Members of the research team have been supported by the National Science Foundation’s Integrated Research, Education, and Training grant awarded to Harvard University’s program on Inequality and Social Policy (which I chair) as well as individual graduate fellowships from NSF. This national investment in graduate education makes studies of critical social issues possible, and we are grateful for it.

Literary agent Lisa Adams supported this book from its inception and made many insightful contributions to the manuscript. Jo Ann Miller, editor extraordi-naire at Basic Books, saw the book’s potential and pushed us to streamline the account. We are grateful for her patience, skill, and devotion to this project. Ellen Garrison, editorial assistant at Basic, provided key insights of her own.The production and marketing staff at Basic applied their customary high-quality craftsmanship, which all authors appreciate.We all have countless family members and friends to thank for putting up with our preoccupation over the past several years.We hope they will feel the sacrifice was worth it.We certainly do.

Finally, we note that the authors’ royalties from the sale of this volume are being donated to Heath High School and Westside Middle School for the teachers and administrators to use as they see fit.We hope this gift will go some distance toward returning the kindness extended to us during our stay in their communities.



—Cambridge, Massachusetts





PART ONE


 



1
EXPLOSIONS

THE MORNING OF DECEMBER 1, 1997, BEGAN AS MOST DAYS DID AT HEATH HIGH School on the outskirts of West Paducah, Kentucky. clusters of students slowly made their way into the school’s entrance, reluctant to return to class after the Thanksgiving break. Cheerleaders compared notes on the season’s games and pep rallies. Members of the prize-winning school band shifted their instruments around to make space for their backpacks, chatting about the Thanksgiving weekend that had just ended. Hanging back in the corner of the lobby, as was their custom, was the small coterie of Heath’s Goths, clad in hard-rock T-shirts and the occasional black trench coat.

Kelly Carneal, a popular senior at Heath, and her brother Michael, a short, slender freshman with dark hair and glasses, pulled into the high school parking lot around 8:00 a.m. The two had been commuting to school together since Kelly got her driver’s license. “We drove to school,” Kelly remembered four years later, “listening to Mariah Carey’s ‘Butterfly.’”

Kelly took her backpack out of the trunk while Michael retrieved a bundle wrapped in blankets. The pair walked off toward the band room. Michael got there first, and Kelly followed after chatting with friends. Mr. Samms, the band teacher, strolled through the room and bumped into Michael. “Mike, what have you got there?” he asked, pointing to the bundle. “This? Oh, it’s just my English project,” Michael replied.

Michael clutched his “English project” and strolled into the main lobby, where he sought out his new friends in the Goth group: Brian Mather, David Maxwell, Cory Giles, and a couple of other boys. Brian heard Michael’s bundle hit the floor and asked what was inside. Before Mike could reply, Brian commented to his friends, “Sounds like guns to me.” Someone in the group changed the subject and no further attention was paid to Michael. A freshman “dweeb,”  Michael did not yet “rate” in Goth circles.

Michael opened his backpack and pulled out a pair of bright orange ear plugs, the kind that hunters wear to protect their hearing from the blasts of gunfire. He pulled a pistol from a pouch, reached into his backpack for an ammunition clip, and loaded the gun. Nobody noticed, or even looked in his direction.

Completely unaware of Michael’s lethal preparations, the Heath High School prayer group, an unofficial gathering of twenty or thirty Christian students, joined hands in a circle and waited for their leader, Luke Fallon, to call them to prayer. Athletes, band members, “brainy” students bound for college, and the less academically inclined, bowed their heads to thank the Lord and ask for a good day in the name of Jesus.The last “Amens” echoed around the circle as Michael assumed a firing stance—slightly crouched, with both hands stretched straight out in front of him—released the safety catch, cocked the firing pin, and fired three shots in rapid succession.With a loud boom, the percussion bounced off the walls, stunning the crowd. Five more shots followed, as Michael swung his arms in an arc before the students, who were now falling down inside the worship circle.

Kelly Carneal stood just a few feet away from the prayer group, looking at her brother in complete amazement:


I heard what sounded like firecrackers … They make the little popping sound . . . And then I saw people turn and start to run. It was like a flower: There was a group of people and it just kind of folded away. . . .And my brother was standing there. He had the gun in his hands . . . and was looking straight ahead. His face looked different, and his body posture1 was different. . . .He looked like a completely different person. I would not have recognized him had he not had on the same clothes as he had on that morning.

I started to walk towards him, and he turned his head and he looked at me. And I realized he didn’t know who I was. I thought, “My brother is going to shoot me!” So I turned around and ran.



A freshman student in the prayer group, Linda Feeney, kept thinking that everything was so normal and so surreal at the same time. She watched the wounded girls slump to the floor, barely recognizing they had been shot:


I looked down at Nicole, and I was like, “How on Earth is she playing this joke, this is horrible.” . . . And then I looked at Jessica and she was like, “Get down!” . . . From that point on I was in total shock, because then I realized
it was for real. . . .Michael’s really doing this. I will never forget that stare on Michael’s face in a million years. . . . It was just blank, nothingness. It’s like there was nothing in him.



Bedlam broke out in the hallways as students ran down the corridors. Screaming, shaking, gasping for air, they arrived in their classrooms to find their teachers unaware of the carnage in the lobby.

Jessica James, a senior who played flute in the school band, a devoted member of Agape (a Christian fellowship group) and a strong student, died on the lobby floor, despite the frantic efforts of teachers to administer CPR to her for over an hour. Kayce Steger, a fifteen-year-old softball enthusiast, an active participant in the Twelfth Street Baptist Church, and a future police officer, died in the emergency room. She had refused a date with Michael only a month before. NicoleNicole Hadley, a fourteen-year-old member of the school band and the freshman basketball team, was kept on life support for the rest of the day as her distraught family waited for her father to return from a business trip out West. Although the Hadleys had only lived in the Paducah area for a little over a year, Nicole had become a good friend of Michael’s and a frequent visitor to the Carneal family home. Nicole and Michael “walked together” at their eighth grade graduation, a custom of some importance in the community. At her family’s request, Nicole’s doctors turned the ventilators off shortly after 10 p.m.; she died almost immediately.

Melissa “Missy” Jenkins, president of the Future Homemakers of America and another devoted Christian, was hit in the spine, hospitalized, and left paraplegic— at the age of fifteen. Shelley Schaberg, described by the school’s principal as the best female athlete at Heath and later voted homecoming queen by the senior class, was left with bullet fragments in her arms that required months of physical therapy and put an end to any hopes of a career in basketball.2 Kelly Hard (age sixteen), Craig Keene (fifteen), and Hollan Holm (fourteen) were all hospitalized with minor wounds and then released.Three years later, when Holm became the valedictorian, he reminded the student body that they had lost two members of their class in December of 1997:3 Nicole Hadley and Michael Carneal.

How did this awful crime come to pass? On Thanksgiving Day, after feasting with his family and grandparents, Michael rode his bike to the home of his buddy, Jered Parker.When the Parker family left to have their own holiday meal with relatives, Michael climbed through an open window in their garage, found the hidden key to the gun case, and stuffed a 30-30 rifle and four .22 rifles into his duffel bag, along with the earplugs and boxes of ammunition.

Affecting a nonchalant air when he arrived at home,Michael parked the duffel bag by some pine trees outside his bedroom window, and went in to greet his parents. “I’m fine,” he said, when they asked about his day. Once upstairs, he locked his door, climbed out the window, and retrieved the bag, stashing it under his bed. Michael carefully screened the weapons from view by moving Lego boxes in front of the bag. He went downstairs to watch TV for a while but was too excited to sit still for long. Lying awake on his bed later that evening, Michael felt a satisfaction that had eluded him for a long time.

“I was feeling proud, strong, good, and more respected. I had accomplished something. I’m not the kind of kid who accomplishes anything. This is the only adventure I’ve ever had.”4

Over the weekend, Michael put the guns back into his duffel bag and rode over to the home of his good friend, Craig Holt. He showed Holt and his older brother Danny, a senior at Heath, the collection of rifles.They took turns shooting at a pink rubber ball in the backyard. Danny admonished the boys not to get into trouble with the weapons but said nothing to anyone else about the guns.5

On Sunday afternoon of the Thanksgiving weekend, Michael did his homework and played chess with his father. In the evening, he stole two old shotguns from his father’s closet and hid them under his bed. He told the prosecution psychiatrists that he was out to impress:

“More guns is better.You have more power.You look better if you have a lot of guns.A kid would say one gun is good, but that Michael had a lot of guns.” 6

Monday morning was a completely normal beginning to the school week. Michael came downstairs with the rifles bound together in duct tape, covered by blankets. On top of the blankets he piled the sheets from his bed and, when asked, told his mother that the cat had thrown up on them and that he was taking them to the laundry room. Michael went into the laundry room and deposited the sheets, but then went directly outside and put the bundle of guns into the trunk of Kelly’s car. The pistol and ammunition were stuffed into his backpack.  He got into the car with his sister and rode off to Heath High, eager with anticipation. Michael was expecting a triumph.
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When Bill Bond, the principal of Heath High School, heard the first shots ring out, he ran from his office to the lobby, just in time to see the leader of the prayer group, Luke Fallon, confront Michael, demanding to be told why he was shooting at people. By that time, Michael had put the handgun down on the floor. Michael turned to Luke and pleaded, “Please, just shoot me!” Instead, Bond hustled Michael into his office and turned him over to Ron Kilgore, his academic adviser at Heath.Teachers came running to help the injured, and those who knew what to do began to pump chests and blow into the mouths of students who had stopped breathing.

Moments later, word leaked out of the school that a shooting had occurred. Terrified parents began streaming in from all over the community as the local radio and television stations started to broadcast the news. John Carneal, Michael’s father, heard the news at work; his wife Ann got the word at home. They jumped into their cars, Ann bringing all the blankets she could carry. Neither parent knew the details of what had happened or that Michael was involved; they simply rushed to the scene to see if they could help.When they arrived, Bill Bond and Michael’s sister Kelly pulled the Carneals into a private office to break the bad news.

Initial accounts of the shooting were confusing, and chaos reigned at Heath as a consequence. No one knew which hospital the injured had been taken to or what their condition was. Distraught parents ran from one emergency room to another. Lacking identification, the hospitals often didn’t know exactly whom they had in their care. Shaken parents such as Gwen Hadley, Nicole’s mother, were placed in the terrible position of having to identify their children.


They said that there was a girl in surgery and a girl coming out of the MRI. . . .They said the girls looked so much alike, they didn’t know who was who. So [they] came and got Jessica’s picture . . . and . . . Nicole’s picture. The pictures were both taken into the operating room. They . . . still weren’t sure who was who.

I remember a doctor running and screaming, “A mom’s coming, a mom’s coming, get her ready.” And we went into a trauma room. And Nicole was lying there on a gurney in the middle of the room. . . .

It was definitely Nicole, and I immediately knew she was gone. . . . I [prayed] with her a little bit, but they were bagging her. She still had a smile on her face.



[image: a001]

A DEADLY PARTNERSHIP

Students at Westside Middle School near Jonesboro, Arkansas, were trying to buckle down after spring vacation on the afternoon of March 24, 1998. Lunch recess had just ended, and Ron Harris was running late to his class. Scurrying down the hallway, Ron ran into fellow sixth grader Andrew Golden, who was dressed in blue jeans and a camouflage jacket and cap. Ordinarily, Ron wouldn’t have even noticed Andrew, but that day he remembered that Andrew had been absent from the morning class they shared. Katie Powell emerged from her science class on an errand for her teacher and ran into Andrew as well. Ron and Katie watched in amazement as Andrew walked calmly toward the fire alarm box mounted on the wall, grabbed the hammer from its side, smashed the glass cover, pulled the alarm handle, and then walked out the exit leading to the playground.

Alarm horns sounded throughout the school, jolting the students and teachers from their desks. Knowing that no drills had been scheduled, Lynnette Thet-ford, a sixth grade English teacher, poked her head outside the classroom to see what was going on and ran into Katie, headed back to her science room. “Andrew Golden pulled the alarm,” Katie reported, “and then ran out the door!” Amazed at Andrew’s breach of school rules, Thetford considered ignoring the alarm. But she dismissed the idea, because the school had taught students over and over again that they had to treat every drill seriously. “I felt we had to go outside anyway,” she later told police investigators, “and I thought to myself that Andrew was going to get into a lot of trouble for pulling that alarm.” Following the rules to the letter, Mrs. Thetford gathered her grade book, instructed her students to put their pencils down, and formed a line to march down the corridor and out the exit door that leads to the playground in front of the school gym.

Thetford’s class emerged onto the playground, which was bounded at the back by a wooded hillside only 100 yards from the front of the gym) The “drill” was going by the book, Thetford thought, until she heard explosions coming from behind her. “This is some kind of crazy drill and someone has pushed it too far,” she said to herself, “because this is starting to scare the kids.” Seconds later, she felt a sharp pain in her right leg and fell to the pavement. The playground seemed to grow huge before her as panic set in. “I was screaming, ‘Get down! Get down!’” she recalled later, but in a state of shock, she thought that the kids could not hear her.

A hail of gunfire ricocheted off the pavement and the walls. Students now realized they were exposed to the gunmen and began to scream and tug hard on the door that led back into the classroom building, in a desperate attempt to take shelter. Because the door was locked from the inside, it would not budge.Thet-ford struggled to stand up so that she could protect the children, but found she couldn’t move her leg. She applied pressure to staunch the bleeding until the gym teacher, Coach Thomas, dragged her to a covered walkway behind the classroom building.

Shannon Wright, a popular English teacher at Westside, emerged with her class onto the sidewalk area just behind Thetford’s students.Wright walked straight into the firestorm of bullets blasting from the wooded hillside. Sixth grader Whitney Irving heard Wright yell “Run!” and took off in the direction of the gym with her friend, Britthney, running behind her, screaming in fear. Within seconds, a bullet tore into Britthney and she crumpled to the ground.Attempting to shield other students from the onslaught, Shannon Wright launched herself over a young girl and took a bullet in the chest.

Dragging children out of the line of fire, teachers who could get to them stripped their clothing in search of the wounds and applied pressure to stop the bleeding.Those who were trained in CPR tried to remember their marching orders, but they knew more about handling choking victims than gunshot wounds. Seventh grade teacher Mary Curtis kept thinking to herself, “What do I need to do? What can I do?” and tried to follow directions coming at her in staccato: “Wrap that wound . . . try to get a pulse . . . find bandages . . .” Curtis’s heart was pounding as she grabbed towels and wrapped wounds, trying to remember what she had seen on TV shows like ER.

Most of the wounded were carried into the gym, the closest accessible building out of the line of fire, but not all the teachers could get there. Some ended up isolated in the classroom building, unable to let go of wounded kids long enough to alert emergency personnel or fellow teachers to their whereabouts. Sixth grade teacher Liz Carleton was one of those left to tend wounded students inside. “All I knew was that I was in that building alone with a child who was dying. I was afraid she was going to die on me, and there was no help.” Carleton remembered that the school kept big blue barrels full of emergency supplies in the classrooms and somehow had the presence of mind to get some.

I got [the earthquake kit] open. . . . I was throwing everything back over my shoulder ’cause . . . I didn’t know what I needed. . . . But I just got washcloths . . . and got on the floor and just put them on her leg. . . .Those cloths were just soaked in a matter of seconds. Britthney asked me,‘Will I lose my leg? Will I lose my leg?’”

Within ten minutes of the shooting, police and emergency personnel converged on the middle school. Virtually everyone who arrived on the scene to help had a child or a neighbor in potential danger, and they were frantic about finding out whether they were safe. “Once I got down there and saw how bad it was,” remembered Emily Levitt, an elementary school teacher, “all I could think about was my niece.” The scene was the stuff of nightmares, with injured kids jumbled on the floor of the gym bleeding and crying, and desperate teachers bent over them trying to staunch the blood and reassure their terrified students.

Attending to the victims was all the harder because no one knew exactly where the shots were coming from or whether the shooting had stopped for good. Children and teachers got the impression that there were at least two shooters and that the assault was coming from the hillside. But they had no way of determining the extent of the danger.Were there other shooters in the building? Were the hillside shooters done? Or were more attacks on the way? One teacher recalled, “The Sheriff’s Department came by [while I was holding an IV line on a dying child] and said, “Do not put your back to the woods.Watch those woods because the shooters were right up there.We haven’t located them.” So here I am, thinking, I’m the lookout? I’m holding this IV thing, I’m the lookout for the shooters?”7

Construction workers tiling the roof of new classrooms even closer to the hillside found themselves targets of the assault as well. Pete Hanson was working on the roof on the north side of the campus. He heard shots coming from the hill and looked up to see two white males in the woods, both wearing camouflage shirts.


They were standing two feet apart, both firing down the back side of the school area. . . . It was fierce there for a few seconds. . . . This one guy pointed the gun at me and fired three shots. That was the one with the smaller caliber . . . I could hear [the shooters] talking, but . . . I couldn’t tell what they was saying.Then they took off back up that hill.



Police radios barked the news that two suspects were headed into the woods, and the Sheriff’s Department moved to “throw a net” over the entire area. Investigators Jon Varner, John Moore, and Sheriff’s Deputy Marty Boyd heard the distress calls and turned their police cars in the direction of the school at top speed. The officers skidded onto the gravel road behind the school and pulled into the front yard of a house at the top of the hill just in time to see two young boys dressed in camouflage emerge from the woods, rifles in hand. Jumping out of the squad car, they shouted, “Sheriff’s Department! Drop your weapons! Get on the ground!” but neither boy made a move to comply. Instead their guns were drawn and pointed right at the police, who would have been well within procedural guidelines to shoot both kids.The police hesitated, stunned by how young the shooters were, and ordered them again to drop their weapons.

Finally, hands in the air, the boys surrendered and held still on the ground as police officers began to go through their pockets. The contents added up to a small armory: Remington .30 caliber rifles, Smith & Wesson pistols, two-shot derringers, semiautomatics, and hundreds of rounds of ammunition. Even in a community accustomed to guns, it was a shocking arsenal. More stunning still was to find it in the hands of eleven-year-old Andrew Golden and his thirteen-year- old buddy, Mitchell Johnson.

The officers could hardly believe their eyes: How could two such young boys inflict such massive damage? Yet before them was evidence of careful, if somewhat juvenile, planning: a van full of provisions, including sleeping bags and pillows covered with Warner Bros. “Looney Toon” characters, a load of junk food, and a map to a remote hunting area where the boys planned to hide out. More chilling still was the hillside location where the boys were caught. Looking down, the officers could see a clear and unobstructed view of the playground.A trained sharpshooter could not have picked a better position from which to cause such carnage.
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How, exactly, did this plot unfold? Many details are still unknown, but the basic outlines are clear enough. The morning of the shooting, Mitchell Johnson and Andrew Golden skipped school. Mitchell missed the school bus and told his mother that his stepfather, Terry Woodard, who had actually already left for work, would give him a ride to Westside. He sailed out the door after saying good-bye. Gretchen Woodard, Mitchell’s mother, was busy taking care of her youngest child and didn’t give much thought to Mitchell’s account. When she looked outside and saw that the van was gone, she assumed all was well: Mitchell was on his way to school with his step-Dad.

What Mitchell actually did was steal the keys to his stepfather’s van and drive it—with great difficulty, since he didn’t really know how to drive—to Andrew Golden’s house.Andrew was home alone; his parents had left for work, expecting that he would get himself to the school bus. Andrew was waiting in the bushes when Mitchell drove up. The two boys set about trying to pry open the locked safe that held the ample supply of guns belonging to Andrew’s father.They pulled hard on the door but couldn’t budge it. Next they took a blowtorch to the safe. That didn’t work either. In frustration, they scooped up a .38 caliber derringer, a .38 caliber snub-nose, and a .357 magnum that had been left unsecured in the house, along with ammunition.

They stowed the guns and ammunition in the back of the van along with the supplies they planned to use after escaping into the woods. But since the pistols they had stolen would not suffice as long-range weapons, they drove to Andrew’s grandparents’ house. Using a crowbar, they broke into the house and in short order found exactly what they came for: a wall covered with rifles, secured only by a cable running across through their trigger guards. Rummaging around the tool shed behind the house, the boys found a pair of garden shears. Minutes later, they clipped the cable and added four handguns and three rifles to their arsenal.

Mitchell and Andrew drove toward the school, parked the van in a cul-de-sac about a half mile from Westside, and made their way to the wooded hillside.The boys may have intended to unleash the onslaught outdoors during the lunch recess, but the ground was rain-soaked and muddy, so the students stayed indoors. How were they going to lure the kids out of the building? Apparently, Andrew had considered this potential snafu nearly nine weeks before the shooting: Andrew left Mitchell behind on the hillside and ran to pull the fire alarm.With the horn sounding, he charged back up the hill and got into firing position only a few feet from Mitchell, who was already set to shoot. They set up an enfilade, creating a cross-fire that made escape from the volley almost impossible.

Within minutes of the alarm bell sounding, the boys unleashed thirty shots and hit fifteen people. Stephanie Johnson, age twelve, a math whiz and a devoted member of the Full Gospel Pentecostal Church, was pronounced dead on the scene. Eleven-year-old Natalie Brooks, a straight-A student who planned to become an astronomer, died at St. Bernard’s Hospital. So did Paige Ann Herring, a hazel-eyed sixth grader whom teachers and fellow students called “the peacemaker,” and Britthney Varner, described by her family as dainty, fragile, and wildly in love with her eight-month-old baby brother.Teacher Shannon Wright died in the same hospital. Nine other children and a teacher were treated and released.8

Ballistics reports and the police investigation revealed that Mitchell fired five shots from Andrew’s grandfather’s semiautomatic rifle, equipped with a scope, killing at least one, but probably two people, and wounding at least three. Andrew, the more skilled marksman, fired twenty-five shots, killing three people and wounding at least two others.The entire rampage took less than five minutes.
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While Varner and Moore hustled Mitchell and Andrew off to the Craighead County Jail, emergency personnel worked feverishly inside the school gym to treat the wounded, and radio stations in the Jonesboro area began broadcasting news of the crisis.Within minutes of the first radio spots, cars began to converge on the school. Roads are long and narrow in this part of the country and traffic jams are rare, but that afternoon a two-mile backup clogged the only route to the middle school.

Parents abandoned their cars along the road and began running through the fields to get to the campus.What they found when they finally arrived was blood all over the playground and hundreds of terrified children huddled in the gym crying. Children whose parents did not come to the school right away were anxious to reach their families.Teachers ran to find their cell phones, but attempts to make calls produced mainly busy signals. Some distraught parents waited for several hours before they heard anything about their children.

Sixth grade teacher Liz Carleton was standing in the gym with two cell phones in hand, trying to figure out whose parents were out of town and whose were at home, when her eyes turned toward the doorway. In walked Dennis Golden, Andrew’s father and her former high school classmate. “Liz, Liz,” he asked anxiously, “is Andrew okay?” By then Liz had been told by several students that Andrew was one of the shooters, but from the look on Dennis Golden’s face, she surmised that he was completely in the dark about it. Liz pulled Dennis aside and assured him that Andrew was safe but explained calmly that he would need to accompany her to the principal’s office.They crossed paths with a group of shell-shocked students who gasped when they saw Andrew’s father.Dennis realized something was very wrong and insisted that Liz come clean. “Liz,” he pleaded, “you have got to be the one to tell me!” Reluctantly, she relented. “They say that Andrew was the one who pulled the fire alarm and started shooting.” Dennis went limp and took Liz’s cell phone to call his wife.

Susan Miller, the principal of Westside Middle School, was as stunned as anyone else. She came out of her office, where police officers were huddled, to find Dennis and Liz on the way in. “Dennis, “ she said, “I think you need to step into the office and talk to some of these officers.”


They took him straight to my office and shut all the doors and told him, “Your son is in custody.” He couldn’t believe it. He was devastated . . . shocked. He came to get his kid and found out his kid was the one who had done it.You can’t imagine the look on that man’s face.The fear!



Gretchen Woodard, Mitchell Johnson’s mother, was stuck at home because her son had stolen the only functioning car in the family. A phone call from a family friend brought the stunning news that Mitchell had shot his classmates. Hours later, when Gretchen was finally able to reach her husband, Mitchell’s stepfather, she arranged a ride. By that time there was no point going to Westside School. Mitchell and Andrew had been booked into the Craighead County Jail, charged with five counts of capital murder and ten counts of first-degree battery.

 It took the shooters’ parents weeks to unravel the sequence of events that led to this end point. Mitchell and Andrew’s classmates needed about five seconds. At least a dozen of them knew the identities of the shooters without so much as a word from the police. Even Monte,Mitchell’s younger brother, knew who was responsible.


HOW COULD IT HAPPEN HERE?

The tragedies that tore apart the communities of Heath and Westside shook the whole nation as well.Young boys not yet old enough to shave had murdered, maimed, and terrified whole towns. Brothers and sisters lost their siblings; parents who expected their children to bury them in ripe old age, instead are tending their children’s graves. Empty bedrooms covered with posters of movie stars and stuffed animals are all that is left. Some of those rooms stand untouched to this day, silent memorials to children who will never come home from school.

Teachers dedicated to a life in the classroom and the respectful affection of their students had to contend with the blame that came with accusations that they should have known these boys were troubled. Suffering from their own posttraumatic stresses, they had to tend their wounds in private. Attention naturally flowed to the children who survived and the families who lost their loved ones.

For the country as a whole, school shootings opened up a searching self-examination as only a total shock can. Have we lost our grip on our children? Do we no longer understand what makes them tick? Are parents too involved in their own lives to pay attention to what their children are doing? Have guns become so ubiquitous that we are hardly even surprised when a postal worker or a disgruntled student fires a few rounds into a terrified crowd of coworkers or classmates? Are we no longer able to judge when a community is safe and when it just looks that way? Or do we need to fear what is bubbling beneath the surface in crime-free suburbs?

What the Heath and Westside communities experienced was a relatively new kind of violence: a rampage school shooting. These are a special kind of attack, quite unlike the more familiar revenge killings we hear so much about. Rampage shootings are defined by the fact that they involve attacks on multiple parties, selected almost at random.The shooters may have a specific target to begin with, but they let loose with a fusillade that hits others, and it is not unusual for the perpetrator to be unaware of who has been shot until long after the fact. These explosions are attacks on whole institutions—schools, teenage pecking orders, or communities. Shooters choose schools as the site for a rampage because they are the heart and soul of public life in small towns. Rampages tend to take place in rural and suburban settings—they rarely occur in urban areas—and rampage shooters are predominantly white boys.9

These attacks are frightening and perplexing not because they are common— they are rare—or because they conform to our image of violent crime— which we associate far more often with urban communities, where violence is far more common. Rampage school shootings terrify us because they contradict our most firmly held beliefs about childhood, home, and community. They expose the vulnerable underbelly of ordinary life and tell us that malevolence can be brewing in places where we least expect it, that our fail-safe methods (parental involvement in children’s lives, close-knit neighborhoods) do not identify nascent pathologies as well as we thought.

None of these sociological considerations were a focus of attention for the grieving parents, students, clergy, teachers, and public officials in the Heath and Westside communities when they suffered these losses. They had no idea that they were at the leading edge of a storm of rampage school shootings that gathered force across the country in the late 1990s. Known far and wide as wonderful places to raise a family, tight-knit towns where everyone really does know your name, these communities had to face some serious self-examination. Answers were not easy to come by, for the usual signs of impending disaster—high levels of background violence, dysfunctional families, chaotic schools, distracted adults too busy with their own lives to pay attention to the local teens—were strikingly low in both places.
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Heath, Kentucky, is located a few miles west of Paducah, a small city of about 25,000 people that sits at the confluence of the Ohio and Tennessee rivers in the southwestern part of the state. Long a transportation hub, Paducah has had its share of ups and downs since the end of World War II. Barges and tugboats once plied the rivers, and farming was a mainstay of the local economy.Today there are only a handful of farms left in McCracken County, and the main employers are in medical services, shipping, railroad manufacture, chemicals, paper mills, and the nation’s only uranium enrichment plant.

Once a prosperous town, Paducah has fallen on hard times, and many of the storefronts on Main Street are vacant. Strip malls of chain stores and restaurants near the interstate highway have pulled customers away from the town center.The pride of Paducah, an “Information Age Park” that was supposed to lure high-tech industries, is only about 10 percent occupied. Even so, the uranium plant (United States Enrichment Corporation) is doing well and has brought a steady stream of engineers and professionals to the area since the 1950s.The newer residents are the kind of folks that didn’t used to settle in farming country.Yet they nestled in alongside the rural working class—the original “Heatherans,” as they call themselves— now displaced from farming into manufacturing. Locals and outsiders have been joined in recent years by families moving out of Paducah, lured mainly by the new subdivisions springing up in the middle of what was once a farmer’s world.

While families have been moving steadily to these outskirts, their arrival has not stimulated much growth in the number of gathering spots. Leigh’s Barbecue, where old-timers enjoy pulled pork and potato salad at the lunch counter surrounded by memorabilia from Heath High football victories, is a favorite local hangout.When residents want to shop, they drive in to a well-endowed strip between Heath and downtown Paducah. They also patronize a few chain restaurants, gas stations, and car dealerships, a mall, a Walmart, and some entertainment facilities such as bowling alleys and a movie theater. Many families with children attending Heath High School live closer to this strip than to the school, and kids frequent the mall and movie theater; some have after-school jobs in the restaurants and stores. Nonetheless, the social world of most Heath adolescents revolves around high school and church.

The residents of Heath are mixed in every way except race. Large mansion-style houses with Greek pillars and circular drives in front give way eventually to modest tract houses typical of the 1950s. Farther outside of town are the two bedroom trailer homes. But the faces inside these homes are almost all white, whether in mansions or trailers.The black population of the area lives in the center of Paducah and rarely ventures out to the Heath community. Whites on the periphery think of central Paducah as a bit dangerous, an enclave of drugs and gangs (albeit on a small scale by big-city standards) and would not have been surprised if a rampage shooting had happened in the high schools attended by “inner- city” students. But in Heath itself, where violence is rare, where the biggest discipline problems are tardiness, skipping class, and the occasional temper tantrum, a mass murder was inconceivable.

Had they contemplated such a prospect, Michael Carneal would never have come to mind as a potential rampage shooter. The product of a happy, stable, comfortable home, a churchgoing boy of above average intelligence with no serious disciplinary record and no known history of psychiatric problems, Michael did not strike anyone in town as a killer.

Yet all was not well with Michael Carneal.Warning signs of an unraveling character were overlooked, and the very virtues that made residents of Heath proud to be part of this quiet, civic-minded town also left them vulnerable to trouble, unable to communicate amongst themselves about problems brewing in their mids



Much the same might be said of the Westside community, whose residents swear that it is the most unlikely setting for any kind of violence, let alone a mass school shooting. Nearby Jonesboro is a small but growing city of 55,000 people in northeastern Arkansas, about 130 miles from the capital, Little Rock. Bible Belt to the core and proud of it, Jonesboro has more than seventy-five churches within the city limits. Flat farmland surrounds the city, long a center of cotton, rice, and soybeans—the familiar crops of the Mississippi Delta. Jonesboro is blessed with a thriving economy, small-town solidarity, and a low crime rate. Its downtown district boasts a lovely bed-and-breakfast hotel with a wide veranda lined with rocking chairs from which one can watch the world go by. Dozens of churches—some grand and ornate, others the essence of Christian simplicity— are interspersed with coffee houses, dress shops, and antique stores. Outside of Jonesboro, the winding roads of the Westside area cross green hills and lead down into little valleys where houses are tucked away from the traffic.

Until the shootings at Westside Middle School, the worst this community had to fear was natural disasters, especially tornadoes that rip through the region in the spring and early summer, leaving behind a trail of destruction. Disaster preparedness is a necessity in Jonesboro, a resource everyone had to draw on in the wake of the rampage shootings.

Like Heath, the Westside school district lies outside of town and is populated almost exclusively by white, Christian families. Serving the tiny communities of Bono, Cash, and Egypt,10 the entire school district, from kindergarten through twelfth grade, has only 1,600 students, with the middle school accounting for 250 of them.There are richer people (owners of large farms, managers of white-collar firms who commute into Jonesboro) and poorer people (inhabitants of the mobile home parks who work on farms or in construction). The students are well aware of these differences, but they haven’t hardened into oppositional camps of haves and have-nots. Everyone loves the football team—win or lose— and kids do “cross the tracks” and befriend each other across class lines.

It is a tranquil place, with little experience of crime, although like the residents of Heath, they look toward the city as a potential exporter of trouble. Gangs are rumored to be a problem in the center of Jonesboro, and in the minds of the exurban dwellers of Westside, they are associated with the poorer minorities who live in town. Until the shooting erupted at the middle school, their main concern was whether the school buses would arrive on time every morning.

Cash and Egypt are mostly rural, with large expanses of farmland between the houses.A post office and a café are the only public buildings in the Cash town center, and a single store (officially called “The Store”) marks the town crossroads of Egypt. Bono is a little larger and less agricultural, but residents complain that there is still only one place to eat—a modest burger joint at the main intersection. A small grocery store, a convenience store with a gas station, a pawnshop, a Laundromat, and an auto body shop can be found in the center of Bono, but a serious shopper has to make the 30-minute drive into Jonesboro.  Cash and Egypt are even farther out of town.

Young people feel the community’s remove most keenly. Their parents may work in Jonesboro, and thus “escape” during the day, but teenagers, especially those who can’t drive, spend virtually all their time in these small, outlying places. When kids get home from school, they are stuck. The geographic isolation leads them to have few contacts outside of their own school district. Their communities, as one lawyer we met explained, are “isolated and closed, a world unto itself.”

People tell themselves that this is a virtue, that being far away from the rest of the world wards off the crime and delinquency growing in larger communities like Jonesboro. In a country polarized along racial lines, in which African- Americans are trapped in the city centers and whites in the suburbs, those who have exited the urban centers—even the small ones—are often certain that they have left behind the wellspring of trouble. The conflation of race, space, and crime is all too common in the public imagination.

As with the residents of Heath, though, the very story residents tell themselves about the bucolic virtues of small-town life obscures recognition of the seeds of trouble. In retrospect, there were reasons to worry about Andrew Golden and Mitchell Johnson, but at the time of the shooting, the near-universal response to their arrests was, “What? Them?” Golden’s parents had grown up in the community; his father had attended the same schools Andrew was passing through, and his mother came from the next county over. Both postal workers,they were the kind of solid, hard-working citizens everyone wants as a neighbor. “Salt of the Earth,” we were told, time and again.

Gretchen and Terry Woodard came from the lower end of the class spectrum, and Terry had a checkered past, but nobody dwelled on it. Terry was a Jonesboro native in a place where being a native counts for a lot. By the time he settled back in Bono, after spending time out of state in prison on a drug charge, Terry was a married man with a steady blue-collar job. He had matured into a responsible father and left his problems behind. Gretchen and her children, on the other hand, were outsiders who had seen their share of family turmoil. By all accounts, though, they were in the happiest condition ever when they moved to Bono. Beloved by their neighbors in the mobile-home park where they lived the Woodard family was considered dependable, churchgoing, and responsible. These were not the kind of people who produce killers, and no one thought Mitchell Johnson capable of anything worse than an occasional outburst of bad manners, for which he generally apologized with remorse.

The mysteries have only deepened with time. How could these low-crime, family-centered, white communities have spawned such murderous violence? How did these particular families, known and respected by neighbors, teachers, and preachers, produce rampage killers? That is precisely what we wanted to know when we arrived in these two communities in June 2000. Our efforts were initially part of the National Academy of Sciences study of lethal school violence mandated by Congress as part of the 1999 “Missing, Runaway, and Exploited Children’s Act.” The Academy had contacted Katherine Newman about contributing to a comparative study of six communities around the country that had experienced rampage school shootings, and she in turn assembled a team of doctoral students to join her in doing fieldwork in Heath and Westside.The project soon turned from a set of modest case studies to a full-blown scholarly obsession as we dug deeper into the events that led up to these tragedies.We became a team of coauthors on a mission to understand how mass murder erupts in the midst of communities that seem like the last places in the world that would experience such terror.

Ours was not a simple task. First, the communities themselves were not exactly overjoyed to be under the research microscope. Having survived a terrible ordeal, first on account of the shooting, and then at the hands of an intrusive national media, many were ready for the subject to fade away. Some suffered a kind of secondary trauma because their neighbors wanted them to “move beyond” the catastrophe when they simply couldn’t.These victims had no one to talk to about the one event that now defined their social identities, and they were reluctant to come out of the protective shell they built around themselves as a consequence. In both instances, we met understandable resistance to talking about what led to the rampages. Second, the events in question had occurred three years before our arrival, and the conflicting accounts we gathered from people who had different vantage points at the time of the shootings, as well as different histories afterward, were difficult to reconcile. In the end, we concluded that the divergent accounts offered valuable clues to the underlying conflicts, cleavages, and social interests at play in these two communities.11

We were fortunate that the imprimatur of Congress and the reputation of Harvard University helped to reassure those we sought to interview of our legitimacy and sincerity. Although some people continued to wish that we would just go away, the vast majority of residents in Heath and Westside embraced our purpose, opened their homes and hearts, and told the story as they saw it, determined to help other communities avoid their fate.


NEW IDEAS

Very little has been written about school shootings to date.12What we find in the popular press tends to take the lens down to the pathologies of individuals or pulls it all the way back to global laments about the way our society is changing, with worries about increasing rootlessness, family disintegration, or cultural decline as underlying narratives. These perspectives deserve their due and we explore the evidence for them in chapter 3. But in this book we offer a different take, one that owes itself to the insights of sociology over psychology, of the social dynamics that led to the tragedies at Heath and Westside.

Drawing on our own fieldwork in both Heath and Westside—some 163 interviews in all—and a special data set we created to capture the patterns of rampage school shootings since the 1970s, we home in on new dimensions of these attacks. In particular, we focus on the organizational structure of schools, which leads teachers and administrators to overlook the scattered evidence of rage building up inside those who become shooters.We look as well at the dark side of small towns that become blind to the problems festering among teens, where the social networks and friendships that make them “wonderful places to raise the kids” stifle the flow of information about the marginal and the troubled. It turns out that in towns where “everyone knows your name,” there are reasons why people who observe menacing behavior keep it to themselves.

Several succeeding chapters take a close look at the underside of adolescent life, at the pressures teenagers generate in one another to climb atop the social pecking order and stay there, policing the boundaries of popularity against “wannabes.”The internal pyramid of the popular and the untouchable, sustained by exclusion and harassment, pushes the vulnerable, the unsuccessful to the margins. There are reasons why the shooters don’t go out quietly when they decide to address their social dilemmas. They arrive at these tragic solutions after a period of small trials and big errors.There is nothing spontaneous about a rampage school shooting.

A great deal has been written in newspapers and magazines about individual shooters. Virtually nothing in the media or the scholarly literature examines what happens to the towns they have devastated. The last few chapters in this book dwell at length on what happened to both communities, on the dynamics of blame and responsibility and the role that faith played in assigning both; on the divisions that erupted as the victims split off from the bystanders; on the changes the schools made to try to reassure the families, protect the kids, and develop a greater sensitivity to outcasts. Finally, in part 3, we look carefully at how well the theories we derive from the close study of Heath and Westside fit the rest of the nation’s school shootings as well as “near miss” plots.

No book on this topic would be complete if the topic of “what we should do now” were omitted.The lessons we learned from our immersion in the world of rampage shootings are offered at the end of the book.We take a hard look at the options for intervention and conclude that the best bet we have for prevention lies not in trying to identify the people who are going to shoot their teachers and classmates—though preventative mental health measures are good policy across the board—but rather on intercepting the flow of information when the threats fly. This is a challenge, given the fiercely private world of adolescents, but it is not an impossible task.
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