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At the end of the day it always comes down to a man in a Kevlar suit . . . it’s man versus bomb

—LIEUTENANT MARK TORRE, COMMANDING OFFICER,

NYPD BOMB SQUAD




In my mind it’s all business; I don’t worry about my family, I don’t worry about a function that I’m doing after work, I just worry about what’s at hand. And what’s at hand is that package; I don’t want that package to hurt me or hurt the public, so I treat that package as being live, or being an explosive device, no matter what it is.

—DETECTIVE FIRST GRADE JOE PUTKOWSKI,

SENIOR MAN, NYPD BOMB SQUAD
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A Preface




They are a small group of thirty-three pointedly relaxed, decidedly suburban, offhandedly humorous men who are partial to wash-and-wear pastel shirts and pleasant, just-good-enough ties. They are the current members of the New York City Police Department Bomb Squad. The watches they wear tend to be the kind with thick bezels, clear numbers, and easy-to-read sweep hands.

Measured in precious seconds and eternal minutes standing over a bomb, time is surgically important to these men. Of course they also measure it in all the ways that other police officers measure time—in hours on duty or in years on the job. But for them time can suddenly come to an end with a blast wave moving at 26,000 feet per second—an incomprehensible, invisible, soundless force. It smacks and compresses with such speed and such violence that it is not until after it is followed milliseconds later by another wave that bystanders can hear the deafening sound and see the shrapnel-filled fury of the killing force. For the man kneeling over the bomb, this is a requiem. Yet each day they must reach inside themselves in the same offhanded manner in which they draw on their blue Bomb Squad windbreakers, and call on a stillness that allows them to face this destructive force with steady hands.

In existence for 101 years, the NYPD Bomb Squad is the oldest bomb squad in the nation. During those 101 years nearly 500,000 police officers have served New York City. From them, 225 were selected to join the Bomb Squad ranks. Beginning with a surge in domestic terrorism in the late 1960s, these bomb technicians have headed out to an average of more than 2500 stress-filled “bomb runs” a year.

On December 31, 2003, the authors were invited to join the NYPD Bomb Squad as full-time observers. With the gracious permission of the New York City Police Department and the unanimous consent of the squad members, we were given unprecedented access to the life of their squad room. It was a chance to observe day to day, for three hundred and sixty-five days, an elite unit in action. It was an opportunity to explore what made these ordinary men so willing to take on such extraordinary risks.

This book is a result of that year on the Bomb Squad. It is not a book about the grander themes of a war on terror, or a book about the mechanics of building or taking apart bombs. It is simply a book about bomb technicians.

In the course of a year, the squad thought we should attend the same courses they did, try on the heavy protective suits that they wore, and read the files of past cases that they kept in their basement. To allow us to get a better feel for the rigors of the craft, the United States Army and the Federal Bureau of Investigation invited us to audit the basic training course at the Hazardous Devices School in Huntsville, Alabama. The FBI also allowed us to participate in a Large Vehicle Post Blast forensic course that the Bureau conducts for law enforcement officers and members of the military. The International Association of Bomb Technicians and Investigators invited us to their conventions and to listen to the technical briefings they offered their members. We drove robots, hid behind bunkers as bombs were detonated, and stood behind our hosts so that we managed to return home with all of our fingers. But this book it is by no means our personal account—these were simply the tools the squad gave us to enable us to tell their stories. That is what we have tried to do.

At a time when “Improvised Explosive Device” is a phrase heard on television nightly, it might come as a surprise to discover that those devices are nothing but bombs, the kind of bombs that bomb technicians across the United States take apart every day. It certainly was a surprise to us. Also surprising was the discovery that there are a lot of bombs planted and defused each year in the United States and that this has been going on for a very long time. In one year, now forgotten but just over twenty-five years ago, extremists planted 384 bombs in New York City. A handful of bomb technicians went out to defuse them.

This book is about those individual bomb technicians—the ones who work in the squad today and the ones who took apart those bombs in the past. As such, it is part oral history. Many living retired members of the Bomb Squad provided us with their memories and their personal files.

The culture of the bomb technician, we came to learn, is not to be found in the five-inch-thick NYPD rule book—the Patrol Guide—or in the regulations of any other police department. Nor is it explained in the volumes of explosives training material. It is a culture that has evolved over the ten decades of trial and error on the part of police officers who donned protective gear, knelt down, said a prayer, and attempted to cut the correct wire, sever a circuit, remove a blasting cap, and defuse a bomb.

The public rarely sees a bomb technician up close. And that is what this book attempts to offer—a close-up.

Normally, it isn’t until a package has been identified as suspicious and an area several hundred to a thousand feet square completely cleared of civilians that a bomb technician will step from behind a big blue and white response truck and into his silent arena. What the public sees is a hooded man behind a ballistic faceplate inside a bulky ninety-pound khaki green Kevlar suit. He lumbers slowly toward danger. The suit cuts off most outside noise so the technician is accompanied only by the sound of his pumping blood. The suit is so hot that he can lose three pounds on a twelve-minute walk to a suspicious package and back. As he walks, he empties his mind of extraneous thought, of useless bravery, and of as much fear as he can. His fingers appear from beneath the cuffs of his armor. Free of any armor themselves, their unimpaired nimbleness is valued more greatly than their potential loss.

The bomb technician plays chess with an opponent who conceals his moves from view inside a fried chicken box, a thermos, a lead pipe, a briefcase, or a backpack. The bomb tech prefers to play the game with no spectators because each disclosed move is removed from his arsenal and added to the opponent’s. The bomb technicians accepted our word that we would not expose important elements of their craft. Even if certain solutions or tools or bomb-building methods can be found in texts or online, we made our own decision not to add to the propagation of this information.

Something that you might not think a big risk is the willingness of the bomb technicians to allow us to put their names in a book at all. In countries outside of the United States, bomb technicians themselves have been the target of terrorism. The logic behind that is as chilling as it is simple: If the person who can defuse the bomb is eliminated, then the bomber has a greater chance of success. The trust the NYPD Bomb Squad placed in our word was an important part of what made the access they granted us to their lives so special. We hope we have lived up to it.

—Richard Esposito and Ted Gerstein

New York, 2006
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 The Red Zone








Chapter 1




TIMES SQUARE, NEW YORK

DECEMBER 31, 2003, 4:31 P.M.

Detective Brian Hearn, on the verge of forty-three, stood at the center of the Times Square crowd and blessed it with his Irish smile.

Hearn, to look at him, actually resembled a block of weathered granite. From his steel-and-snow brush-cut hair straight down to his boots, at five foot eleven and 190 pounds, he was a neatly squared off, if well-worn, man.

His sometimes-moody blue eyes sparkled tonight. The ashen stubble that marked the end of his frequent midnight tours was gone. He was close shaven and his cheeks had appeared, colorful as Christmas ornaments. The overall effect was to ruin his familiar sternness and replace it with a perfectly good face. During the rest of the 225 tours of duty he worked in an average year, at its daily best Hearn’s face was marked by a squint and waves of worry surfing his broad forehead. He was always hunting for something wrong with a technique, a protocol, a tool, a rule; just about anything that a police chief, equipment salesman, or private contractor—anyone in fact who was not actually a bomb technician with hands-on experience—had come up with and tried to foist onto the squad.

“The Job has changed. It really has changed. There is really too much of that ‘me’ generation that’s hanging around.”

Detective Second Grade Brian Joseph Hearn was old. Viejo. Worn. A curmudgeon. He had been pinned to the hands of the police clock for more than twenty years. If you have not lived on a duty chart year in and year out, appearing for work mornings, evenings, midnights, and weekends, you might find it curious to consider someone old when his forty-third birthday was still twenty-seven days away. It takes some explaining. These are long years in the weather, long years examining what no one else really wants to look at. They are filled with hard days strapping on a gun belt and risking your life. Long years, and tough days, as the noir novelists are fond of saying, of picking up and putting out society’s garbage. Hearn could retire with a full pension. He had served ten years out of his twenty on the Bomb Squad clock and was the third longest serving member. He was the senior man of the A Team of Squad 228. Squad 228 is the official designation of the New York City Police Department Bomb Squad.

“I grew up in Staten Island. I was born right around the corner from where I live now. I never came to the city until being on The Job. Going over The Bridge was very threatening to me.”

The island where Hearn grew up is claimed by New York City, according to the city charter, but its residents view themselves as a people apart. Although the long span of the Verrazano—The Bridge, the Staten Islanders call it—has linked the borough to Brooklyn since 1964, it remains an island of ponds, of 1930s bungalows purchased from a Sears catalogue and assembled on site, of mafia mansions, golf courses, and for New York, large expanses of open land. It sits offshore, where it rises over a gray green Atlantic. When a Staten Islander heads for Manhattan to work, the Islander invariably describes the journey as one to “The City.”

“It was like a small town on the south shore. It was Small Town USA. We used to pick chestnuts, go-kart race; we had a softball league.”

By 2003 Hearn had become sentimental. He struggled to reconcile his sepia memories with the rush of the present. But he was not in any hurry to retire to Staten Island’s idealized shores. A father of two daughters, at times he seemed a father still in search of sons. He had come to be the squad outsider, and this satisfied him. He had the pay of a sergeant, since his promotion to second- from third-grade detective. He could act like an army lifer. He was an alter kaker, an old head, and he saw his work in police as a craft.

“My father was a phone man, a lineman, a repairman for forty years. I was good with my hands, I like working with my hands just like my dad. I have been on the Bomb Squad since ’95. We do our own thing. You keep your mouth shut.”

Hearn loved a crowd and he had one tonight. All the marvelous faces of New York flashed by in a luminous dusk. It sparkled with police torches, blue strobes, and lightning white spotlights. New Year’s Eve, Hearn said, was his favorite night of the year. He had prepared all morning. Before leaving the squad garage, he telephoned his wife to tell her he loved her; and yes, he said, he was wearing “the thermals.” The thermals were his lucky red long johns, the ones he had worn every New Year’s Eve since he joined the squad ten years earlier.

Three minutes had passed since muster at the center of Times Square’s bow tie of streets. It was now 4:34 P.M., and the A Team had moved into the second half of a sixteen-hour day. There were still four more minutes before the official setting of the sun and the end of a nine-hour-and-nineteen-minute-long squirt of daylight. But in Times Square the sun’s set and night’s rise were overwhelmed by the jaw-dropping brilliance and the wave of sound that breaks like a frothing surf when a million voices speak excitedly and at the same time. Wearing floppy orange hats and oversized sparkling silver 2004 glasses, and flanked by JumboTron TV screens, they gathered, already dazed by loud music, as television crews and stagehands carried out the last-minute chores of checking the aluminum pipe frame and extruded aluminum seats of the bleachers for loose bolts and clearing the stage platforms of building materials. Among the owners of these voices were the proud romantics who would be married or propose marriage at the stroke of midnight. There were shimmery dancers and wild-eyed teenagers with jeans threatening their ankles. There were also the puzzled faces of young children ripening in the cool night air as they pressed against the lowest part of the barriers, where their parents had placed them for a six-hour wait. The Times Square crowd is a wonderful thing.

At its center, “The Crossroads of the World,” Steve Lanoce, Bill Popper, Mike Klippel, and Supervisory Detective Sergeant Brian Coughlan assembled with Hearn on an asphalt island of calm. They were directly beneath Number One Times Square, a twenty-five-story tower that is topped with the Times Square Ball. They would begin 2004 here at the core of the “Red Zone,” a point deep inside the frozen zone in which the festivities would take place. In August 1949, when the Soviet Union developed a nuclear capability, this intersection became a symbol of the mutually assured destruction policy of the Cold War. It became the brawling, seamy target of Soviet bombers and a dreaded intercontinental ballistic missile attack. Neither attack occurred. Fifty-four years later it had become a revitalized urban wonderland and it remained the bull’s-eye for a terror attack.

Beneath the Waterford Crystal Times Square Ball, the A Team member personalities surfaced. Lanoce was a playful man with a perfect Five-O surf of hair. Popper was slightly dark in his demeanor. Klippel was wry, buzz-cut and edgy. Sergeant Coughlan was a perfectionist. He appeared to be underdressed tonight without his shirt, tie, suit jacket, and “squad coat,” the dark three-quarter-length overcoat that completes detective division dress in the fall and winter. Hearn was himself. A reporter who had joined the team was given a police windbreaker to wear and instructed to leave his press card in his pocket and tell anyone who asked, “I am with the Bomb Squad.”

Each team in the Bomb Squad also has what is called its team personality. In the case of the A Team it was relaxed, slightly goofy, but very efficient. This team would move quickly and without undue effort when it was time to move.

Beneath its feet the twenty-seven-inch-diameter, 195-pound manhole covers had been welded to their 395-pound frames. Trash cans and mailboxes had been removed from each intersection. Everything that could hide an attacker, a bomb, a gun, a biological or a chemical agent had been sealed, searched, or removed before the first reveler arrived. The crowd had for the most part obeyed the police directive to come stripped of excess baggage. The revelers carried little besides water and enthusiasm into the pens of the nine-by-six-block frozen zone. No backpacks. No alcohol. No glass. They had been herded by thousands of uniformed police officers through chutes made from 6,783 aluminum barriers and 3,087 of the familiar but now older and faded blue NYPD sawhorse barriers—a total of 47,481 feet of aluminum barriers and 43,218 feet of wooden ones. In all, the New York City Police Department Barrier Unit had set down a total of 17.18 miles of barricade, a total of 355,320 pounds of metal and wood.

In order to protect the crowd, the city had built a layered defense. First it sealed the streets and removed the “street furni-ture” (trash cans, etc.). Next it searched and observed crowd members at the entrance to the frozen zone. Inside, the security forces manned chemical sniffers, biological sensors, and handheld radiation wands and pagers. Undercover officers—as many as a thousand—blended into the crowd. Increasing the margins of safety were the explosive ordnance detection (EOD) canines—the Bomb Squad dogs. Peyton, a male black Labrador, and Tucker, a male yellow Labrador, were the A Team dogs. These dogs accompanied the team and sniffed for explosives each step of the way as they trotted the streets and avenues of the frozen zone.

The EOD dogs were crowd-pleasers. Hands reached out to pet them. Young women posed for pictures with them. They so often had been praised, for a job well done or for the simple reassurance they provided, that the bomb technicians sometimes referred to themselves as the dogs’ assistants. The dogs had a usually unerring ability to scent ten thousand combinations of chemicals used to create explosives. But on a night like this the sensitive noses and the stamina of the dogs could be overwhelmed. The dog handlers would try to protect them against overwork by giving the dogs frequent rest periods in the quiet of their cages in the darkened compartments of the Bomb Squad response vehicles. These trucks were parked on the edge of the Red Zone.

New Year’s Eve was a “slash and grab” night. Any suspicious item the team members encountered they would attack with hand tools. For rapid movement the heavy Kevlar bomb suit, the X-ray gear, water jet cannons, and a large array of other special equipment were left behind in the two trucks and one SUV that had carried the team to the scene.

Tonight the bomb technicians wore nothing more protective than long underwear, Bomb Squad golf shirts, chinos, and blue NYPD microfiber fleeces. This approach would allow them to keep up with a hectic pace, and it eliminated the chaos that would result from a man in a Kevlar suit walking a robot on an electronic leash through the crowd. The bomb technicians do not generally talk about this bare-handed approach. They do not want necessity to be confused with bravery.

“There is no set protocol as to when you wear the bomb suit. There are a lot of times when you have to go into a place where you can’t wear the suit. Besides that, whether you wear the suit or not, you can be dead,” Hearn explained.

There is one other reason for approaching a bomb unprotected. When there is an immediate risk to a civilian life, the Bomb Squad ethos suggests that a bomb technician take the same risk, skipping the protective gear. The techs believe this is reassuring and that it reduces the chance of a panicking victim. This maximizes the chance of success in defusing a suspicious device. If more equipment was needed, one of the response vehicles could race in with it. In seconds, they joke, knowing that seconds and bombs are a perverse mix.

There is no odor of the bravado of a warrior when the bomb technicians describe their methods. There is no action-oriented, danger-seeking adrenal drumbeat. An officer who had those characteristics would not have made it through the selection process and unanimous vote required for acceptance into the squad. Bomb technicians do not run toward danger. They walk there, straddle it, and when they step back from it, they also do so slowly, never taking their eyes off of the suspicious package or device. Bomb suits are designed with this in mind. The maximum armor is in the front. The maximum cushion for a blow that could knock the occupant down is in the back, protecting the spine.

Mike Klippel had ventured away. He returned after giving an operational security reminder to Transit Bureau police officers stationed in a trailer at Forty-fourth Street. These officers were the radio and video link to the hundreds of officers working belowground on subway lines leading into the Times Square station and at the station’s thirteen entrances. “If anything happens, and you need us, don’t transmit your message over the radio. Call my cell phone, and remember, do not use the words ‘Bomb Squad,’” Klippel told had told them.

With Klippel back, the A Team split in two and the security sweeps began. Six minutes had passed since the team’s arrival. Hearn, Klippel, and Hearn’s dog, Tucker, had one set of assignments. Lanoce, Popper, and their dog, Peyton, had another. Everyone had a gas mask and each team had a radiation detector. Each team member had his favorite or lucky hand tool nestled among the knives, clippers, hooks, scalpels, tape, crimpers, and forceps they all carried on their belts, in their pockets, and in the small nylon pouches attached to their belts. One man also carried a record of municipal inefficiency—his paycheck, which arrived dated December 2004. No one in America can survive for two weeks between paychecks, so this headache would need to be resolved before his next pay period, in January 2004.

There were twenty-six bomb technicians and fourteen dogs on duty. There were two teams in Times Square and one team stationed north of the festivities. That team regularly patrolled the perimeter of the zone. Another team stood ready in Brooklyn. Another was in the Bronx, and two were kept in reserve at the Bomb Squad’s Greenwich Village base. The design of their deployment enabled the teams outside the frozen zone to avoid the crowds and fly under lights and sirens down sealed-off streets to reach a “suspicious package” anywhere in the city’s five boroughs.

A second reporter had joined Lieutenant Mark Torre. The commanding officer of the Bomb Squad, Torre would spend his night directing its movements. The squad seemed a small one for such an immense task.

“When the squad is called out,” Torre explained, “it means that the entire nation’s and the city’s prevention resources, border checks, airline checks, and the entire intelligence gathering apparatus, have failed. At that point it is ‘Break glass, call Bomb Squad.’ It only takes a small group to respond even to dozens of suspicious packages or actual devices.

“And when the threat turns out to be nothing, we are put back in our box.” Elite units, he said, became unwieldy and inefficient when they become too large. At that point there are too many team members to keep them training hard enough and running on “bomb jobs” and security sweeps. This is the necessary combination of hard work and hard training required to keep their knowledge current and their skills sharp. It is the only guarantee that each squad member is at a constant state of readiness. Torre’s is the logic that drives this breed of specialists to excel at their mission. Nationwide there are about 2500 full-time bomb technicians among roughly 700,000 law officers. In their way of thinking they are last responders—the last line of defense before an explosion occurs and the ambulance teams, doctors, aid workers, and morgue attendants have to be brought in. Their mission requires them to confront an unknown and lethal enemy.

Think of it this way:

When an X-ray technician takes a picture and a doctor interprets it, they are studying a light- and dark-gray transparency in a climate-controlled room. It is a picture of a part of the human body each has seen thousands of times before. When a bomb technician takes a picture of a bomb, he is taking it lying on his stomach in the middle of a street and peering through his own sweat. When he gets up to his knees, stands, and then waddles back to his partner to interpret it, what they study is an image of something that neither of them has seen before. The bomb tech faces a unique challenge; his interpretation of the gray tones of an X-ray is the first interpretation of them.

This is a key reason why rank carries very little weight in the field. The technician’s life depends on the technician’s interpretation. Nothing more and nothing less. In the squad room itself, the squad operates in a limited democracy, with Lieutenant Torre holding a commander’s absolute right to veto. In the field, neither Torre, nor his sergeants, nor a police executive who arrives as the technicians are at work, can interfere with the approach to the suspicious device.
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