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In September of 1980, an obsessively racist 25 year old man named Joseph Christopher set out on a one-man crusade against blacks – leaving behind him a trail of victims that stretched all the way from upstate New York down to Georgia’s deep southwest. He also made a lasting impression on many communities that had previously not experienced serious racially-induced violence, infusing these peaceful areas with a heavy atmosphere of hate and bigotry.

To this day, unsolved crimes remain that have been connected to Christopher’s race-fueled war.

Quiet and unassuming

On July 26, 1955, Joseph Christopher was born to Nicholas and Therese Hurley Christopher in Buffalo, New York. The son of Italian immigrants, Nicholas worked in maintenance with the city’s sanitation department, while his wife Therese was a registered nurse and a member of the choir at Buffalo’s St. Lawrence Roman Catholic Church. 

The couple raised four children in an east-side neighbourhood in Buffalo that had at one time been predominantly Italian, but had started to attract a significant black population. Christopher was the second youngest child born to Nicholas and Therese.

Nicholas was an avid outdoorsman, and Christopher idolized his father. When Christopher was young, he helped his father construct a cabin on a plot of land Nicholas had purchased just 40 miles outside of Buffalo, in Ellington, New York. The three-room cabin was built with just plywood and tarpaper. Christopher learned to hunt with his father, who taught him how to handle weapons, and shared with Christopher his deep passion for the outdoors.

Before being enrolled in public school, Christopher attended parish classes at his mother’s church. In 1971, he began studying automotive mechanics at Burgard Vocational High School – but after failing both English and science in early 1974, he dropped out. Still, he is remembered as being “quiet” and “unassuming,” and was recognized for his skill in shop.

“Joe was very intelligent, though he wasn’t book-smart,” recalled the school’s secretary.

Even after dropping out of high school, Christopher continued living with his family in the small, grey home where he grew up. He started working odd jobs for extra money, doing work for neighbours and helping out a local furnace repairman. He even teamed up with a friend to open a small home-improvement business.

“There wasn’t anything that Joe couldn’t fix,” the friend remembered. Unfortunately, the venture was short-lived. “Too much competition to make a living from it,” said the friend.

Around that time, Christopher was rejected by the Army. He’d attempted to enlist, a friend explained, but he was refused due to an apparent hernia. Instead, he accepted a position in 1977 working at the American Brass Company as an unarmed security guard. The company, which operated on Buffalo’s west side, was in the middle of a strike – and Christopher started pulling in up to $300 per week by working as much as 84 hours.

The situation cooled in 1978, and Christopher moved on to earn a modest $125 per week doing maintenance at Canisius College. It was here that he met and fell in love with the secretary, whom he moved in with after a brief courtship. They lived in a home owned by her father in the west part of Buffalo.

In addition to her job as a secretary, Christopher’s live-in girlfriend was an instructor in the Bisonite Pistol and Rifle Club, which frequently visited the firing range at Canisius College. Christopher signed up with the club, and within a few months, earned his qualification certificate from the National Rifle Association as an instructor, himself.

“He wanted a change.”

Christopher’s shift at the college was an overnight one – from midnight until 8 a.m. His co-worker, a black man named Ernest Smith, said the two were friendly for at least the first year of Christopher’s employment at Canisius.

“We would do the job at night in a couple of hours, then smoke some reefer and sleep,” Smith said. 

When the shift ended, they would frequently stop by the physical education building to lift weights, play pool at one of the neighbourhood bars, or just drive around and chat. Smith noted that one point, security officials had to warn Christopher not to carry a gun on the college campus – but other than that, things were just fine.

However, after only a few months, Christopher was losing interest in his relationship. Toward the end of 1978, he finally told the secretary that the time had come for him to “move on.”

“We had grown in different directions, and there was the age difference,” she explained. “I was willing to let things stay the way they were, but he wanted a change.”

His relationship with Smith was growing strained, as well. According to Smith, the falling out started over an argument about a misplaced knife.

“He accused me of stealing a knife from him, and he started acting weird, like something was troubling him,” Smith remembered. “We found the knife under the seat of a truck he had, but that was really the end between us.”

By March 1979, Christopher’s tenure at Canisius College came to an end. He was let go from his position as a maintenance man after he was caught sleeping during his shift. After ending his relationship with the secretary several months earlier, Christopher had moved back home with his mother. With no more bills to pay, Christopher apparently didn’t seek out a new career – records indicate he had “no regular employment” for most of 1979 and 1980.

His gun permit was suspended in April 1980, after he went to the police to inform them that he’d lost a gun that he’d received a permit for in February of 1978. Due to a “strong recommendation” of Nicholas G. Baitch, the pistol permit administrator in Erie County, the permit was suspended – however, specific reasons have not been made clear.

The last time Smith saw Christopher was that August – shortly before Christopher would begin his murderous campaign. They ran into each other on the street, and Smith recalled that Christopher looked very different from the man he’d worked with just the year before.

“His face was bloated and red, like he had just shaved,” Smith said. “He said he had started drinking again – when we worked together at Canisius in ’78-’79, he never touched a drop.”

According to the secretary, Christopher hadn’t been much of a drinker during the time they were together. In her recollection, the most he ever had was the occasional whiskey and soda.

The start of a rampage

His first attack took place on September 22, outside of a supermarket in Buffalo. A 14-year old boy named Glenn Dunn was killed in the parking lot as he sat in a stolen car. According to witnesses, the shooter was a “white youth” who went unidentified at the time.

The very next day, in a Cheektowaga suburb, Christopher killed 32-year old Harold Green. Green had been enjoying a meal at a fast-food restaurant. A 30-year old man named Emmanuel Thomas was killed just seven blocks away, walking across the street on his way home. By September 24, Christopher had made his way to Niagara Falls, where he shot and killed fourth black man by the name of Joseph McCoy.

As investigators began digging into the string of crimes, it was discovered that the same gun had been used in all four shootings – leading to a string of headlines that described a dramatic manhunt as police attempted to identify the “.22-caliber killer.” According to witnesses, the man they were looking for was white, of medium height, and with fair hair. 

While several friends of Christopher’s agreed the description could fit him, the composite sketches released by the Buffalo police department looked nothing like him. Still, reports indicated Christopher had been selected out of a line up buy some of the individuals who had witnessed the murders.

In the meantime, black men in Buffalo were growing increasingly concerned for their welfare – and were receiving little in the way of protection from the local authorities. Some took out their frustrations on white men, with incidents reported that black men had pelted motorists on Buffalo streets.

“The fear in the black community was just overwhelming,” said Samuel L. Green, a retired Appellate Division Justice from Buffalo. “You were scared to death, because you didn’t know who this person was going to hit next.”

A black man himself, Green recalled that he began carrying a handgun with him during this time – and said he believes that once, Christopher “brushed up against him” on the street.

When a cross was burned in the increasingly divided community, residents began to fear that the murders were just a prelude to the violence to come – opening the door for a possible paramilitary group keen on enforcing a genocidal mandate.

Rising panic

These fears were heightened in early October, when the body of a black taxi driver, 71-year old Parler Edwards, was discovered in suburban Amherst. Edwards was found stuffed in the trunk of his car, but there was something missing. The black man’s heart had been cut from his body and removed from the crime scene.

Another black cab driver, a 40-year old man named Ernest Jones, was found dead the next day – this time, in Tonawanda, along the banks of the Niagara River. Again, the man’s heart had been torn out of his chest. Three miles away, Buffalo police located Jones’ blood-covered taxicab.

At this point, Buffalo’s black community was beginning to panic – everyone was worried they would be the .22-caliber killer’s next victim. And when a racially-charged incident was reported from a local hospital, this fear became even worse.

Recuperating after a bout of illness, a 37-year old black man named Collin Cole was laying in bed when a while man suddenly appeared at his side. The stranger growled, “I hate niggers,” before attacking the incapacitated man.

Fortunately for Cole, a nurse arrived before he was strangled – but not before the white stranger inflicted “severe damage” to Cole’s throat. Police obtained descriptions of this would-be strangler, and discovered that they were similar to eyewitness accounts of the elusive gunman.

Manhattan’s Midtown Slasher

On December 22, Christopher went on a murderous rampage in Manhattan. In the span of just thirteen hours, he stabbed six people – five black and one Hispanic. Four of his victims died of their injuries, while two narrowly escaped with their lives.

The first attack was around 11:30 a.m., when Christopher knifed a 25-year old man named John Adams. Just two hours later, he accosted a 32-year old cook from the Bronx named Ivan Frazier. Both men managed to survive – Adams barely made it out alive, while Frazier sustained only minor injuries.

The rest of the men weren’t as lucky. A 19-year old messenger named Luis Rodriguez was murdered in what police determined was “an apparent holdup” at approximately 3:30 p.m. – but authorities were unable to guess at a motive for the following three murders.

At around 6:50 p.m., Christopher turned his knife on 30-year old Antone Davis before stabbing 20-year old Richard Renner not even four hours later. Just before midnight, police found another stabbing victim laying on the street near Madison Square Garden. This unidentified black man was simply referred to as “John Doe.” 

The killing spree launched a desperate search for Manhattan’s “Midtown Slasher,” but police were unsuccessful in identifying the culprit. By December 29, Christopher had made his way back to Buffalo – and marked his return by stabbing another black man, 31-year old Roger Adams, to death.

In Rochester, a 26-year old man named Wendell Barnes sustained fatal wounds on December 30, but Buffalo resident Albert Menefee managed to survive Christopher’s violent attack – despite one stab that barely missed his heart. Two more victims, Larry Little and Calvin Crippen, suffered minor injuries in separate attacks on January 1.

A police statement was released January 6, revealing that investigators had determined that the unsolved .22-caliber killings were “probably linked” with these recent stabbings. However, they still had no leads identifying who this white assailant could be.

Collecting the evidence

Just twelve days later, a 25-year old Private named Joseph Christopher was arrested in Fort Benning, Georgia – charged with assaulting a black soldier with a paring knife. When police conducted a search at his previous residence in Buffalo, they uncovered a gun barrel, two sawed-off rifle stocks, and plenty of .22-caliber ammunition. Knives were also found at his property, as well as a jacket that was reportedly covered in human blood stains.

Further investigation revealed that Christopher had joined the army just a few months earlier, on November 13. He’d arrived at Fort Benning just six days later, but had been on leave between the dates of December 19 and January 4. A bus ticket showed he had traveled to Manhattan during his absence, arriving at Port Authority terminal in New York City on December 20.

Christopher’s friends claimed the Private had never been to New York City before, and confirmed he had been in Buffalo at approximately 6 p.m. on December 25. However, there is no account of where he had spent the preceding five days. A friend who had spent time with Christopher on December 29, the one he’d started the home improvement business with, said the Private had said nothing about any of the recent killings.

Finally, police were able to gather enough evidence to link Christopher to the murders in May. On May 6, 1981, Christopher was
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