
  CHAPTER ONE


  Be My Valentine


  I ARRIVED AS ASSISTANT MANAGER OF SECURITY AT NEW YORK’S Metropolitan Museum of Art at one of the most exciting times in the museum’s history. In New York in 1978, there were still checker cabs. Ed Koch had just been voted in as mayor. While subway cars were still covered in graffiti, the blackout of 1977 was a thing of the past. Billy Martin led the New York Yankees to a World Series championship even as his tempestuous relationship with George Steinbrenner filled the sports pages. The Met, as it’s affectionately called, was 108 years old.


  The museum’s first paid president, William Macomber, and legendary director Philippe de Montebello oversaw the museum’s administrative and art departments respectively during an ongoing period of major expansion—both of the museum’s physical footprint and the breadth and depth of the collection. They had opened the Temple of Dendur to the public in the new Sackler Wing, accompanied by a significant expansion of the Egyptian galleries.


  Philippe de Montebello and William Macomber were in many ways complete opposites. De Montebello descended from French aristocracy with lineage to Napoleon. Fluent in French, Spanish, Italian, German, and Russian, he was admired for his encyclopedic command of art history, and his expertise in European paintings was second to none. He was a no-nonsense leader who focused on the museum’s mission to exhibit, conserve, protect, and educate throughout the collections. Macomber arrived at the museum following a diplomatic career, and he had no professional experience with art. His unconventional choices did not always sit well with Philippe. Philippe and William were co-equals and reported to the chairman and the trustees, but they did not always see eye to eye.


  The opening of the Sackler Wing coincided with the arrival of perhaps the most famous and well-attended traveling exhibit in the history of museums—The Treasures of Tutankhamun. King Tut’s American tour had actually been one of the last diplomatic acts of the Nixon administration. As Nixon’s presidency was coming to a close thanks to Watergate, Secretary of State Kissinger was negotiating a deal with the Egyptian government—the deal being basically that if they sent King Tut’s glittering possessions on a US tour, the United States would help them renovate the Cairo Opera House. The Met’s previous director, Thomas Hoving, had also been instrumental in bringing this blockbuster exhibit to America.


  The exhibition featured near priceless artifacts from the tomb of a boy pharaoh of the Eighteenth Dynasty. Tutankhamun’s golden burial mask was the literal crown jewel of the exhibit and one of the most iconic and important pieces of art in history. By the time the exhibit arrived at the Met for its penultimate stop in America, Tut had taken the country by storm. Steve Martin’s insane parody song “King Tut” actually went on to sell more than a million copies and reach the top twenty on the Billboard charts. Beyond the humor, people were gripped by the beauty and mystery the mask represented. The reign of the pharaohs occurred at man’s transition from savage to civilized—a time when biblical figures were said to walk the earth.


  That King Tut’s treasures had a more than half-century link to the Met also added to the prestige of the exhibit. When the tomb of King Tut was discovered in November of 1922, the British team led by Howard Carter (and financed by George Herbert—the fifth Earl of Carnarvon) turned to experts at the Met for assistance. Albert M. Lythgoe—the Met’s curator of Egyptian art at the time—offered the talents of veteran photographer Harry Burton. Burton was dispatched to the Valley of the Kings where he chronicled what is still regarded as one of history’s greatest archaeological discoveries: the long-sought tomb of the boy who became pharaoh at nine years of age and died about a decade later.


  Tut’s treasures were nothing short of astounding. More than five thousand objects—many made of gold—were removed from the spectacular find. When Carter first glimpsed Tut’s tomb, Lord Carnarvon (who had traveled by train and ship, then ferries, and, finally, donkey just to get there from England) reportedly inquired, “Can you see anything?” And Carter enthusiastically replied, “Yes! Wonderful things!”


  Dr. Christine Lilyquist, the Met’s curator of Egyptian art at the time of the exhibition, was responsible for choosing the fifty-five specific pieces that comprised the “Treasures.” The order of objects in the exhibition was determined by the different chambers in which they were discovered: first the ante chamber; then the burial chamber; and finally the Treasury. Later in her career at the Met, Dr. Lilyquist spent an eleven-year span restoring and mounting forty thousand pieces in the museum’s Egyptian collection.


  From the perspective of the new assistant manager of security along with the entire department, The Treasures of Tutankhamun was an unprecedented challenge. From December 20, 1978, through April 14, 1979, Tut drew 1.3 million visitors—five hundred tickets were sold for every half hour the exhibit was open. To accommodate this crowd, we decided to keep the museum open twelve hours a day, seven days a week. But that wasn’t even close to everything. The permanent collection along with other popular special exhibitions—The Splendors of Dresden and Diaghilev: Costumes and Designs of the Ballets Russes—drew an additional 3.4 million visitors.
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  The Tut exhibition entrance gallery, 1979. THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART


  When I started at the Met, I was in charge of the nighttime security division. I was responsible for closing the museum to the public each evening. I performed these duties before, during, and after the Tut exhibition.


  At a specified time, the closing procedure began with the museum’s security officers announcing to the visitors that the museum was closed. When all of the visitors had exited the museum, the exhibits—and specifically the Tut exhibit when it was in New York—were checked. Security protocols began a nighttime setting. Extra security personnel, alarms, and special procedures were implemented to put the boy king to bed. I performed and oversaw this procedure for the run of the Tut exhibition with no incidents or problems. However, we did have security personnel who were genuinely concerned about the curse of King Tut. The story of this curse had traveled with his treasures ever since they were exhumed in 1922. These fears were so serious we had a couple of staff resign rather than spend the night with the treasures. And this was before Night at the Museum was even a thing. But from a security viewpoint, our operations successfully protected the treasures while allowing huge public access.


  From a personal perspective, the feeling I had when the Met emptied out of visitors was a silence that enhanced the beauty of the art and architecture. Walking through the majestic Great Hall, the Temple of Dendur, or the architectural splendor of the American Wing courtyard created a feeling of calm and pleasant loneliness. I could walk through the Tut exhibition after closing and it was a magical experience. I viewed the beauty of the art in absolute silence and let my imagination travel back in time through the presentation of the priceless objects.


  When we weren’t walking the halls of the museum, security operated out of two cramped offices within the European Paintings Department near the European Painting galleries on the mezza-nine. There were nine of us (eight security personnel and a secretary) and together we were responsible for . . . well, everything. A lot of my hours at the museum were spent in the blank spaces—the spaces that appear to be empty on the visitors’ floor plan, or floors of the museum that aren’t even mentioned, where curators, restorers, accountants, and administrators work every day.


  A month into the exhibit, we were feeling a mixture of relief combined with continued vigilance as the huge crowds continued to pour into the museum daily. Our routine was to meet periodically, and at 3:30 on the afternoon of February 9, 1979, Jack Maloney, Ed Ryan, and I—three assistant security managers—huddled in our offices to review security status before the evening.


  The phone rang and Maloney took the call. It was our communications center (“Dispatch”) informing us that a security attendant in the Greek and Roman galleries was reporting a suspected theft. He held the receiver down for a second and said, “Dispatch is saying one of the Greek heads is missing. Center west gallery.” A pedestal on the first floor off the Cypriot corridor was missing its head. Less than a year into my tenure at the museum at a time when the eyes of the world were focused on our enormously popular exhibits, it looked like we were victims of the first major art theft in the public galleries in the museum’s history.


  [image: image]


  Assistant security managers, left to right: myself, Ed Ryan (the Gray Fox), and Jack (the Monsignor) Maloney. In the Met’s security office, 1981. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION


  In a matter of minutes, the three of us stood in the Greek and Roman galleries looking at the empty pedestal intended to hold the head of a herm—the word used to describe a rectangular pillar that often had the head of Hermes, god of roads and entrances, at the top. Sculpted in fifth-century BC Greece (then gallery #8w; #156 today). After the discovery, the gallery had been closed to the public.


  The first course of action once we could confirm the herm’s absence was to notify all of our security personnel to search everyone leaving the museum. I contacted Dispatch, and radios crackled and phones rang throughout the museum. Our protocol would never call for something as severe as locking the museum down; an action like that could cause panic.
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  Greek head of a herm stolen from the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1979. Note the original heart carved in the forehead over the left eye. THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART


  Next, a search of both the public and work areas was conducted by security personnel: the public areas to be sure that someone had not stashed the head only to return at a later time once our guard was (again) down, and the art storerooms and conservation areas because, as we’ll see in stories that follow, sometimes what presents itself as a theft really ends up being something else. But looking at the chips of wood and plaster where the head had been, it was clear to all of us that the herm had been inadequately secured. Someone had simply yanked the head off its base and carried it away.


  And of course, as all of this unfolded, the head of my department notified the VP of operations, the president, the director, and the Greek and Roman curator Joan Mertens. We took a day to make sure our search of the museum yielded nothing, and the next day we notified the New York Police Department. A sergeant from the Central Park Precinct, which sits in the middle of Central Park on the 86th Street transverse, came to our office at the museum. We had also notified the NYPD’s Property and Recovery Squad. We contacted FBI agent Thomas McShane, who was responsible for art theft in the bureau’s field office. Today, the first call would be to the FBI’s Art Crime Team (ACT).


  Contacting law enforcement was far from a given for museums. Following a theft, executives were afraid of negative publicity and criticism of security, and often they were just downright embarrassed. In this case, however, the Met and its executives, including Richard Dougherty, VP, information officer, decided to notify the New York media. On Sunday, February 11, two days after the theft, the New York Times ran a front-page article with a picture of the stolen artwork. The article outlined the specifics of the theft, and other papers across the country followed with their own stories.
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  New York Times front-page article outlining the theft of the Greek head of a herm, February 11, 1979. NEWSPAPERS.COM


  In addition to notifying the newspapers, the Met—this is what it meant to go viral in 1979—printed hundreds of “missing” flyers. They featured a picture of our abducted herm like a kid on a milk box. They went to law enforcement, media, but also art dealers and auction houses. The flyers read:


  
    MISSING FROM THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART, NEW YORK


    A BEARDED HEAD OF A MAN, FROM A HERM. GREEK, THIRD QUARTER OF THE 5TH CENTURY B.C.


    Height: 9⅞ inches Depth: 8 inches


    Weight: About 20 pounds


    ANY INFORMATION CONCERNING THE PIECE SHOULD BE DIRECTED TO: SECURITY DEPARTMENT, METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART TELEPHONE NO. 535-XXXX, TELEX XXX676 NEW YORK, NEW YORK 10028

  


  As discussed above, thieves want to move art quickly. If a stolen object gets passed around over days or weeks, more and more individuals—what I’ll discuss later as links in the chain—get involved, all of which makes tracking down the artwork increasingly difficult. The sad truth is that stolen art or antiquities are difficult to recover—in fact, in a typical year, recovery rates for such thefts are usually less than 10 percent.


  The Greek head itself was, of course, valuable. The museum valued it at $150,000, but there were some outside experts who speculated that it might be worth twice that amount if sold on the open or black market (I’ll talk about the concept of Markets Overt elsewhere in the book).


  It’s difficult to place an exact value on an ancient artifact. This particular marble head was believed to have been sculpted about the same time the Athenians were constructing the Acropolis and the Parthenon. It depicted Hermes, a son of Zeus and the god of messengers and travelers. These marble herms served different purposes: They were sometimes placed along roads, sometimes as a halfway marker to a destination, or in doorways to serve as a protector of houses or public spaces.


  Our missing herm also had two peculiarities. There was a modest amount of damage to its nose, and, curiously, there was a small heart-shaped carving above its left eye. Both of these markings—along with an accession number of 59.11.24 stenciled at the bottom back of the neck—would help us identify the piece in the event we were lucky enough to track it down.


  All artwork that enters the Met either through purchase or gift is assigned an accession number. This unique number identifies first the year it entered the collection, the department, and category within the department. The herm’s accession number 59.11.24 means it entered the museum in 1959 and was assigned to the Greek and Roman Department. These numbers are inscribed in ink on each object by a staff person in the Registrar’s Office. (The Met was founded in 1870. To avoid confusion art objects entering the collection after 1970 have the full date inscribed on the object.)


  The first real lead seemed to come with a call to our hotline on February 12, three days after the theft. The caller was male but refused to identify himself. He said that he was visiting the Met on Friday, February 2—a week before the theft. He was in the Greek and Roman galleries at about 3:00 p.m. and he noticed something unusual. As he passed through the gallery, he saw a young man (white, approximately early twenties, 5'9", 120 pounds), hippie-ish with a knitted cap and insulated jacket. The young man was in an intense, almost hypnotic state studying the head, which our caller had seen a week later in the papers. Our “hippie” then left the gallery without looking at any other objects.


  On the evening of Wednesday, February 14 (8:42 p.m. to be precise), our case broke wide open. An NBC security guard at 30 Rockefeller Plaza got an anonymous call from someone claiming, “If you are looking for that head, you will find it in locker #5514 at Grand Central Station.”


  The guard notified the New York City Police Department. Two detectives—Michael Williams and Robert Patterson—took the call as it came in. They raced from their office in the Manhattan South Precinct building to Grand Central Station and the baggage lockers located above the Lexington Avenue line. Then, using two knives, they pried open locker #5514. And, inside, as promised, they found the Greek head, somewhat unceremoniously wrapped in a grimy white bedsheet.


  Little did the thousands of commuters on the 4, 5, and 6 trains realize that—at least for the better part of a week—they’d been watched over by the Greek god of travelers.


  The detectives called us down to the Manhattan South Precinct to see if we could positively identify our man. Although the accession number had been filed off, it was a rather simple task to ID the Met’s herm. I brought along our case folder, which included photographs of the sculpture from different angles. The head matched the photos exactly.


  As the New York Post’s lead paragraph noted the next day: “A 2500-year-old Greek statue stolen from the Metropolitan Museum of Art, was recovered last night in ‘marvelous condition’ except for a small valentine scratched over its right eye.”


  In the article, Allen Gore, my boss and chief of security at that time, noted, “A small heart appeared over the left eye originally, and now there’s another one over the other eye.”


  And so it was. Our herm had come back to us on St. Valentine’s Day with not one but two hearts. We did have a theory about who our thief might have been. There was a guy who often hung out around the museum restaurant. But after the head went missing, we never saw him again.
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  New York Post 1979 photo of the recovery of the Greek head of a herm. That is Allen Gore, security manager, and myself inspecting the head to verify it was the one stolen from the Metropolitan Museum of Art. NEWSPAPERS.COM


  Coincidence? Our suspect was suddenly conspicuous by his abrupt absence.


  If it was the guy we suspected, he would have been quite familiar with the museum’s layout. He might have even known about a seldom-used exit designed for the handicapped. He could have pried the Greek head off of its poorly secured pedestal, tucked it under a coat, and scurried out onto the crowded sidewalks of Fifth Avenue on a late winter afternoon.


  In my opinion, it was a classic crime of outside opportunity (though perhaps with some amount of pre-planning and “should I or shouldn’t I?” internal wrangling as evidenced by our witness). Whoever did take the head had to do nothing more than lift it off at the right moment and escape the museum without being caught—no tools, no break-ins required.


  As for motive, things get even more speculative. Perhaps our suspect swiped the Greek head, added the second heart, and presented it to his sweetheart as some sort of grandiose Valentine’s Day gesture? Did the recipient then see his or her gift splashed across the pages of New York’s newspapers and freak out? Is that the person who called the crime in or did the thief have second thoughts and leave the herm in a locker for us to find?


  In addition to the second heart, someone—presumably the thief—had carved PERI on the lower side of the herm’s neck. Was “PERI” the thief or the would-be recipient? We can only guess, because nobody was ever arrested for this crime. The only person who could tell us for sure is the person who stole the head on that day in February 1979. (If that person or someone who knew them is reading this, I’ve created a Gmail address—istolefromthemet@gmail.com—and I invite you to touch base with me now.)
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  Greek head of a herm recovered in Grand Central Station locker #5514. When recovered, a new heart had been carved in the forehead over the right eye. THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART
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  The Greek head of a herm. When recovered in the locker in Grand Central Station, the letters PERI had been carved in the neck area. THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART


  As for the herm, it still resides in the Met’s Greek and Roman galleries, although in a slightly different location, gallery #156 on the museum floor plan. Both hearts and the “PERI” were subtly obliterated.


  For the Met’s security team, the theft of the herm presented some hard-earned lessons. While the publicity was painful, it was effective. In some of the other cases I’ll recount, publicity was not the right way to go. But our decision to “advertise” the herm’s theft loudly and publicly got the desired result and set a precedent for how art institutions approached theft from that point on. Since there was never any threat to our visitors, the publicity did nothing to slow the tremendous daily attendance at the museum.


  The museum has always taken security extremely seriously, but we realized that there were other pieces in the Greek and Roman galleries that were not secured properly. This required either solidifying the art’s connection to its base or using a Plexiglas vitrine to cover the piece—which is how you’ll find many of the pieces, especially fragile pottery and precious metals, today.


  The theft had occurred during a change in guards when the gallery was unattended. When I started working at the Met, the guards were largely untrained and, it’s hard to believe looking back, were responsible not only for guarding the galleries but cleaning them. Clearly, these shared duties did not allow us to find and train the best security staff, and one of the major changes I accomplished was to upgrade the hiring, training, and operational efficiency of our guards, including in 1984 the elimination of the guards’ cleaning duties, and changing the guards’ title to security officer. Our alarm system was primitive and might have led to nothing more than a horn sounding in a specific gallery. The walkie-talkies we used at the time were not an efficient way to communicate on a museumwide basis. Lastly, there were no cameras. Over the decades, as technology improved, I helped take the museum from one without surveillance to the state-of-the-art facility we have today.


  Later that year, The Treasures of Tutankhamun began its voyage back to Egypt, where the artifacts remain today. The Egyptian government moved much of the collection from the Egyptian Museum in Cairo to the Grand Egyptian Museum west of the Giza pyramids. The Ministry of Antiquities brought together experts from around the world to consult in the safe transfer of these relics. In 2014, workers accidentally knocked the beard off Tut’s golden mask and a surreptitious and hasty effort was made to epoxy it back on—there was international outcry over the damage done. It’s amazing to look back and think that these pieces traveled the world safely and were seen by millions of people.


  Allen Gore would retire from his position as security manager in 1982. His replacement, my new boss, was retired NYPD sergeant Joseph Volpato. Joe was a no-nonsense New Yorker and seasoned veteran of the NYPD. He was sometimes called Kojak by the museum staff because he looked a little like the lieutenant played by Telly Savalas in the popular TV show (the bald head helped). When he took over the Security Department, one of the first things Joe did with the blessing of our vice president of operations, Dick Morsches, was promote me to associate manager of security, second in command. When Joe was with the NYPD, he was a pistol-range officer, supervisor of the Robbery Squad, and a supervisor with the infamous “Stake Out Squad,” formed in 1968 and disbanded in 1973. His last assignment was as a sergeant with the chief of detectives. Joe joined the Met in 1976, two years before I started there. He was an expert in firearms and chose the weapons used by police officers in the Robbery and Stake Out Squads. That weapon was the shortbarrel Savage pump shotgun. Joe recommended this same weapon be used by the security that escorted the Tut exhibition to the six different museums in the United States. As the exhibit traveled on its American tour, trucking firm North American Van Lines had security vehicles in front of and following the trucks carrying armed security personnel with Savage shotguns. Yes, literally riding shotgun.


  Use of firearms in the Security Department at the Metropolitan Museum of Art has a long-standing history for protecting the vast art collection dating back some eighty-five years. In researching this book, I explored the Met’s photo archives. To my surprise, I came across a photograph of the 1934 Metropolitan Museum of Art Security Department pistol team. In the photo, the team displayed a sterling silver trophy cup created by Tiffany & Company. In the 1930s and 1940s, the Met’s Security Department formed a pistol team composed of uniformed officers. The team competed against the pistol team at the American Museum of Natural History, just on the other side of Central Park opposite the Met. The name of the winning team was engraved on the cup. When I arrived at the Met, there was no pistol team. It was discontinued in the early 1950s. However, I did discover that there was a pistol range in the bowels of the museum’s lower basement. This range is where the pistol
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