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  INTRODUCTION


  A few years ago in Bristol, Connecticut, two friends and I created the greatest plan in history for the correction of all social problems. And we weren’t even drinking. It was called “The Bristol Plan,” and it covered pretty much everything: the environment, elections, taxes, you name it. But perhaps the most provocative part of the plan was its criminal justice system.


  Under The Bristol Plan there would be only two possible sentences for felonies:


  Two years in prison.


  Death by hanging.


  The two-year sentence would be served by most offenders on their first conviction. Car thieves, shoplifters, unarmed burglars, extortionists, embezzlers, check forgers, drunk drivers, and corrupt politicians would be sent away for twenty-four months to reconsider the choices they had been making.


  This prison would be unlike the prisons we know today. It would be a clean and well-lighted place, geared entirely toward rehabilitation. The two-year prisoner would wear street clothes, eat nutritious meals, learn new skills, get counseling, enjoy conjugal visits, and be supplied with Tony Robbins tapes. In other words, the prisoner would have every opportunity to reform. The cost of this two-year prison would be small, when measured against the billions we would save by no longer operating huge maximum-security fortresses. This two-year prison would probably be relatively easy to escape from, but we reckoned that escapes would be rare, inasmuch as the punishment for attempted escape would be death by hanging.


  When the prisoner was released from a two-year prison he would be supported until he got a job, and we would help in that effort. If he didn’t help himself, then, of course, we would hang him. In fact, we would do everything possible to get this person up and running again, a productive member of society. Once the prisoner had gone through a two-year sentence, there would be no conceivable excuse for his committing another crime.


  The only other possible sentence for a felony under The Bristol Plan would be death by hanging. This sentence would be given on the first conviction to murderers, rapists, kidnappers, and anybody who carried a deadly weapon in the commission of a crime.


  It seemed to us that giving these people five- and ten-year sentences was like burying atomic waste for five years and then dropping it into the nearest reservoir. Under this system we would use a lot of rope, but the recidivism rate would drop sharply.


  The death sentence, by the way, would also go to attempted murderers. We didn’t understand why attempted murder is treated as a lesser crime than murder. Clearly, the criminal who tries to kill is equally as dangerous to society as the one who does kill, though perhaps not as good a shot, so why should we reward incompetence with a lesser sentence?


  The crimes punishable by two-year sentences would be divided into categories, depending on their severity. A person might commit a minor crime three times, and serve three two-year sentences, and be hanged for the fourth offense. Someone who committed a more severe crime might get a second two-year sentence, and hang for the third offense.


  But sooner or later any series of felonies, no matter what the crime, would lead to the gallows. There would be no such thing as a fifth offense, and no such thing as a “known career criminal.” As we saw it, by the time a felon went through the two-year sentence a time or two, he would be so certain of the consequences of future crimes that committing another crime would be the equivalent of saying, “Please hang me.”


  To commit a hanging crime would, in effect, be to commit suicide. It would be a death wish, and we would grant that wish within seventy-two hours of conviction. There would be no appeals process. It seemed silly to us to set up a justice system and then put in an appeals process which basically says the system can’t be trusted to work properly.


  There was a lot more to The Bristol Plan. We were going to hang the presidents of corporations that knowingly poisoned the drinking water, or knowingly sold defective parts to the military. We thought we might establish a hanging channel on cable TV, so people could see their tax dollars at work. We might have gone too far at times. I, for example, wanted to hang any organist who played one of those moronic cavalry charges during an NBA basketball game. But I was voted down.


  However, it did seem that as long as we limited the discussion to serious felonies, we had come up with a system of justice that everybody could live with. The right-wingers would go for all the hangings, and the liberals would be delighted about the two years of rehab.


  During the last three years I have described this plan to hundreds of people. And in all that time I don’t think I have met one person who wouldn’t vote for it. Conservatives, liberals, Democrats, Republicans, and Libertarians all agree that what we’re doing now isn’t working. When they hear The Bristol Plan their eyes light up; they get excited. “Yes, yes,” they say, “and the child molesters and the people who sell crack in the schoolyards, and the men who beat their wives, let’s hang them all.”


  Clearly, The Bristol Plan had struck a nerve.


  The people I talk to are wringing their hands and shaking their heads. They cannot believe how incredibly cumbersome, slow, and ineffective the criminal justice system is. They believe that when a crime is committed, justice comes slowly or not at all. They believe that most criminals go unpunished and that the ones who are punished are not punished severely enough. And the people who believe these things are absolutely right. The system is a disaster. Most murders are never solved. Most indicted criminals plea bargain their way into laughable sentences. Most sentences are never served. Most devices for capital punishment are gathering dust, and when they are used, the taxpayers’ bill runs between one million and three million dollars. By 1990, it seemed to me that there were no more liberals on crime.


  What I was hearing in people’s response to The Bristol Plan was rage. You couldn’t enjoy an evening walk in the city, because you might get mugged. You worried about buying that sports car you’ve always wanted because there was an excellent chance that it would be stolen. Your kid couldn’t play basketball in the gym after school anymore because there had been a knifing incident there. Your hairdresser had bruises on her face because her husband was beating her and the cops wouldn’t arrest him. Your taxes went up to pay for more cops, more prisons, more prosecutors, more judges—and all this more didn’t seem to make the slightest bit of difference. Cars were being hijacked, little old couples were being clubbed to death in their candy stores, women were being raped in broad daylight, and the National Rifle Association was saying, in effect, that if some homicidal psycho really needed a gun right now, real bad, he shouldn’t have to wait four days for it.


  So there was a lot of rage going on and I was fascinated by it in others, and in myself. Here I was, a lifelong liberal, getting ready to hang half the criminals in the kingdom. I knew there were others like me, lots of them.


  And there were many people who had done far more than just sitting in a Connecticut living room concocting a plan. There were people who had taken the law into their own hands. When the law had been unavailable, or worked too slowly, or punished too lightly, they had gotten revenge. Some had simply grabbed muggers or videotaped dope dealers breaking the law, or threatened to kill the drug customers. Others had shot burglars to death, chased down rapists and murdered them, shoved knives into the backs of abusive husbands, burned crack houses, and beaten purse snatchers. And I wondered, were these unusual people? Or were they just me next year, or the year after?


  Like most people in the audience, I had cheered when Charles Bronson casually blew away street criminals in Death Wish. And years later I took vicarious pleasure in the actions of Bernhard Goetz. I knew his rage; I understood his reaction. And I bet you did, too. Intellectually, we all know that the orderly thing to do is to let the law take its course, but emotionally we all have a bit of Charles Bronson in us. These days when a victim, or a friend or relative of the victim, gets swift justice by plugging a couple of bullets into the criminal who violated him, we might talk about the rule of law, and editorialize about the threat of democracy when citizens take the law into their own hands, but secretly we cheer.


  This book is about Americans who did just that in recent years. It is about the kind of revenge that occurs when law can’t solve the problem, or when someone believes that to be true. All of these people acted out of rage and a belief that there was no system out there to get them the pound of flesh they believed they were entitled to.


  But there is a very dark side to all of this. Americans don’t cheer for everyone who takes revenge. Certainly we do not cheer for Ralph Orin Davis who walked into a city council meeting in Mount Pleasant, Iowa, and shot the mayor to death and wounded two councilmen because of a dispute over a sewerage bill. Or the Florida man who shot his stockbroker for allegedly mismanaging funds. Or the Rhode Island man who murdered a man’s entire family because of alleged financial mismanagement. But these people were enraged, too, and no doubt they felt every bit as justified in their actions as the abused wife who shoots her husband after he has beaten her and humiliated her for twenty years.


  Though most people have probably heard about one instance of revenge that secretly pleased them, there is nothing like total agreement on whose revenge is satisfying to the enraged spirit and whose is not. There are those unsettling cases of revenge which please some people and outrage others. Take, for example, San Diego’s Elizabeth Broderick, whose story filled the West Coast newspapers for a couple of years, showed up on 20/20, and eventually was made into not one, but two television movies. Broderick said she shot to death her ex-husband, who was a prominent lawyer, and his new wife, because she had been emotionally abused by him for years and he had used the legal system to destroy her. Her story was so convincing that much of the public and part of her jury sided with her. She was eventually convicted of second-degree murder. Women all over America turned this person into some kind of heroine. And yet, when I saw her on television, not even knowing who she was, I said to myself, boy, that is one sick lady. To me she would not have been less sympathetic if she was murdering school kids and burying them in the back yard.


  So to each story of revenge, to each instance of someone taking the law into his or her own hands, we bring our own history, just as Bernhard Goetz brought a history of being mugged onto a subway train one fateful day. We see the event through the filter of our own prejudices, our own beliefs. Many of the people in this book are innocent victims who were brought to the point of rage. They are people we can root for against people we despise. But others are malcontents, sociopaths, bad apples, people who took the law into their own hands when the law should have taken them into its hands.


  You’ll have to decide which is which.


  CHAPTER ONE


  DEADLY NEIGHBORS


  Machiasport is a lovely and quiet town that lies in the coastal lowlands of eastern Maine, bout halfway up the state, where even on summer days a chill wind can blow off the north Atlantic across salt marshes and tidal creeks. In fact, Machiasport is almost as far east as you can go in the U.S.A. The Machias Bay area, which includes Machiasport, is known for its beautiful shoreline, its lighthouses, sandy beaches, and quiet fishing villages. There are two things you don’t expect to find in Machiasport. One is air-conditioning. The other is violence.


  But on the night of August 29, 1989, Machiasport saw violence that the townspeople will never forget. The violence involved a thirty-eight-year-old surveyor by the name of Michael Phillips, and his forty-one-year-old wife, Florence.


  The Phillipses had moved from Indiana to Maine, where they planned, says their daughter, Sandra, “to live a simple life.” Their four grown children lived back in the Midwest, but their eleven-year-old son, Michael, Jr., moved with them into the little red house on Route 191 in Machiasport.


  By August of 1989 the Phillips family had lived in that Machiasport house for three years, three years which, their friends say, were made hellish by their neighbor, Richard Uffelman.


  Uffelman, at a minimum, was a strange man. He and his wife, Anita, and their two sons, lived across the road from the Phillipses in a stately, two-storied, Athenian-styled house that was protected at the front by huge white pillars and broad picture windows that were three panes thick. The house was a curiosity, known locally as Magnolia Mansion. “It fit into the coastline of Maine about as well as the Taj Mahal would fit in Rome,” says one local resident.


  Parked in the front yard of Magnolia Mansion were seven identical AMC Pacer automobiles. There was also a doghouse with its own pillars. The money for the house came not from Uffelman, it was rumored, but from his Belgian-born wife, whose father had gotten rich by manufacturing computer chips in Belgium. Uffelman had been living in the house for ten years.


  After the Phillipses moved in, there was a short period of congeniality between the two families.


  “We liked our new neighbors very much,” Richard Uffelman has said. “We liked Mikey. He and my sons were like the Three Musketeers.”


  But soon Uffelman began to believe that the Phillips family was out to get him. Uffelman accused the Phillipses of harassing him. He told the police that the Phillipses had thrown bottles in his yard. Michael and Florence denied it, but Uffelman was adamant. He complained because the Phillipses burned wood to heat their home. Haranguing them over a public address system which he had installed in his house, he called them “white trash,” and urged them to move.


  When the Phillipses complained about the loudspeaker, and about the rock music that blared from Uffelman’s house, somebody leaked the air out of their tires. When they complained a second time, somebody doused their porch with kerosene. When they urged neighbors to sign a petition demanding that Uffelman move, they received threatening phone calls and they were assaulted by the recorded sound of machine gun fire which Uffelman played over his public address system.


  In his arsenal of noisemakers Uffelman also had a siren that shrieked at all hours of the day and night. “It sounded,” says one neighbor, “as if there was a police car or an ambulance right in your yard.”


  The Phillipses were also disturbed by Uffelman’s military mindset. He fancied himself a General Patton and he kept his boys, Rick and Gerry, then ages ten and twelve, at constant military alert. He tutored them from a Marine Corps manual. He trained them in firearms and the laying down of “suppressive fire,” in case of attack. He ran them through close-order drills on his deck.


  Though the Phillipses didn’t know it, Uffelman was also conducting what were called “Marty Raids,” emergency drills to prepare the family for an expected attack from Anita’s ex-husband, Marty, even though the family had not seen Marty in more than ten years.


  Mike Phillips recalls that Uffelman “was always yelling at us with a bullhorn and shining spotlights on us.” He says, “My mom and dad bought me a new bike, but they wouldn’t let me ride it down the road, because they were afraid he would do something to me.”


  “It got so that Michael couldn’t have friends over,” says Constance Morse, Florence’s sister. “I’ve seen Uffelman and his family carrying seven weapons at a time. He used to have his boys parading around with guns and they would stand at attention in front of his house.”


  At one point the Phillipses even told their lawyer that they thought Uffelman might eventually kill them.


  While the Phillips family sought help from the law, Uffelman, too, sought it. During this period he filed complaints, forty-seven of them, accusing the Phillipses of harassing him. He claimed that they threw things at his house, stole letters from his mailbox, and had even shot bullets at his swimming pool while his boys were in it.


  Wesley Hussey, a state police sergeant who handled some of the complaints, says, “Both parties had multiple witnesses, family members, friends, telling opposite stories. You couldn’t honestly say that one was more credible than the other.”


  Uffelman constantly complained about Michael and Florence Phillips to whoever would listen at the Dennysville post office, where he worked part-time as a clerk, at the grocery store, and at the gun store. Robert Carter, a Machiasport gun dealer, says that on the afternoon of August 29, Uffelman was in the store with his two sons, and told Carter that the Phillipses were trying to get him outside so that they could shoot him.


  “I’m not going to take any chances,” Uffelman said. “I’m not going to become a statistic.”


  Colby Kilton, who is married to Florence Philips’s niece, Vanessa, was a Phillips houseguest at the time, and he says that on that same afternoon he went out to his truck to get something, and Uffelman came on the loudspeaker, shouting, “I’m going to waste you, Colby,” and “Did they send you out as a practice target, Colby?”


  Certainly to people in Machiasport it seemed that the Phillipses and the Uffelmans were engaged in a full-fledged feud. The romantic idea of a feud is of two sides equally at fault, or equally justified, in their outrage. A feud is a game of revenge. Smith shoots Brown’s pig, so Brown gets even by shooting Smith’s goat. Smith gets even by burning Brown’s barn, then Brown evens the score by raping Smith’s sister, then Smith shoots Brown’s son in the back, then Brown hangs Smith from the nearest oak tree. They take turns, like checker players, until one of them is dead.


  But the truth is that Richard Uffelman was a one-man feud, searching for a target, a man who would have gotten into a gunfight with the pope if no one else was available. He was, to use a popular metaphor, a bomb waiting to explode. He was, in plain language, nuts.


  In 1979, after many years in New Jersey, Richard Uffelman had returned to Cutler, Maine, in the Machias Bay area, where he had been stationed in the navy. He had always seen himself as an enforcer of laws, a keeper of peace, so when a job as the sole police officer in Cutler, a town of four hundred residents, opened up, Uffelman applied for it. In applying for the CETA-funded job, Uffelman told the Cutler selectmen that he had worked in New Jersey as an informant.


  He told them that from 1968 until May of 1977 he worked as an informant for a variety of law enforcement agencies.


  “He told us that information on criminal activities was big business,” Kord says. “He saw himself as a kind of crusader for justice.”


  Uffelman told the selectmen that he had friends in the U.S. Treasury Department. As he told it, he first made contact with the U.S. Treasury Department’s Bureau of Narcotics in 1968 when he offered the bureau information about a narcotics dealer. At the department’s request, he spent the next several months in surveillance, watching the movement of drugs and drug money at the Philadelphia Naval Shipyard.


  In the early 1970s, he said, he became friends with police officers in a Pennsylvania city, which he chose not to identify. When he sensed that the local cops were sandbagging on the investigation of an alleged drug operation he turned to his friends at the Treasury Department. Treasury sent him undercover, he said, and he helped them break up the drug ring and bring the bad cops to justice.


  In April of 1975, he said, he helped the Camden County prosecutor’s office in a police investigation that was eventually turned over to the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms. (BATF) After that, Uffelman said, he worked regularly as an informant for the BATF, work which he did, he said, for little or no pay. He told the Cutler selectmen that the work was dangerous, that it required cool thinking.


  Among the reasons, that Uffelman gave of why he should be hired as Cutler’s police officer were the fact that he lived near the center of town, that his hobby was firearms, and that he owned a Dodge Military Model Power Wagon. He also told them that, because he was retired from the Navy, he would have access to Navy special services equipment. Kord says, “He also said that he had twenty years' experience as a diver, and owned several boats.”


  Uffelman spoke highly of the people of Cutler, saying he valued their friendship and would always have their best interests at heart.


  “He told us that a police officer must be worthy of his keep,” Kord recalls. “He said he wanted to live in Cutler forever because he loved the people.”


  Like much of what Uffelman said, this application letter was neither all truth nor all fiction. It was truth, enlarged by imagination. Uffelman was an intelligent man who was capable at times of great charm, and the people of the area were taken in. Specifically, the selectmen of the town of Cutler accepted him at his word, without checking his background, and made him town officer.


  Soon after Uffelman was appointed, the town selectmen were voted out of office and replaced by a new trio of selectmen. One of them was Bob Kord, who today says he always knew that something terrible would happen.


  “The biggest crime we’d had here was one time somebody stole some branches off a tree to make a Christmas wreath,” Kord says, “but Richard walked around town all the time with a gun strapped to his hip. Normally, our police officer doesn’t carry a gun, so that was highly unusual. People kept calling me and saying they were afraid of him. They said he was snooping around their houses at night, as if he were casing the places for later. The first week he was on the job he shot a dog in the center of town. He said the dog bit him, but the owner of the dog says that never happened. This is just a little Sleepy Hollow of a town where people go about their business. They didn’t want this Rambo Robocop roaming around town.


  “So I talked to him. I said, ‘Richard, maybe you should keep a lower profile, take off the leather.’ He used to wear this leather cap that looked like a Nazi thing. I explained to him that we were interested more in a constable kind of thing, someone who would make sure there was no trouble, and be available for elderly people if they needed help. But my phone kept ringing off the wall with complaints. I told him, ‘We can’t have complaints like this.’ He said, ‘Give me their names.’ Of course, I couldn’t do that; it would betray a confidence.”


  Kord was concerned enough to check on Uffelman’s New Jersey story. Uffelman had claimed that he’d gone undercover and supplied information to Special Agent Danny Markovich of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms on over twenty cases, and had used “a multitude of criminal investigative techniques, including electronic devices.” But when Kord called Markovich, he learned that Uffelman had been involved in far fewer cases and had never used sophisticated equipment. The overall picture that Markovich gave was a somewhat different version of Uffelman’s career.


  “I was told that Uffelman used to come into the office with lists of license plate numbers, and all sorts of suspicions,” Kord says. “They saw him as a pest.”


  Kord and the other selectmen talked it over and decided to fire Uffelman.


  “I went to his house, which was in town, and I told him we’d have to let him go,” Kord says. “Either he could resign or we would have to fire him, and he would be entitled to a public hearing. When I told him this, his wife, Anita, got upset. What happened next was frightening. I left the house. Uffelman gave his wife a terrible smack, and then he came running after me like a dog. He kept tapping me on the back and he said, ‘I owe you one, go ahead, take a punch at me.’


  “He was wearing a gun, and I just knew that if I punched him, he would use that as an excuse to gun me down. He probably figured there were neighbors looking out the windows and he would have witnesses if I hit him. I told him I didn’t want to, so he put out his hand and said, ‘Then shake my hand, let’s be friends.’


  “My first impressions of Richard had been that he was sincere, and intelligent. The guy is suave, he’s got a lot of marbles. But by now it was pretty clear to me that this guy was unhinged, so I didn’t shake his hand. That might be all he needed to feel as if I had assaulted him. He had this default button that says if someone doesn’t agree with you, blow them away. I got in my car and I got out of there in a hurry. The thing was he took pleasure in this sort of thing. There was a sense of danger and it was thrilling to him. He was eating it up.”


  Uffelman did get his public hearing, but his dismissal was upheld. Among the reasons cited in the official Notice of Dismissal were the fact that Uffelman had made misleading statements on his application for employment. Uffelman was also cited for insubordination because he refused to cooperate with the selectmen, and for dereliction of duty because he failed to show up when he was supposed to be security officer at the Cutler Grange dance.


  After Uffelman was fired he bought a house in Machiasport, and Bob Kord had little direct contact with him. Most of what Kord knew about Uffelman came from “Uffelman stories,” which were always circulating the community like dirty jokes.


  One day Kord ran into a man who had asked Uffelman if he was going to a turkey shoot. Uffelman reportedly said, “Yes, I ought to go, because I’m going to kill Kord. But I’ve got to save a bullet for the other selectmen who fired me.”


  One day Kord’s kids saw Uffelman swimming at the local beach and reported that he had a knife strapped to his leg. On another occasion Uffelman told people that he could burn down Kord’s log cabin and nobody would know he did it, because he could use some sort of rocket to deliver the fuel.


  “I was really afraid that this guy was going to come down the road and shoot me,” Kord says.


  Though Uffelman never did attack Kord, he charged dozens of phone calls to Kord’s number before Kord reported him to the phone company and the calls stopped.


  It became widely known that Uffelman was dangerously paranoid, believing that people were out to get him. When his house burned down, he began to build the house that would become Magnolia Mansion. But, according to Kord, at least one person claims to have seen plans for the new Uffelman house before the old house burned. One carpenter working on the new house told Kord that he was worried, because Uffelman had some sort of trip wire rigged in his field.


  Soon after Uffelman and his family moved into the new house in Machiasport, the family that lived in the house across the road moved out because of Uffelman. The next family had a dog mysteriously shot. They moved out. Then came Michael and Florence Phillips and their son Mike.


  “I think they were just determined that they would not be pushed around,” Kord says. “They were good citizens, they paid their taxes, and they had a right to walk on the streets. They just weren’t going to give in to this bully. I feel guilty now. I wish I had known what was going on, because I would have gone to them and told them, this guy is dangerous.”


  With each complaint about Uffelman, the Phillipses were told by the police that there must be proof. So, after an incident in which Uffelman almost ran down Florence Phillips, the couple bought a video camera and began secretly taping Uffelman’s movements outside of Magnolia Mansion. The Phillipses taped Uffelman as he put his boys through their military paces, and they turned the tapes over to the police. But nothing they captured on videotape was worthy of police intervention. So on August 29, they set up the video camera in their kitchen window, aimed it at Uffelman’s house, and sat down to dinner with Colby and Vanessa Kilton, and Mike. Then Michael Phillips strapped on a holstered .357 Magnum handgun, packed a Titan .25 pistol into his pocket, and went for a walk with Florence.


  Though it was common for Michael and Florence Phillips to take such a stroll, it seems that this particular walk was designed to provoke Uffelman. The fact that they aimed the camera at their neighbor’s house and left it running, and that Michael armed himself with two guns, indicates that the Phillipses might finally have reached the point of taking the law into their own hands. Perhaps they were hoping that Uffelman would draw on them, and they could shoot him in self-defense, bringing the feud to an end. Then they could dramatically run the videotape in court to prove their innocence.


  While the Phillipses were clearly being victimized in this Machiasport drama, feuding neighbors who take the law into their own hands are not always so sympathetic. Take, for example, the case of Robert and Susan McLaughlin.


  On the night of June 1, 1988, Robert and Marie Gushing were at home watching a Boston Celtics basketball game on television in Hampton, New Hampshire. Robert Gushing, who was sixty-three, got up to get something from the kitchen. While he was up, there was a knock on the front door. He went through the living room into the hall, and opened the door
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