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This account is drawn from personal observations, contemporaneous notes, interviews, court documents, transcripts and other official records, as well as news media reports, particularly those in the Erie Times-News. The opinions expressed in this book are the authors’ alone and not those of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. In selected instances, we have chosen to identify individuals by initials. These include individuals who were informants or persons of interest but who were not charged nor shown to have credible or relevant information about the events chronicled here.
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It is easier to commit murder

than to justify it.

—Papinian, Roman jurist

There is nothing more deceptive

than an obvious fact.

—Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,

The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes
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Introduction

Since the founding of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, in 1908, its agents have infiltrated the Mob, probed corruption and pursued terrorists. But fewer than three hundred of the FBI’s investigations have earned Major Case status, which refers to the bureau’s most complex and serious probes.

The first Major Case was the investigation of the Lindbergh kidnapping, on March 1, 1932. Six decades later, the FBI opened a string of some of its most famous Major Cases in recent times. OKBOMB, Major Case 117, covered the investigation of Timothy McVeigh’s bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Building, in Oklahoma City, on April 15, 1995. CENTBOM, Major Case 130, referred to the investigation of Eric Rudolph for bombings that included the blast at Centennial Olympic Park, in Atlanta, during the Summer Olympics, on July 27, 1996. The FBI gave the name PENTTBOMB to Major Case 182, which covered the investigations of the attacks on the Pentagon and World Trade Center, on September 11, 2001.

On August 28, 2003, what would become FBI Major Case 203 originated on the outskirts of Erie, Pennsylvania, a medium-sized industrial city on Lake Erie that usually makes the national news only because of its record snowfall. A pizza deliveryman by the name of Brian Wells robbed a bank wearing a time bomb locked around his neck. He was carrying notes that told him where to find clues to disable the bomb, but the plan went unfinished. As police questioned Wells and a television camera rolled, the homemade contraption exploded and tore a fatal wound into his chest.

COLLARBOMB is what the FBI called Major Case 203. The public came to know it as the pizza bomber case. Its investigation and prosecution would take more than seven years.


PART I
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EXPLOSION


1

Final Delivery

Tony Ditomo heard a rush of wind on the other end of the line. He had picked up the phone to take an order at Mama Mia’s Pizza-Ria, just south of Erie, Pennsylvania. Ditomo, the store’s owner, could barely make out this customer’s words: the deep male voice drifted in and out. It was 1:30 P.M. Thursday, August 28, 2003.

“Do you deliver to upper Peach?” the caller asked.

Mama Mia’s is squeezed in a strip mall at 5154 Peach Street, one of the busiest roads in Erie, a city of 102,000 that anchors Pennsylvania’s northwestern corner, on Lake Erie. Fast-food restaurants, gas stations, car lots, banks, shoe stores, a hospital: they all line Peach Street. It gets more congested to the south, as it stretches away from Erie and into Millcreek Township, where Mama Mia’s is located. Interstates 79 and 90 feed the traffic on the southern section, which includes the Millcreek Mall. That section is known as upper Peach.

Upper Peach soon would be busy for the Labor Day weekend. The tourists would arrive from Pittsburgh to the south, Buffalo to the east and Cleveland to the west; Erie is about two hours from each. The visitors would spend the day on the lake and at its beaches and drive Peach Street for dinner and shopping.

Mama Mia’s delivered to upper Peach, to a point.

“It depends where on upper Peach,” Ditomo told the caller.

“Across from New Motors,” the voice said.

The spot is in Summit Township, a small, rural suburb south of Millcreek. The caller wanted the pizzas delivered to the site of the TV transmission tower for WSEE-TV, the local CBS affiliate. The caller said he and some guys were working at the tower site, across the street from the car dealership.

Ditomo thought the caller might be on the tower, he was having such a hard time hearing him. Ditomo kept hearing what sounded like the wind, but the wind was not blowing hard on this day.

Whoosh.

Whoosh.

Whoosh.

Ditomo said Mama Mia’s would deliver to the tower site. The caller ordered two small pizzas with pepperoni and sausage. The caller started to give directions. Ditomo couldn’t hear anything. He told the caller to talk to his delivery driver.

Ditomo handed the phone to Brian Wells.
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Wells was forty-six years old, ten months younger than the forty-seven-year-old Ditomo. Wells had driven for Mama Mia’s for about nine years. He got the job through the husband of his landlady, who owned a five-room cottage where Wells lived with his three cats. Wells took a break from Mama Mia’s two years earlier, when he spent several months at his brother’s place in sun-drenched Arizona to work in a tool-and-die shop. It closed, and Wells returned to Erie and its long and snowy winters. He resumed delivering pizzas.

Wells was never married and had no children. The delivery work let him keep his independence. He was distraught a year earlier, when he wrecked his car and temporarily lost his delivery job; he told his landlady he’d rather be homeless than move in with his mother. The landlady and her husband loaned him the money to buy a $1,800 1996 greenish-blue standard-shift Chevy Geo Metro. On August 28, 2003, Wells had paid back the loan about a week earlier. The Geo was about as small as a car could be for someone Wells’ size: five feet nine inches tall and 175 pounds.

Wells, a recovering alcoholic, enjoyed Mama Mia’s slow pace. One of his coworkers opened her own pizza shop some years earlier, and she asked Wells if he would like to deliver for her. Wells declined. The new shop was too chaotic, Wells said; if he worked there, he’d be driven to drink.

Acquaintances described Brian Wells as childlike. He wore oversize eyeglasses that drew comparisons to Elton John’s. He had a large, oval-shaped head and was balding, with closely cropped gray hair. He liked the lottery, crossword puzzles, the TV show Survivor and the musical Jesus Christ Superstar. He played guitar. He didn’t own a computer. He looked forward to an annual contest in the Erie Times-News, the local newspaper. Readers deciphered printed clues to find a key that unlocked a box full of cash. The contest was called the Great Key Hunt.
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Wells had a GED. He got it after he dropped out of Erie’s East High School at age sixteen in September 1973, as a sophomore. For his final grades the year before, he got two Fs, three Ds, two Cs, two Bs and an A, in swimming. He left school to work. Mechanics interested Wells. As an adult, he collected parts to build a car; he once stored two car doors inside the cottage.

Despite his simple manner, Wells was of normal intelligence, and in some areas he tested much better than his peers. His overall IQ when he was sixteen years old was 109, slightly above the average of 100, according to an Erie School District psychological study. In the same IQ test, Wells recorded a verbal IQ of 100 and a performance IQ, which measures nonverbal tasks, of a 120, higher than 91 percent of the population.

Wells got straight As until he entered junior high school, according to the study, which a school psychologist performed because of Wells’ poor grades. Wells’ father suffered from multiple sclerosis; the study surmised his father’s “physical incapacity” disconcerted Wells and contributed to his academic decline.

The study found Wells suffered from nascent psychological problems. “The…record appears to indicate psychopathic tendencies along with paranoid flavor,” it said.

The school psychologist gauged Wells’ “self-projection” by having him draw a person. Wells drew “a male figure that appears to be physically strong and dominant,” according to the study. “This large figure appears to indicate slight manic and grandiose signs in this adolescent. It appears to be related somewhat to studies of aggressive psychopaths.”

The study portrayed Wells as an intelligent but troubled and defiant loner with no need for authority. “He claims that he will not please others,” the study said, “and he presently sees adults as being too demanding and that he will lead his own life in his own time.”
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Wells’ only criminal case came in 1992. The Erie police charged him with threatening to shoot a magistrate over a dispute with Wells’ neighbors. Wells had complained to the mayor, saying that “it would be cheaper to use $1 bullets” to fix the mess than sue his neighbors before the magistrate. Wells pleaded guilty to harassment as a summary, the most minor of offenses.
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Wells kept a routine. He got up around 7:15 A.M., bought a copy of the Erie Times-News, ate breakfast at a McDonald’s and drove to Mama Mia’s. Wells worked from 11:00 A.M. to 2:00 P.M. On August 28, 2003, he told Tony Ditomo he wanted to leave by 2:00 P.M. or earlier. He said he and his sister that evening planned to eat pizza and watch videos with their widowed seventy-five-year-old mother at her apartment. His father, Harold C. Wells, a utility worker, died at age sixty in 1990.

Wells had few close friends. One woman he knew, Angie, who had a black boyfriend, visited him frequently at Mama Mia’s. She always wanted money from him. Wells told Ditomo about another woman, Jessie. Wells said a black guy would drop her off near Wells’ cottage, and she would walk there to see him.

[image: ]

Ditomo, who had owned Mama Mia’s for seventeen years, liked Wells. He was reliable, unlike another of Ditomo’s drivers, Robert Pinetti, who was forty-three years old. He was friends with Wells, and a recovering alcoholic, too. Ditomo never smelled alcohol on his breath, but Pinetti could be strange, Ditomo would later tell the FBI. Pinetti’s eyes were glassy. He walked away in the middle of conversations. He liked gambling. He missed work for minor car problems and other small things.
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Wells was Mama Mia’s only driver the afternoon of August 28, 2003. Ditomo gave him the phone to get directions for the delivery to the TV tower. Wells jotted down the address, 8631 Peach Street, and the directions: “New Motors. Radio towers. 1st left.” The delivery would be Wells’ sixth and last of the day. Ditomo wrote up the bill—$6.99 for each pizza—but did not take down the caller’s telephone number. His shop had caller ID.

Each of the pizzas took about five minutes and thirty seconds to bake. Wells stuffed the warm pizza boxes into his insulated bag and walked to his car. He wore white low-cut sneakers made by Franklin, clean blue jeans and a gray T-shirt embroidered with three small American flags below the word AMERICA written in white block letters. Wells turned his Geo Metro right onto Peach Street and headed south, toward upper Peach and the tower site. It was 1:47 P.M.
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A small white sign with blue numerals is stuck low to the ground where a dirt road bisects Peach Street. The sign, for 8631 Peach Street, displays the address for the TV tower, situated at the end of the dirt road in a weedy clearing surrounded by trees. A subdivision rises in the distance.

On August 28, 2003, a white house with an attached garage was located at 8645 Peach Street, next to the start of the dirt road. A For Sale sign was stuck in the front yard. Wells was familiar with the house, owned by an eccentric handyman by the name of Bill Rothstein. Wells had been with Rothstein at the TV tower site the day before.

Wells hadn’t told his boss about that.


2

“I Don’t Have a Lot of Time”

Like many suburbs, Millcreek and Summit townships, south of Erie, became the desired destination for retailers. The first stores spread over what was once farmland. Soon one retailer piled atop the other: Kmart and Walmart and Target and Lowe’s and Best Buy. In Summit Township, the sprawl’s epicenter was Summit Towne Centre, which opened in 1991.

Summit Towne Centre looks like any number of other commercial developments in the United States. Summit Township is just as nondescript. The city of Erie, the fourth-largest city in Pennsylvania, was founded along a natural harbor called Presque Isle Bay. The city has its rust-belt reputation, but it also has its downtown and its waterfront and the bay and the lake. Summit Township and Summit Towne Centre appear, from the view of a car window, anonymous and anodyne.

Brian Wells drove south on Peach Street, past the Millcreek Mall and into Summit Township. He traveled through a series of stoplights; the traffic moved swiftly on this sunny, warm and clear day. About halfway to Wells’ destination, the Geo passed the Summit Towne Centre on the right. An Eyeglass World store, at 7630 Peach Street, sat about twenty feet from the road. Behind it was a McDonald’s. Tucked behind the McDonald’s was the Summit Towne Centre branch of PNC Bank, at 7200 Peach Street.

The Geo approached one of the most-traveled intersections in Erie County, of which Erie is the county seat: the interchange between the north-south Peach Street and the east-west I-90. The ramps leading on and off the highway often back up. Wells drove the Geo through the interchange, up a hill on Peach Street and through another intersection, this one with Robison Road. A Shell gas station occupies the intersection’s southwestern corner. Its address is 8228 Peach Street.

Wells was getting closer. The Geo neared New Motors. Wells could see Bill Rothstein’s house and then the small sign for 8631 Peach Street, the TV tower site. He turned left onto the dirt road. He had traveled three and one-half miles in about ten minutes.

Wells drove 1,225 feet down the dirt road. Crunching gravel broke the silence. He could see the red TV tower and the clearing, which included a vehicle turnaround. A chain-link fence surrounded the tower’s base. Inside the fence was a cluster of shedlike buildings, a propane tank and satellite dishes.

The Geo stopped near the tower. Wells got out with the pizzas. It was 2:00 P.M.

A gun went off in the clearing.
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The small bowl of Dum Dums lollipops sat on the long front counter of the PNC Bank at 7200 Peach Street. The tellers put out the lollipops; they were for anyone, but mainly children.

On August 28, 2003, at 2:27 P.M., a man wearing what looked to be a neck brace walked into the bank and strolled past the basket of lollipops. He didn’t wait in line. He went up to the chief teller, who was busy working the counter and drive-through window. The man scratched the back of his neck. He was of medium height and stocky, with a smattering of short gray hair on either side of his balding head. He had on blue jeans with dirt ground into the knees. He wore two T-shirts: the one underneath was gray; the one on top was baggy and white, with GUESS Jeans written across the front in large dark letters.

A closer look at the white T-shirt showed the man was wearing not a neck brace, but a metal collar that encircled his neck. A box bulged under the white T-shirt. The man walked without a limp, but he carried a funky blackish-brown cane. The handle was curved, like the handle of a gun.

The chief teller, Barbara Lipinski, thought this impatient customer was wearing a body cast. She held a canister from the drive-through window. She told him she was working that window at the moment.

“You have to get in line and wait your turn,” Lipinski said.

The man handed Lipinski a white envelope striped with blue from a highlighting marker. Lipinski, a veteran teller, knew what this was: a demand note.

Inside the envelope were four pages of 8 1⁄2-by-11-inch paper. A blue stripe was highlighted at the bottom of each page. Hand-printed words the size of typewriter type covered the sheets of paper.

=RECEPTIONIST=


Do not cause panic or many people will be killed Sounding any alarm will interrupt this action and guarantee injuries and death. Involving authorities at this point will get this hostage and other people killed.

Immediately without causing alarm, you must contact the Bank Manager in private. The Bomb-hostage must accompany you.

Bomb is expertly booby-trapped and cannot be disarmed in time unless keys are found by following instructions immediately. Bomb-Hostage needs less than 20 minutes in the bank and 30 minutes to deliver. No money—no keys. If any one of us is stopped or apprehended we will detonate bomb or its timer will run out. We will retaliate if interrupted.



=BANK MANAGER=


No alarm, panic or Police! Close doors.



The note stated the man wanted $250,000, an unreasonably large sum for a bank to have on hand. The note stated sentries were watching to make sure he got the cash. The note explained how, after he left the bank, the man could find directions to deactivate the bomb. The note had so many instructions spread over all four pages.

Act Now, Think Later or You Will Die.


After receiving the money, we will provide Bomb-Hostage with the location of the final key and combination to disarm and remove bomb. Wait 1 hour after Bomb-Hostage returns to contact police or we will 1)-BOMB or 2)-RETALIATE.

If any of you fuck up this robbery, it will be our life’s mission to fuck up your lives! We have followed your customers and employees home. We know where your families live!



That part of the note was signed: =The Troubleshooters=

The fourth page of the note was directed to the police. It warned them “stand down” and let the heist proceed.


You can only protect the Bomb-Hostage and everyone else by staying clear! Our team is in radio contact. If any of us is stopped or apprehended the bomb will detonate. If Bomb Hostage is delayed for more than 10 minutes he will not have enough time to continue. Our team has spent combined 7 1⁄2 years in prison perfecting this plan. Do not think you can outsmart us in less than an hour.



Lipinski skimmed the pages. She looked at the man.

“I want to speak to the manager,” he said.

Lipinski left the counter. When she returned, the man was sucking a Dum Dums lollipop, which he had taken from the basket. Lipinski told him the manager was at lunch and would be back in about a half an hour, or around 3:00 P.M.

“I don’t have until 3:00,” the man said. “I don’t have that kind of time. I need $250,000.”

He lifted his baggy white T-shirt. A gray-colored device hung from his neck and rested on his chest. It looked like a bomb.

Lipinski looked at the man. He still wanted $250,000.

Lipinski said she didn’t have that kind of money; she couldn’t get into the vault. That is why the man’s note was also directed to a manager: that would be the person with access to the vault. With the manager out, the vault was off-limits. Lipinski would have to give him the money from the cash drawers.

“Give me what you have,” the man said.

Lipinski took money from her cash drawer. Another teller bent down behind the counter and mouthed “911” to a customer who had walked in to cash some checks. Lipinski got more cash from other teller stations. She put the money in a white canvas bank bag and gave it to the robber: $8,702.

“It’s not enough,” he said.

“What do you want me to do?” Lipinski said.

She told him that was all the money she had.

The robber turned and started to walk out of the bank. Eleven minutes had gone by since he arrived. It was 2:38 P.M. He did not run. He sucked the lollipop. He carried his cane in his right hand. In his left hand, he twirled the bag of cash. When he swung the bag like that, he looked like Charlie Chaplin.
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The robber got into a bluish-green Geo Metro parked in front of the bank. Three 911 calls immediately went out to report the robbery. One caller was the customer who had been in the bank, to whom the teller had mouthed for help; at this moment he was in his car, watching the Geo Metro.

“I’m calling about that bank robbery at PNC Bank Summit Towne plaza,” he said.

“What happened?” the operator said.

“The guy just walked out with I don’t know how much cash in a bag. He had a bomb or something wrapped around his neck. He’s sitting in the parking lot of McDonald’s on upper Peach by Summit Towne plaza. I’m watching him in out my rear view mirror right now.”

“You saw him with the bomb or whatever it was?” the operator said.

“Yes. He’s got it strapped around his neck.”

“Tell the state police,” the operator said. “I’m ringing them.”

At 2:40 P.M., a dispatcher sent the Pennsylvania State Police to the scene.
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The robber did not drive out the main road of Summit Towne Centre and exit onto upper Peach Street. He tried to drive his Geo Metro through the drive-through lane at the bank. He could not, so he drove on to the main road for the Summit Towne Centre and pulled into the parking lot of the McDonald’s. The robber got out. He walked to the McDonald’s drive-through sign, which was posted in a flower bed. He got down, lifted up a rock that was embedded in the landscaping and grabbed a piece of paper stuck to the bottom of the rock. The robber stood, read the note and lifted his eyes. He looked toward an Eat’n Park restaurant on the other side of Peach Street.

The robber returned to the Geo. He drove a backstreet near the McDonald’s and pulled into the parking lot of Eyeglass World. A state police cruiser with flashing lights stopped the Geo. Eleven minutes had passed since the robber had left the bank. It was 2:49 P.M.

A state trooper, Victoria Weibel, called to the robber over her cruiser’s public-address system.

“Driver, turn off the vehicle!”

“With your left hand, reach out and drop the keys out the window!”

“Place both hands outside the vehicle!”

“Do not move!”
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Weibel and another trooper, Chris Stafford, moved toward the robber. They drew their guns. Weibel saw the robber had something around his neck and protruding from under his baggy white T-shirt. The device reminded Weibel of a halo, worn by a victim of a broken neck. The robber, under orders from Stafford, got out of his car and onto his knees; Stafford handcuffed the robber’s hands behind his back. The robber kneeled outside the Geo and near a police cruiser. Other troopers arrived.

The robber told Stafford he was wearing a ticking time bomb.

Stafford shouted a warning. The troopers fell back. Weibel called the Erie police, the only local department with a bomb squad. The call reached the Erie police station, six miles north of the Summit Towne Centre, at 3:04 P.M.

[image: ]

Two other troopers, James Szymanski and Terrance Dawdy, arrived. They had driven more than 100 mph on I-90 to get to the parking lot of Eyeglass World. They approached the robber.

“He’s got a bomb,” another trooper said.

The troopers walked on. Dawdy was skeptical. The state police got bomb calls all the time. They never turned out to be true.

Szymanski and Dawdy asked the robber what was going on.

He said he had a bomb on his chest. He spoke to the troopers in a voice that suggested his regular tone was of a high pitch; it was a bit higher now. He was nervous. He sounded exasperated.

“Can you lift it up and see how much time’s left on it?” he said. “It must have the time on it. How much time is left?”

The troopers asked him what happened.

“He was black,” the robber said.

He said a black man locked the bomb around his neck and ordered him to rob the bank.

Here we go, Dawdy thought. He had heard this story before.

“It sounded like he was just blaming it on a black guy,” Dawdy would testify later.

The robber said three other black men, whom he did not identify, were to follow him to make sure he obeyed the instructions in the notes. They made him do it, the robber said. He asked the troopers to call his employer, Mama Mia’s Pizza-Ria. He gave them the phone number.

The state police dispatched a cruiser to Mama Mia’s.

The robber said he encountered the black guy while he made a pizza delivery to “the towers,” across from New Motors. He said the black guy snuck up on him, and he tried to get away, but the black guy fired a gun. He wasn’t hit, but fell to the ground, and the black guy locked the bomb to him. The black guy gave him written instructions, which were in the Geo. The black guy told him how and when he would rob the bank while wearing the bomb.

“What did he look like?” Dawdy said.

The robber did not respond.

“What was he wearing?”

No response.

“What was he driving?”

No response.

The troopers asked the robber if he had any mental problems.

No.

Was he seeing a psychiatrist?

No.

The robber said he didn’t do anything wrong. They made me do it, he said.

“Let’s go see if he’s got a real bomb,” Dawdy said.

Szymanski and Dawdy walked to him. Szymanski felt the white T-shirt, the one with GUESS Jeans on it. He used a knife to cut it from the hem to a few inches below the man’s left armpit. Szymanski pulled the T-shirt away.

The box with the bomb was grayish blue and hung from the metal collar. In the lower corner of the box, to the robber’s right, was a white plastic digital clock mounted sideways. Steel mesh covered the box’s opening; behind the mesh were wires of red, green and yellow.

The metal collar around the man’s neck resembled an oversize handcuff. It had a complicated locking mechanism. A little metal box fastened to the collar contained a small, three-dial combination lock, in which the numbers rolled, like those locks found on suitcases, and four miniature keyhole locks, side by side. A green lever stuck out a side of the lock box. A warning was engraved on a metal panel:


DO NOT OPEN

=DO NOT REMOVE.

A sticker was on the box:

+RIVETED CONSTRUCTION PRODUCES DEADLY SHRAPNELL [sic]+

+KILL ZONE = 100 YARDS, HIDDEN AND EXPOSED +

+BOOBY TRAPS+



Szymanski and Dawdy walked back to the cruiser.

“Was it real?” Dawdy said.

“It had a device with a clock on it,” Szymanski said. “It looked real. It could be a bomb.”

They fell back. Szymanski parked a cruiser in front of the robber and stood behind the open doors. Dawdy stood at the rear of the cruiser. They asked the robber how long he had to rob the bank before the bomb went off.

“Twenty minutes for me to get the money. And then I had like another fifty minutes.”

The robber said he was to use the fifty minutes to follow the instructions the black man had given him, the instructions on the notes in the Geo.

“They tell you where to get the keys,” he said. “Then you go to the next site in the car. Which one of you guys can go get the keys? Maybe if you get the keys, you could…I don’t know if I have enough time.”

“I’m not lying,” the robber added.

Szymanski asked the robber why he didn’t call the police.

At least three other people were watching him, the robber said. He said they were to make sure he followed the directions and robbed the bank.

“What’s your name?” Szymanski said.

“Brian Wells.”
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Jerry Clark flicked on his unmarked car’s lights and siren. In his eight years as a special agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, he rarely did that. Usually Clark could drive a reasonable speed and get through traffic without flashers or siren. This was different. He had to drive fast.

Clark had taken the call on his cell phone at lunch: a man wearing a bomb had robbed the PNC Bank in the Summit Towne Centre. Clark had planned on spending the day quietly, catching up on the mail before he took off the next day, a Friday, for the Labor Day weekend. Clark wasn’t wearing his usual suit; he had come to work, at the FBI Resident Agency office in downtown Erie, in a polo shirt and slacks.

He had a busy weekend planned. Clark, forty-two years old, was to celebrate his twenty-five-year class reunion at Erie’s Cathedral Preparatory School, from which he graduated in 1978. He was set to go to a Prep football game on Friday night and attend the reunion celebration with his wife on Saturday night. Clark would see lots of his buddies at Friday’s game. He hoped to catch up with some of them tonight, Thursday night, after they had arrived in town.

First, Clark had to deal with this strange bank-robbery call. This was no “note-job” case, where a desperate guy strolls into a bank, gives the clerk a demand note and leaves with some $50 bills in a bag. Clark had seen plenty of those. He had investigated bank robberies where the suspects said they had bombs, but the devices turned out to be phony. One robber’s “bomb” had been radio antennas sticking out of a lunch bag.

The FBI two years earlier assigned Clark to its Resident Agency office in Erie, his hometown. He worked the six previous years at the FBI Resident Agency office in Dayton, Ohio, part of the Cincinnati Division. It had been like the Wild West. In six years, Clark helped round up two thousand fugitives as part of a violent crime squad that focused on the Cincinnati region. Dayton, in one year, had seventy-eight bank robberies.

Before joining the FBI, Clark investigated large-scale drug trafficking as a special agent for the Drug Enforcement Administration, in Cleveland; before that, he had worked as a forensic therapist, a probation officer and a special agent with the Naval Criminal Investigative Service, the NCIS. Clark had more experience with bank robberies and other violent crimes than any of the six other FBI agents in Erie at the time; his whole FBI career he had been assigned to violent crimes—fugitives, kidnappings, bank robberies. He had a bachelor’s degree in psychology and a master’s degree in forensic psychology. He had wanted to be a psychological profiler, who used clues to develop the portrait of the criminal.

Clark speeded south on upper Peach Street. He pulled into the parking lot of Eyeglass World and saw the bank robber. Clark walked to his supervisor, Bob Rudge, the head of the FBI’s Resident Agency office in Erie, a satellite of the FBI’s Pittsburgh Division. What a waste of time this is, Clark and Rudge said. It has to be a hoax.

“Would this guy just fucking stand up and end this thing?” a trooper said.

Clark, six feet one inch tall and 200 pounds, pulled on a bulletproof vest. He was sweating. It was seventy-five degrees. Where was the bomb squad? Time was dragging. Everything seemed to have stopped; the police had closed upper Peach Street to traffic. The silence was eerie.

The man who had identified himself as Brian Wells talked to the troopers. Clark wanted to jump in. He specialized in interviewing techniques. He was sure he could use those skills and his psychological training to draw out the robber. But the troopers seemed to have built some kind of rapport with Wells; Clark didn’t want to ruin that. He could talk to Wells later, once this was over. Clark watched.

Wells now sat cross-legged, with his left knee bent high above his right. He told the troopers he wanted to stand. He said he was uncomfortable.

“Can you at least take these freaking handcuffs off? So I can hold this thing up? It’s killing my neck,” Wells said.

The troopers told him to stay seated.

Wells asked when the bomb squad would arrive.

In a while, the troopers said.

If this was bullshit, you’d better end it now, one of the troopers said.

“It’s not bullshit,” Wells said. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Do you think I could have a cigarette?” he said. He said it would probably be his last one.

The troopers said no.

Wells asked for a priest.

The troopers said no.

“Why isn’t nobody trying to come get this thing off me?” Wells said. “I don’t have a lot of time.”

His voice rose. He talked about the notes in his Geo, about the black guy who jumped him.

“He pulled a key out and started a timer,” Wells said. “I heard the thing ticking when he did it.”

“It’s gonna go off,” Wells said. “I’m not lying.”

Wells shook his head.

“Did you call my boss?” he said.

“Yeah,” one of the troopers said, “we called him.”

Wells said the bomb was beeping. He wanted it unlocked from his neck. He wanted the handcuffs off.

For ten seconds the timer droned: Beep!

Wells turned slightly.

Boom!

Orange flames flashed.
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The blast blew Wells straight back.

Shrapnel flew over the head of Trooper Dawdy, twenty feet away from Wells; a piece of metal landed fifty feet behind Dawdy. The trooper shuttled backward on his buttocks. He felt like he was falling.

The boom sounded like an exploding M-80. A percussive wave flowed over the head of Jerry Clark, thirty feet away.

Wells’ chest rose and fell. Then it stopped.

Clark realized this was no joke.

“Holy shit,” he thought. “This man is dead.”

It was 3:18 P.M.—ninety-one minutes after Wells left Mama Mia’s, seventy-eight minutes after he left the TV tower site, fifty-one minutes after he walked into the bank, forty minutes after he left the bank, twenty-nine minutes after Trooper Weibel stopped him in the parking lot, fourteen minutes after Weibel called the bomb squad.

Clark and others rushed toward Wells. They thought he might be alive.

“Watch out for secondary!”

Someone had shouted to warn about the possibility of another bomb. Clark and the others backed off. Three minutes after the detonation, at 3:21 P.M., the bomb squad pulled up; they had driven as fast as they could through the traffic.

Bomb technicians in their protective suits examined the body. Wells wore no other explosives.

The blast had slammed the metal plate on the back of the bomb into Wells’ torso. The plate ripped a butterfly-shaped divot the size of a paperback into his chest, cutting into his heart and killing him. The explosion fractured his ribs and shattered his left eardrum. It looked like someone had taken an ice cream scooper to the layers of flesh around Wells’ broken sternum.

Clark walked to Rudge, his supervisor.

“I gotta have this one,” Clark said. “You gotta give me this case.”

“It’s yours,” Rudge said.
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A state trooper entered Mama Mia’s Pizza-Ria about twenty-five minutes after the explosion. A trooper had been there earlier, while Wells was in the Eyeglass World parking lot, to get the address of the final delivery.

The trooper in the store at this moment told Tony Ditomo a bomb blast had killed Brian Wells. The trooper examined the pizza parlor’s caller ID box. He wrote down the information for that day’s incoming calls, including the one Ditomo took from the deep-voiced man at 1:30 P.M.

Investigators soon determined that call had come from a pay phone.
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Prelude to a Murder

On Erie’s lower east side, on a spot near Presque Isle Bay, once rested what is known as the Erie Stone: the marker surveyors used as a starting point to lay out the wilderness town of Erie, named after a local Native American tribe, in September 1795. The surveyors placed the Erie Stone on the site of what had been Fort Presque Isle, which the French built to repel the British during the French and Indian War. The Native Americans destroyed Fort Presque Isle in 1763. Presque Isle Bay, which forms one of the most naturally protected harbors on the Great Lakes, went unsettled again for more than thirty years, until around the time the surveyors arrived.

The surveyors placed the Erie Stone in a potato patch next to the Presque Isle Hotel, the first American structure erected along Presque Isle Bay that was not a garrison. The hotel doubled as a homestead for settlers and as a tavern. The combination presaged what would become the character of Erie: a city with many taverns, a city whose largely blue-collar populace first relied on Presque Isle Bay and Lake Erie for its commerce.

During the 1920s, Erie was known as the freshwater-fishing capital of the world; as many as 120 commercial fishing boats jammed its docks to unload perch and the even more precious blue pike, which is extinct today. The commercial fishing waned later in the twentieth century, but Erie grew into an industrial powerhouse. It teemed with factories that churned out boilers and washing machines and castings and locomotives.

The locomotive plant remains to this day: GE Transportation, located in a small town just east of the city of Erie, where more than five thousand people work. So many other businesses have left the Erie area. The heavy-equipment company Bucyrus Erie departed long ago, and so did the boiler plant and a shingle factory and International Paper’s Erie operations.

Erie, in the early years of the twenty-first century, had hanging over it an air of decline that threatened to smother hope. Erie reveled in the beauty of Presque Isle Bay and the tourism it attracted, but deep problems beset the city: its poverty, its collapsing manufacturing base, its residents’ willingness, all too often, to dwell on how great things had been instead of pondering how great they could be. Erie, at its worst, desperately clutched to the remnants of its past.

At its best, the city mined its heritage to its benefit. Erie became famous in the War of 1812 as the port where Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry built the ships he used to defeat the British fleet near present-day Put-in-Bay, Ohio, in the Battle of Lake Erie, on September 10, 1813. “We have met the enemy and they are ours,” Perry wrote in his victory letter to President James Madison. Landmarks throughout Erie—the main square, a street, a school—were named after the city’s adopted hero. In the early 1990s, Erie got the state’s help to build a full-scale replica of Perry’s flagship, the U.S. Brig Niagara, as well as a bay-front museum. More waterfront construction, including a convention center and a Sheraton, was to come.

The development helped revitalize a section of Erie’s bay front that had deteriorated decades earlier, as the fishing industry vanished. In the summer of 2003, one commercial charter boat operated out of the port of Erie. Fishing was still popular; not as a livelihood, but as a pastime.

A favorite spot for the recreational anglers is Erie’s South Pier, not far from the Brig Niagara and the plot where the surveyors planted the Erie Stone. The South Pier forms half of the channel that connects Presque Isle Bay to the open waters of Lake Erie. Those who fish the South Pier enjoy views of the lake and the bay to the north and Erie’s downtown to the south. The fishing is usually good. If not, the sailboats and yachts and private charter boats that pass through the channel make for a lively diversion. Everyone in Erie seems to know someone who fishes the South Pier.
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If you fished the South Pier in the summer of 2003, before the bomb blast killed Brian Wells, you might have seen her: Marjorie Diehl-Armstrong, once one of the most infamous women in Erie County. She was a fixture at the South Pier, where she fished with her live-in boyfriend, Jim Roden, and their friend Ken Barnes. Diehl-Armstrong, known as Marge, was hard to miss. She was foulmouthed and talked incessantly and loudly, and, at five feet eight inches tall and 186 pounds, she was built like a fullback. She wore her dark black hair long, stringy and wild, like Medusa’s.

Diehl-Armstrong was fifty-four years old in the summer of 2003. She lived on $580 a month in Social Security benefits. She had received them since January 1984, for a diagnosis of a bipolar disorder, or manic depression. She had no children and was estranged from her widowed father. He taught her how to fish when she was twelve years old and they were still close.

Diehl-Armstrong spent most of her time in 2003 with her fishing buddies, including Barnes, who regularly visited her at the small Cape Cod she owned on the city’s east side. Another of Diehl-Armstrong’s companions in the summer of 2003 was Bill Rothstein. She had known him for thirty years; they had been engaged once. As long as she had known him, Rothstein had lived at 8645 Peach Street in Summit Township, next to the dirt road.

On the day the bomb killed Wells, the dead body of Jim Roden, Diehl-Armstrong’s boyfriend, was stuffed in a freezer inside Rothstein’s garage. Diehl-Armstrong and Rothstein had hidden the corpse there three weeks earlier.
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Some nights on the South Pier, Diehl-Armstrong would laugh with Barnes about another murder—how, twenty years earlier, she shot and killed another live-in boyfriend on July 30, 1984. She would chuckle at how she was acquitted in the case that established her notoriety.

“I shot the motherfucker six times,” Diehl-Armstrong would say. “I got away with it.”

“How’d you do that?” Barnes would say.

“I told them he was beating me up.”
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Years after Diehl-Armstrong killed that boyfriend in 1984, Erie residents would still debate whether she should have been convicted or acquitted. She had known the victim, Bob Thomas, for some time, but five months before she shot him, she had reconnected with him while waiting on line for free government-surplus cheese. Diehl-Armstrong, then Marjorie Diehl, never denied she killed Thomas, a U.S. Navy veteran of the Vietnam War diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder and schizophrenia. She never denied she was no more than five to seven feet away when she opened fire on him at 7:10 A.M. on July 30, 1984, as he rested on a couch in their rented house at 3917 Sunset Boulevard in Erie.

She blasted Thomas with a six-shot.38-caliber Smith & Wesson Model No. 10 short-barrel revolver. All six bullets ripped into him. They hit him once behind the left ear, once on the left wrist, once in the left arm, once in a shoulder blade and twice in the left shoulder, where one of the bullets cut downward and severed his aorta. Powder burns covered the front of Thomas’ shirt.

Diehl was thirty-five years old, had a master’s degree in education and worked sporadically as a teacher, social worker and secretary. She had purchased the revolver five days earlier at a sports store. She was on antidepressants at the time. The store clerk told police Diehl said she needed the revolver to protect herself from prowlers. The clerk said Diehl asked her if the gun would kill someone.

Diehl told the jury she bought the gun as a belated birthday present for the forty-three-year-old Thomas. She testified she walked into the living room in her silk nightgown and fired away. He regularly beat her and sexually abused her, she said. They argued the night before after watching An Officer and a Gentleman. Diehl said Thomas accused her of being attracted to Richard Gere, the movie’s star, and that Thomas forced her to perform oral sex on him. Diehl said Thomas cut her arm with a cooking knife as they argued in the kitchen. She said she shot Thomas in self-defense, not in cold blood, before he could shoot her. She said he had reached for the Smith & Wesson.

“I was scared to death at that point,” Diehl testified. “I had no other choice. It was him or it was me, and I couldn’t think. I didn’t have time to think and I just fired the gun.”

The jury deliberated for eleven hours and acquitted Diehl of homicide and possessing an instrument of crime and convicted her of carrying a firearm without a license. Diehl wept as the judge read the verdict, on June 2, 1988. Her next step, she said, was “to talk to God.”
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A battered-woman defense, still something of a legal novelty in Erie County in the mid-1980s, made Marjorie Diehl’s case a local cause célèbre. So did the testimony about her mental illness, and how the mania and depression from her bipolar disorder derailed a promising career in education and counseling.

Her father, Harold Diehl, one of nine children, sold aluminum awnings door-to-door. Her mother, Agnes Diehl, who had degrees from the University of Pittsburgh and Columbia University, taught in the Erie public schools for decades. Marjorie Eleanor Diehl, an only child like her mother, had an intense desire to make her mother proud. She also felt unwanted by her parents, or caught between them. “My mother loved me madly,” she reflected later, “but my father was jealous of the love my mother had for me.”

When Diehl graduated from Erie’s Academy High School in 1967, she boasted straight As and, with a class rank of twelfth out of 413, spoke at commencement. She taught private classes in piano, organ and cello, and considered herself a musical prodigy. She excelled at Erie’s Mercyhurst College, where she graduated in 1970, a year early, with bachelor’s degrees in sociology and biology.

Diehl liked to remind people her family had been in Erie a long time, that her maternal grandfather had been a police sergeant and successful builder and that Erie’s Diehl Elementary School was named after a cousin, John C. Diehl, a deceased Erie schools superintendent the newspaper called “the grand old man” of Erie education. In college, she styled her brunette hair in a bouffant hairdo. She prided herself on her straight and bright-white teeth. She wore fashionable clothes that accentuated her 120-pound figure. She considered herself the prettiest girl in town. She liked being smart.

“I was more of an egghead,” she once said.

Diehl said her mental problems started when she was twelve, when she suffered from anorexia and weighed as little as eighty-five pounds. She stopped eating, she later recalled, because of pressure to be faultless and a fear of puberty and sexual attention from boys. She wanted to be thin and perfect for her mother. She felt trapped, she once said, like a bird in a gilded cage.

The trouble never left Diehl from this point, the point in her life when her mental illness took root. Her mental health worsened, even after she recovered from the anorexia. For the rest of her life, she would never escape what her many psychiatrists and psychologists would diagnose as a bipolar disorder marked by extreme narcissism—her grandiose belief that she was perfect and deserved perfection, that she was worthy of only the best.

Diehl’s mental erosion accelerated into adulthood. She grew to fear commitment. She first received psychiatric treatment in 1972, when she was twenty-three years old. What had begun to surface, according to one evaluation, was “a deep-seated hatred of men and passive-aggressive personality traits.”

“I told them I wanted to find the right marriage partner” is how Diehl explained why she first sought mental-health treatment. “I was having problems with relationships and I wanted to seek analysis, more or less voluntarily, to help me overcome any neurotic tendencies that might be hampering me finding the right marriage partner.”

Diehl, unmarried, worked as a part-time high school history teacher before getting her master’s degree in education from Erie’s Gannon University in 1975, where she took courses toward a doctorate. Her master’s degree emphasized guidance and counseling.

The first criminal case against Diehl resulted from her work for an abortion clinic. The Erie police charged her in a sting in April 1980. The police accused her of telling an undercover female Erie police officer that the officer was pregnant, based on the results of her urine sample. The police said Diehl recommended the officer pay at least $150 for an abortion at a clinic in Buffalo. The urine sample was that of a male police officer. The police charged Diehl with conspiracy and attempted theft by deception.

Without pleading guilty, Diehl entered a program for first-time, nonviolent offenders. She got two years of probation, which included sixty hours of community service. She performed them at the Pennsylvania Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Home, in Erie.

“Marjorie was an excellent volunteer, helping out with office work, activities and field trips,” the volunteer coordinator wrote Diehl’s probation officer in September 1982. “They were very pleased with Marjorie and said she’s the best volunteer they’ve had in some time.”

Two years later, Diehl emptied the revolver into her boyfriend.

















































OPS/images/half.png





OPS/images/line.png





OPS/images/part1.png





OPS/images/title.png





OPS/images/cover.jpg
PIZZA
BOMBER

THE UNTOLD STORY
OF AMERICA’S
MOST SHOCKING
BANK ROBBERY

JERRY CLARK anp
ED PALATTELLA

BERKLEY BOOKS, NEW YORK





OPS/images/3-1.png





