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Praise for School Shootings

“Thoughtful and refreshingly frank, this book will no doubt save lives.”

—Jodee Blanco, author, Stop Laughing at Me

 


“The book that finally puts it all together, connects the dots and truly will help prevent the next school shooting.”

—Nancy Willard, author, Cyberbullying, Cyberthreats

 


“Reading this, my heart hurt, but as a mother, I thought of my kids, I thought every parent must read this book.”

—Heather Buchman, former president, Costa Mesa MOMS Club

 


“Prescient and suddenly, tragically relevant.”

—Publishers Weekly

 


“This is no mere gratuitous rehash. Lieberman reveals important information not made public during this community’s most searing event.”

—Karen McCowan, The Register-Guard

 


“Heartbreaking and eye opening.”

—Nancy Stapp, radio talk show host, KOPT/Air America

 


“Riveting! I read it in three days, learning more than I ever imagined about a subject I thought I knew.”

—Madalyn Tower, Oregon School Counselors Association

 


“The students are totally into the book—many are reading ahead because they can’t put it down! An important book, which begs further thought into our societal tendencies towards violence.”

—Vicki M. Pettus, professor, Kentucky State University

 


“Extensive, thoroughgoing, helpful, excellent ... a tremendous service to all of us who are trying to understand why rampage shootings are increasing in frequency.”

—Dr. Ralph Larkin, author, Comprehending Columbine

 


“EVERY school administrator should read this book! I did three times, and it helped prevent a shooting at our school.”

—Mike Johnson, assistant principal, Eugene, Oregon

 


“Powerfully written, thoroughly mesmerizing.”

—Hans Kracauer, screenwriter, New York City

 


“An excellent examination of this continuing crisis. Lieberman’s writing is thorough and shades the complexity of our world ... a balanced, thoughtful examination of what cumulative factors collide into ‘the day it all seems to fall apart.’”

—Danny Ledonne, filmmaker, creator of the controversial interactive videogame Super Columbine Massacre RPG!

 


“An exceptional book—brilliant, insightful, informative.”

—Susan Magestro, criminologist and antibullying anger management consultant

 


“Lieberman has given the country information that by studying it (if people would just learn from this) might prevent these horrific things from happening again.”

—Bridget Kinsella, West Coast editor, Publishers Weekly

 


“The best analysis I’ve seen on what’s been happening in the minds of these young killers. It’s not only important and accurate, it’s also fascinating.”

—Dennis Murphy, founder, Ribbon of Promise National Campaign to Prevent School Violence

 


“This work is deep. School Shootings targets isolation, rejection, antisocial behaviors, ready access to guns, and the accepted norm of violence in the media and in society.”

—Amy Pincus Merwin, independent radio and video producer, InForm Productions

 


“So valuable to seeing the big picture of why this happens.”

—Cindy Murdoch, parent of Thurston High shooting victim

 


“A compelling, informative read that delves into the missed signs of the world’s most infamous school shootings.”

—Alan Lampe, webmaster, www.Columbine-Angels.com

 


“A book that is tragically timely.”

—The Oregonian
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To my mother, Frances, 
who passed during the making of this book, 
and to every kid who took a bullet, 
lost their childhood, 
or lives in fear of their memories, 
and to all the parents, siblings, teachers, admin, and counselors 
who suffered along with them, 
this work is dedicated.
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Foreword

by Dr. Brad Sachs

From my kaleidoscopic perspectives as a family psychologist, as a parent of three young adults, and as a citizen, it has become increasingly clear to me that the behavior of adolescents can never be completely divorced from the cultural narratives of which their behavior is always a part. In fact, adolescent behavior often elucidates, with great precision, the underlying themes and conflicts that a particular society is struggling valiantly to suppress, unmasking hidden truths that refuse to remain forever unseen.

So, for example, when teens are violent, they must be viewed not simply as creating violence, but as expressing and articulating the violence that roils beneath the surface of the society from which they emerge. Adolescent behavior provides us with an unerringly accurate mirror that reflects back to a community its most deeply held values and priorities, disturbing as this mirror may be.

It is through this lens that we must view the tragic horror of school shootings, because these murders, and the students who perpetrate them, reveal immensely important facets of our culture. It is tempting, of course, to write these massacres off as rare, isolated and deviant misdeeds, actions that emanate from disturbed, deranged minds, and that, because of this, have little to say to us about the world that we have created and reside in.

But, from my vantage point, the rage that these young adults carry, the rage that drives them to march into a school with automatic weapons and murder their peers and instructors, as well as, at times, themselves, is not entirely their own—it is that of our entire society, and these young murderers are the unfortunate bearers of this rage. They represent the cold tip of a dark iceberg, and we ignore what lies under the surface at our great peril.

For example, our supposedly child-centered culture, in reality, leaves too many children regularly exposed to a world of crime, homelessness, and poverty, where basic mental- and physical-health care for youth and families is at best poorly distributed, and at worst completely unavailable. When there are surging rates of marital discord and divorce, when discrimination based on race, gender, religion, and sexual preference abounds, and when our first response to troubled adolescents is to diagnose, medicate, and exile them to institutions rather than engage, embrace, and understand them, it should not come as a surprise that the response of the generation that we are passing the torch to thunders against the insensitivity and callousness that permeate the world that they are emerging into.

Indeed, the massive physical and emotional suffering that school shootings leave in their wake is horrible and traumatizing, but no more horrible and traumatizing than the everyday violence that we inflict on so many children and families in so many communities when we so sorely neglect their most elemental rights and needs, when divisiveness, remoteness, and isolation regularly triumph over belonging, empathy, and attachment.

By nature, adolescents are acutely attuned to matters of fairness and justice, and they will rail against unfairness and injustice using whatever tools are at their disposal. Sometimes, perhaps most often, they will use thoughts, words, and constructive action to do battle, and there are many wonderful, inspiring examples of students who do just this. But sometimes they will use aggression, weapons, and destructive action to do battle, because they are unable to find any more suitable way to articulate their outrage.

The despairing young adults whom Joseph Lieberman has limned so eloquently in this book must not be viewed as lunatics on the fringe of society, but as terrified and terrifying spokespeople for a generation that is yearning desperately to be heard, cared for, and thoughtfully encountered, rather than disregarded and dismissed, bought off and numbed by materialism and technology. Their acts do not occur in a vacuum, but must be seen as grotesque, misguided attempts to call attention to all that has gone awry. It is only when we grasp the ugliness of school shootings in the context of all that is alarmingly, unnervingly ugly for our youth that we can begin to understand these surreal executions, and, through that understanding, begin to successfully prevent their reoccurrence.

The new millennium began with the shared trauma of 9/11, and the specter of global terrorism continues to haunt the present and cloud the future. But there is a terror that is more immediate, one that emerges from within our community rather than from without, and it is this terror that we need to confront with just as much thought, strategy, vigilance, and immediacy. Homeland Security will remain oxymoronic unless we assiduously set ourselves to the task of making the homes in our land more emotionally secure for the children and families who inhabit them.

In this trenchant and revelatory work, Mr. Lieberman helps us to more carefully map and explore the complex psychological terrain of school shootings, and to analyze and comprehend the individual and cultural states of mind that are conducive to such grave and dreadful acts. While much remains to be learned about the issues involved with such shocking attacks, the author guides us in thoughtful, and ultimately hopeful, ways through their origins and aftermath, enabling us to envision the ways in which these frightening losses might ultimately be converted into social gains for our community as a whole.

As the world grows both more populated and more technologically interconnected, it is becoming increasingly evident that our choice as a race is an abundantly clear one—either we discover new ways to reconcile, heal, support, and bond with each other, or we all run the very real risk of ceasing to exist at all.

We are entitled to grieve in the face of school shootings—indeed, there can be no more legitimate response—but we must allow that grief to transform our sorrow, our loss, our anguish, and our horror into something that makes us more human, and more humane. Mr. Lieberman’s book is an important catalyst for that transformation, and, because of this, deserves to be read and reflected upon by everyone who seeks to break the cycles of hatred and violence passed from one generation to the next, and who instead endeavors to fortify the strength of our most noble and compassionate spirit.




Preface

Just two years had passed since I’d written a book called The Shooting Game—The Making of School Shooters, trying to sound the alert to administrators, educators, and others that this problem was far from over. In spring and again in fall 2006, we saw record numbers of arrests for school-shooting plots and an escalating number of tragic incidents. Then in spring 2007 came Virginia Tech, followed in the fall and winter with a horrible attack in Finland and then mall and church shootings by young people in the United States. All were rooted in the same source. This situation demanded a rewriting of my book and a renewed effort to reach those in whose hands we place the safety of our children. This time, would they listen? Word came in that already my first book had been instrumental in preventing a school shooting in Oregon, but much more needed to be done.

For me, personally, it all began when I looked up and saw the piercing eyes of a slender, fragile-looking eighteen-year-old girl asking if she could share my table in the cafeteria of Lane Community College (LCC), just outside Eugene, Oregon. When I’d settled in for lunch on that cloudy October day in 2000, I had no idea my life would be changed forever by what was about to happen.

Although the student was smiling, I couldn’t help noticing that her gaze had a kind of haunted look about it, as if she were staring at something distant but terribly disconcerting. Intrigued, I asked the girl I’ll call “Crystal” to take a seat. After brief introductions, the sketchpad she carried led us into a discussion of surrealistic art and psychology. It seems a teacher had once told her that her unconventional drawings were indicative of a disturbed personality and had sent her to a counselor, who in turn recommended that she see a school district psychologist. That seemed to me a rather excessive reaction, so I asked her which school, and she answered, “Thurston High,” in neighboring Springfield.

The name was familiar. It was there that fifteen-year-old Kipland Kinkel had murdered two students in May 1998, and seriously injured twenty-five others—the highest number of wounded in any high school shooting in U.S. history—after killing his parents the previous afternoon. I asked the girl if she had been present during that infamous event. She had indeed. In fact, after a few seconds, she began giving me a detailed description of her terrifying ordeal that day; how she was splattered by the blood of nearby friends, and how she lay there gripping a bench while she witnessed her classmates screaming with panic and fear. During the shooting, Kinkel had come up to her and looked directly into her eyes. She accepted that she was going to die. Then, for some unknown reason, he turned away and once again continued firing at others. Since that cataclysmic moment, it had become an obsession for her to find out why the killer had spared her life.

Needless to say, I was held spellbound by her narrative. This very private outpouring had issued forth within ten minutes of meeting her. I had never before met anyone who had survived such a harrowing experience. It was also a curious coincidence. Less than a week earlier, I’d attended a meeting at the University of Oregon School of Law concerning adolescents and gun violence. At one point, the woman sitting next to me had inadvertently disclosed that she was a member of Kip Kinkel’s defense team. I expressed an interest in the case, and we began exchanging e-mail about it.

In the following days, I tried to recall all I’d read or seen about the incident. I returned as a stranger to America in 1999, after spending over fifteen years working as a university lecturer and a traveling photojournalist in the “nonviolent” culture of Japan, writing hundreds of articles and authoring a few textbooks. Like most expatriates, I’d heard about school shootings and wondered what prompted kids to go to such extremes. Revenge for bullying had never been so lethal before. Although these acts in some ways resembled adult workplace shootings, most juvenile homicides up until now had been matters of personal vendettas, drug deals gone bad, a lover’s jealousy, or gang-related brutality. I had an uneasy feeling that we were witnessing a transition into some new arena of violence, that this phenomenon was somehow different from all that had gone before.

Since the Thurston incident had taken place a year before I relocated to Oregon, I knew of Kip Kinkel only through media stories. I’d been searching for a topic for my next book, but never expected to encounter a subject of such profound proportions. Instead, it seemed to find me. After the meeting in the LCC cafeteria, I was astonished to learn that no books about Thurston had ever been written. I found this story even more compelling than Columbine because Kinkel was the only one among dozens of school shooters who’d also murdered both his parents. Did two crime scenes indicate two different motives, or was this more on the order of some kind of modern Shakespearean tragedy?

I began interviewing students and teachers who were present during the shooting, examining police reports, and reviewing transcripts of the sentencing hearing. Even as the reasons behind Kip’s rampage became less of an enigma, contradictions remained. Kip had been arrested for having a stolen gun in school on the morning of May 20, one day before the shootings. Why on earth was he then released by Springfield police and not held for seventy-two hours as the law stipulates?

Then, on January 30, 2002, I got a phone call from a husky-voiced man who asked what I knew about the lead-up to the shooting. After giving him a brief synopsis, he laughed, but in a voice completely devoid of humor. Then he whispered sarcastically, “So, you don’t know the half of it.” I froze for a second, and then grabbed a pad and pen. I asked if he had anything to add to what I’d learned. He did, but he wasn’t going to just hand this information over. I had to earn it. For thirty minutes, he gave me hints and asked me leading questions. When I got it right, he would say, “Now you’re starting to see. Now you’re getting it.” After following his leads, I realized this could be the break I’d been searching for. In the end, I knew I had information that would change the picture of what really happened at Thurston High, and how the tragedy could and should have been averted. There appeared to have been a cover-up after all.

As my inquiry progressed, I was frequently amazed at the links between Kinkel and other school shooters, and among many of them to each other. Numerous similarities in regard to their influences, methods, and motivation appeared not only in the succession and grouping of events, but also geographically. This couldn’t be mere coincidence. Yet, each time a nexus occurred, new questions immediately arose. How many of the shooters, for example, truly suffered from depression or exhibited psychotic symptoms? Why is it almost always boys, rarely girls, who do these killings? How alike were the American episodes to similar events taking place in other countries?

I started consulting experts in the fields of law, psychology, education, media, and family violence. As a journalist, I knew my limitations, but I was happily able to bring together a broad range of professional opinions and suggestions of tangible steps that could be taken to lessen the probability of future occurrences.

Although the original focus of this work was upon the life of one particular young killer and the singular tragedy at Thurston High, what took place there overlaps with dozens of other school shootings and incidents of mass murder. All of these malevolent activities eventually interface at some level. It was impossible to ignore, for example, adult attacks or terrorist sieges of elementary schools and other forms of related violence that are not typically defined as “school shootings.”

My research took me from the Regents scholar who became a student sniper in 1974 to the college grad who perpetrated the Illinois campus shooting on Valentine’s Day, 2008. It became evident along the way that the roots and extent of this violence cannot be discerned from merely observing one event or studying the phenomena from one scientific, philosophic, or academic angle. This book is not, therefore, just about individual shooters and others who have chosen a path of destructiveness. It is also about changing the way each of us looks at our society, our nation, our families, and ourselves. Understanding how and why these terrifying events took place is the first step toward prevention. It is the author’s hope that this book will contribute to that end.
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It Begins with the Home


Once they’ve drawn first blood, you usually can’t talk them down. They’ve reached the point of no return.

—John Nicoletti, Colorado police psychology expert



Shangri-La is a heavily forested bedroom community just east of Springfield, Oregon, surrounded by rustic foothills and edged by a cascading, snow-fed mountain stream. Hidden from the road, isolated by tall scented pines, a solidly built double A-frame house sits snugly furnished but devoid of life, an eerily silent shell lacking any animation within. Below its broad wooden decks, a boy’s bicycle rusts amid high weeds. On a verge of driveway, an overturned canoe filled with cobwebs is beginning to molder. Rustic wood shingles and a light-gingerbread trim suggest the architecture of a cozy vacation ski chalet, yet there is no frivolity about this dwelling, no joyful expectation of the seasons ahead. All of that had vanished in the split second it took a bullet to travel from the hand of a son to the target of his distress.

Once upon a time, Bill Kinkel and his wife, Faith, dreamed they would set up a family haven for their daughter, Kristin, and her little brother, Kip, in this quiet subdivision beside the McKenzie River. On the afternoon of Wednesday, May 20, 1998, when their auburn-haired boy had reached his fifteenth year, any hope they still harbored of creating a paradise in this idyllic setting abruptly collapsed.

Sometime around 3:00 P.M. on that day, Kipland Philip Kinkel took his dad’s .22-caliber Ruger semiautomatic pistol downstairs to their kitchen and shot his father once in the head. Bill Kinkel died instantly, his back to his son, never knowing what hit him. It was an ironic death, for in a certain sense, Bill, a balding, bespectacled fifty-nine-year-old Spanish teacher, had never really had a clue as to what was going on in his son’s deeply disturbed mind.

A little after six that evening, Kip’s mother, Faith, returned to their two-story home from a retirement party for three colleagues. An energetic fifty-seven-year-old with midlength ginger-brown hair, Faith parked her Ford Explorer in the garage below the Kinkel dwelling and found her son nervously awaiting her. Kip dutifully helped her unload some groceries and her briefcase, followed her halfway up the garage stairs, spoke the words “I love you,” and shot her twice in the back of the head with a 9mm Glock handgun. She tumbled backward, striking her forehead as she fell. Noticing that she was still breathing, Kip dragged her across the floor, turned her over, and shot her three more times in the face. His sixth and final shot pierced her heart.

Sometime soon after, Kip composed a confessional letter, trying to explain what he had done. His writing was rife with misspelled words (corrected here), due to a learning impairment he’d been struggling with since elementary school. Police would later find the following message on a coffee table:



I have just killed my parents! I don’t know what is happening. I love my mom and dad so much. I just got two felonies on my record. My parents can’t take that! It would destroy them. The embarrassment would be too much for them. They couldn’t live with themselves. I’m so sorry. I am a horrible son. I wish I had been aborted. I destroy everything I touch. I can’t eat. I can’t sleep. I didn’t deserve them. They were wonderful people. It’s not their fault or the fault of any person, organization, or television show. My head just doesn’t work right. God damn these VOICES inside my head. I want to die. I want to be gone. But I have to kill people. I don’t know why. I am so sorry! Why did God do this to me? I have never been happy. I wish I was happy. I wish I made my mother proud. I am nothing! I tried so hard to find happiness. But you know me, I hate everything. I have no other choice. What have I become? I am so sorry.



The fact that Kip had slaughtered both his parents put him in a unique position among teenage school shooters. Only four others—Clay Shrout, Luke Woodham, Jeff Weise, and Alvaro Rafael Castillo—out of hundreds we have on file, committed similar double crimes. In every school shooting, we tend to question the parenting, but in these five cases, close family members paid the ultimate price.

 


Clay Shrout was a seventeen-year-old senior honor student at Larry A. Ryle High School in Union, Kentucky. His forty-three-year-old father, Harvey, was an ordained church elder. His mom, Rebecca, and two younger sisters rounded out the family. Despite being called a “borderline genius,” and growing up in a loving, religious, upper-middle-class home, Clay was jealous of his parents’ attention toward his siblings. His lifelong friend Richard Brown attested, “I remember maybe two times that he got a hug and a kiss from his mom. I never saw any signs of physical love. But with his sisters, they were always hugging them and saying ‘I love you.”’ Clay later told police that he felt as if his parents had totally planned out his life for him “without asking me what I really wanted to be first.”

The trigger to his rage came when Clay was suspended for bringing a stun gun to school. As punishment, his parents grounded him and confiscated his heavy-metal music CDs, his computer, and his knife collection. Clay decided it was time to leave home, but he knew his parents wouldn’t permit that—and besides, he wanted his prized possessions back. So he made a plan. At five o’clock, on the morning of May 26, 1994, he stole into his dad’s Jeep Cherokee to get a Colt .380-caliber pistol, which he knew was locked in the glove box. Then he crept upstairs to where his parents were sleeping. He shot his father first. As his dad rolled, wounded, out one side of bed, his mother awoke. Before she could scream, Clay shot her once in the face. He heard a noise coming from down the hall and knew that at least one of his sisters must have awoken. It was the fourteen-year-old, Kristen, getting out of bed. Clay reassured her that the gun had fired accidentally. His sister scolded his careless handling of the weapon and turned away. Clay shot her, and she, too, died.

He heard his father groaning as his dad struggled to find enough energy to reach the phone and call for help. His father kept repeating, “Oh, my God,” until Clay came back in and sent another bullet into his brain. It was still too early for Lauren, the twelve-year-old, to get up for school, but now she was standing in the hallway, trying to rub the sleep out of her eyes. “What’s going on?” she asked, and Clay gently answered, “Just a bad dream” as he guided her back to her bed and tucked her in. She was calm and relaxed as she told her brother she’d been having a really nice dream. Her eyelids fluttered closed again. Quietly Clay placed the muzzle of the gun near the top of Lauren’s head and squeezed the trigger.

As if he had just finished a practical task, like cleaning out the garage, Clay decided to call Richard Brown to tell him what he’d done. “I killed ’em. I killed ’em all,” Clay crowed. Brown would not believe it. “No, man, I did it,” Clay insisted, encouraging his friend to come over and take away anything he liked, but also advising him, “Just don’t go upstairs. It’s a mess up there.”

Clay wasted no more time as he hastened to reclaim his treasured belongings from his parents’ bedroom. After cleaning himself up, he reloaded the gun and put it, along with over one hundred rounds of ammunition, into an old gym bag. On his way to school, he stopped at a convenience store to grab some breakfast, and then swung by the home of a girl he daydreamed about running away with. She had been his prom date two weeks earlier. He forced her at gunpoint to ride with him to Ryle High, where Clay started searching for the English teacher and assistant principal whom he held responsible for his suspension.

Unable to find them, Clay slipped into a calculus class that was taught by one of his favorite teachers, Mrs. Kanabroski. The boy sauntered up front, plunked down in the teacher’s chair, and took out his gun. “I’ve had a bad day,” he told the class. “I just killed my family.” They believed him. He held the class hostage at gunpoint for thirty minutes until Mrs. Kanabroski convinced him to surrender. Although he had killed his entire family, he did not physically harm anyone at school. Unlike Kip, however, Clay never expressed any regrets—or even emotion—about what he had done. He did tell police that he never hated his parents and even got along well with his father, though he often argued with his mother. Shrout later pleaded guilty, but mentally ill, to four counts of murder. He was sentenced to life and remains today in the Kentucky State Penitentiary for dangerous offenders.

 


Luke Woodham was another shooter who seemed to have not the slightest trace of conscience—in fact, immediately after his arrest, he was positively glowing with excitement and was all smiles on his video police confession. The boy was aged sixteen at the time of his crimes in October 1997 (chapters 4 and 12). He believed his divorced mother hated and blamed him for her husband’s abandonment, but he also blamed his mom for ending his brief relation with Christina Menefee, one of two girls he later killed at Pearl High School in Mississippi. When Kip Kinkel killed his mother, it was “to save her” from his own disgrace. By contrast, Luke Woodham said he brutally murdered his mom (by smothering her with a pillow, stabbing her with a knife, and beating her head with a baseball bat) because “She always never loved me.” But he added, “I didn’t want to kill my mother. I do love my mother. I just wanted her to understand.”

 


Before Jeff Weise went on his March 2005 shooting binge in Minnesota, he used a .22-caliber gun to shoot to death his grandfather, veteran Red Lake tribal policeman Sergeant Daryl “Dash” Lussier, and Lussier’s companion, Michelle Sigana, thirty-two, in their home on the Red Lake Chippewa Indian Reservation. The deceased couple left behind a son, who was just two years younger than Weise. Although Jeff supposedly felt close to his grandfather, there may have been some jealousy. Michelle had never mentioned Weise in conversations with her brother, despite living with Daryl for about fifteen years.

Internet postings attributed to Jeff Weise indicate that he had deep-seated resentment toward his mother, with whom he lived in the suburbs of Minneapolis until she suffered brain injuries in a car accident in 1999, when Jeff was ten years old. Since then, she had resided in a Minneapolis nursing home, while Jeff had to go live with his grandmother Shelda Lussier on the Red Lake reservation. Shelda, who was already separated from Dash, said that Weise’s alcoholic mother was never a model parent. The mom often locked her son out of their house, and the mother’s boyfriend would sometimes lock Jeff inside a closet or make him kneel in a corner for hours. Weise wrote on an Internet site that he felt alienated and lonely because his mother “would hit me with anything she could get her hands on” and “would tell me I was a mistake, and she would say so many things that it is hard to deal with them or think of them without crying.”

Weise’s stepfather, Daryl Lussier Jr., dramatically killed himself at home after a one-day standoff with police on the reservation in July 1997. Weise’s grandfather “Dash” Lussier was one of the policemen surrounding the house, but he failed to negotiate a resolution with his son. Faced with the options of prison or self-annihilation, Lussier Jr. put a gun to his head and pulled the trigger, just as his stepson, Jeff, would do eight years later.

 


On the morning of August 30, 2006, in Hillsborough, North Carolina, nineteen-year-old Alvaro Rafael Castillo killed his father and then videotaped himself confessing what he had done and explaining what he was about to do. Soon after, he loaded his gray minivan with pipe bombs and weapons, and at 1:00 P.M. drove to Orange High School, which he’d graduated from in 2005. Speeding past the parking lot guardhouse, he jumped from the van, launched a smoke bomb, set off a line of firecrackers, and, using two rifles, fired eight times at cars. Students eating lunch outdoors began screaming and diving for cover. One senior girl was grazed on her right shoulder, and a male student was injured by shattered glass.

Within two minutes, the school resource officer (SRO), London Ivey, of the Orange County Sheriff’s Office, and Russ LeBlanc, a former state trooper who taught driver’s ed, confronted Castillo near the cafeteria. Ivey aimed his pistol at the youth, ordering him to put down his weapons. The young shooter complied, and LeBlanc, unarmed, rushed in to handcuff him.

Once in custody, Alvaro told deputies he had murdered his dad, Rafael Huezo Castillo, sixty-five, by shooting him several times in the head and neck as his father sat on a couch facing away from him. Castillo explained this act as “Sacrifice. The world is cruel. We all have to sacrifice. Somebody had to put him out of his misery. He abused all of us.”

This claim was further enhanced in Castillo’s videotapes when, clearly agitated, he tells how his father was verbally abusive, had mistreated his mother, and sometimes hit members of his family. Showing off a sheet that covered his father’s corpse, he says, “Look at me. I’m not even crying. I just killed him and I feel fine.” Later, Castillo laments, “Don’t judge me for what I did. Based on what I did, you might think I’m a monster, a sick freak ... but I tried to do good things. I tried.... I treated everybody with respect as best I could. All I wanted was respect in return.”

Then, echoing two of Kip Kinkel’s phrases, he says of his impending rampage, “I’m sorry for the pain I’m going to cause, but I’m not right in the head. I just want to die.” This may not be mere coincidence. When arrested, Castillo told deputies he’d been obsessed for years with the Thurston shooting in Oregon, the Jonesboro, Arkansas, massacre, and, of course, the biggest event of all up till then: Columbine. “Columbine. Remember Columbine,” he said while being led into his initial appearance at Orange County District Court. When asked why the fixation, Castillo replied, “I don’t know, I was just attracted to it ever since I was ten.” In fact, he had even traveled to Colorado the previous year to drive by the school and homes of the two teens that carried out that shooting.

In one more bizarre twist, Castillo e-mailed Frank DeAngelis, the current Columbine High School principal, the morning of his crimes, warning that he would attack his Orange County school. Unfortunately, DeAngelis didn’t see that e-mail until after the incident. It read:



In a few hours you will probably hear about a school shooting in North Carolina. I am responsible for it. I remember Columbine. It is time the world remembered it. I am sorry.



In addition to that message, Castillo mailed his videotapes and a letter to the Chapel Hill News (a twice-weekly newspaper), in which references were made to several school shootings. The letter ends with a fatalistic statement of his suicidal intentions: I will die. I have wanted to die for years. I’m sorry.

There had been a previous warning four months earlier, however. In April, Castillo had sent another videotape to a former high school friend whom he had a crush on, saying that he was going to kill himself. Anna Rose was away at college when the tape arrived, but her mother, Bonnie, watched it and called police. As it turned out, however, two days before the video arrived at the Rose residence, on April 20—the seventh anniversary of Columbine—Castillo’s parents had him committed to a state psychiatric hospital because he’d told them he was going to kill himself with a shotgun. He was released eight days later.

How Alvaro was committed played a significant role in what followed. Mark Botts, a Chapel Hill School of Government law professor at the University of North Carolina, related how state law “encourages authorities to persuade a person to consent to treatment even when the person is considered dangerous and eligible for involuntary treatment. But when consent is given, the state no longer has control over the duration of the person’s treatment because willing patients are allowed to voluntarily discharge themselves.”

Castillo’s parents initiated an involuntary commitment and a magistrate agreed that Alvaro was mentally ill and a danger to himself or others. A physician at UNC Hospitals concurred that Castillo was psychotic and needed inpatient treatment. However, Alvaro agreed at that point, with the state’s approval, to voluntarily admit himself to the hospital.

Why does the state encourage this? You can thank the North Carolina gun lobby. Although federal law makes it illegal to knowingly sell guns to anyone who’s been involuntarily committed to a mental institution or otherwise been found by a judge to be mentally ill, Castillo’s consent to treatment allowed him to retain his right to buy a gun. An effort to amend that state law failed a few years ago.

Was Castillo aware of this gun loophole when he changed his stance to voluntary commitment? Judge for yourself: On June 2, less than five weeks after his release, Alvaro passed a federal background check and purchased a Hi-Point 9mm rifle. He repeated the process on July 7 to buy a Mossberg 12-gauge shotgun.

During his attack, Castillo was wearing the customary black trench coat, a black hat, and black sunglasses, but he also wore a white headband, just as Texas sniper Charles Whitman did in 1966 (chapter 26). Like Whitman, Castillo had some military skills. He’d completed North Carolina National Guard basic combat training in August 2005, but he never deployed because his officers concluded he was medically unfit for service.

Media obviously played an active role in Castillo’s plans. There were his videotapes and e-mail, and numerous diaries in which he wrote about school attacks and how violence had shaped his life. Despite Castillo’s use of media to both access information and publicize his torment, during his trial for first-degree murder and ten other crimes in spring 2007, the judge honored the defense lawyer’s request to deny Orange County investigators access to information on two personal computers taken from Castillo’s home after his arrest.

Many of these elements—videotapes sent to media, prior judgment of being mentally ill, the influence of violent films, an expressed death wish—will be taken up in later chapters when we reference the nation’s worst-ever shooting rampage by Seung-hui Cho (pronounced Suhng-whee Choh) that ended the lives of thirty-two students and faculty members on April 16, 2007, at the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University in Blacksburg. Cho would use a similar legal loophole to buy guns, despite being referred for psychological counseling. That would result in a tightening of gun laws in Virginia and several other states, but those new laws would be insufficient to prevent the shooting ten months later at Northern Illinois University (NIU) in DeKalb, Illinois on Valentine’s Day, 2008.

Twenty-seven-year-old former graduate student Stephen Kazmierczak (pronounced kaz-MUR-chek) had been placed by his parents in a Chicago psychiatric treatment center after high school because he had become “unruly” at home, was depressed, and he used to cut himself. Nevertheless, he had a valid Firearm Owner’s Identification Card, as required for all Illinois residents who buy or possess firearms. Although such cards are seldom issued to those with mental health problems, Kazmierczak’s stay in the Thresholds-Mary Hill House in the late 1990s left him off the radar. He was able to legally purchase a pump-action Remington shotgun, a Glock 9 mm handgun, a Hi-Point .380, and a Sig Sauer at a gun store in Champaign, where he was enrolled in the graduate school of social work at the University of Illinois, 130 miles away from NIU, which he had left after his graduation in 2007.

Ironically, other handgun accessories, including two empty 9 mm Glock magazines and a Glock holster, were sold to Kazmierczak ten days before his rampage by the same Green Bay, Wisconsin-based Internet gun dealer who had also sold a weapon to Seung-Hui Cho in 2007. The results were similar. By the end of his shooting spree, Kazmierczak had murdered one male and four female students, and had wounded sixteen others, before committing suicide.

 



Unlike Castillo, Weise, Woodham, or even Cho, Kip Kinkel had no obvious dysfunction or public drama in his family history. Unlike Shrout, he got on well with his own much admired and highly achieving sister, Kristin, and appreciated her unwavering support. At the same time, however, he realized he’d never be as outgoing and successful as she was, nor as greatly esteemed by their parents.

Psychologist Robert R. Butterworth, an expert on youth issues, has stated that “children who kill do not believe that they are emotionally important to their family and don’t feel connected emotionally to others.” When Luke Woodham was asked in prison why he killed, he said he thought his mother hated him. Luke declared, “I just felt like nobody cared. I just wanted to hurt them or kill them.”

Dr. George B. Palermo, clinical professor of psychiatry and neurology at the Medical College of Wisconsin, wrote: The juvenile mass murderers appear to hold their parents in low esteem and to disregard their authority, and they do not seem to be concerned with avoiding their disapproval.... Their moral judgment seems to be arrested at the early conventional stage, and their capacity to reason in moral terms impaired.

Only these five school shooters referenced in this chapter took their personal sense of deprivation, and holding “their parents in low esteem,” to the extreme level of killing close family members. But for all of them, that was just the first step, the private murders, the shedding of first blood. What they intended next would be far more public, spectacular, and coldly impersonal.
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“Stay Away from School”


I am so full of rage that I feel I could snap at any moment. I think about it everyday. Blowing the school up or just taking the easy way out, and walk into a pep assembly with guns. In either case, people that are breathing will stop breathing. That is how I will repay all you motherfuckers for all you put me through.

—Kip Kinkel, writing in his journal



During a sleepless night, Kip Kinkel primed himself for what he knew he had to do the next day. In the morning, he ate a bowl of cereal, taped two bullets to his chest in an X pattern, and hid two knives, the Glock handgun, the Ruger pistol, and a Ruger semiautomatic rifle with a shortened stock, beneath a long khaki trench coat. He filled a black backpack and gray military bag with extra ammunition clips and loose bullets. Altogether he carried enough firepower to kill 1,077 people.

Before leaving, Kip inserted the CD soundtrack from a violent 1996 movie version of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet into the stereo, turned up the volume to maximum, and set it to continuous play. Kip most likely expected the sound of the loud music would attract the attention of neighbors and eventually the police. His intention may have only been to insure that his parents’ bodies would be discovered, but, more ominously, he also left behind a number of homemade bombs, some of them armed to detonate.

Kip put on a black baseball cap, packed his deadly arsenal into his mother’s car, and, at seven-thirty that Thursday morning, began the fifteen-minute drive to Thurston High School. His goal was to reach the cafeteria by 8:00 A.M., when it would be at its most crowded. He parked some distance from the back entrance, near the tennis courts. Under overcast skies that threatened rain, he started on the last walk he would ever take to school. A school security camera recorded him as he entered the north parking lot, but the poor image showed nothing alarming.

The open breezeway was almost empty at 7:55 A.M. as Kip moved rapidly under its shelter. Near the entrance, he saw his friend Adam Pearse walking with two other boys. Kip called Adam’s name as he caught up with them, and warned him, “You shouldn’t go to school today. Stay away from the cafeteria.” Confused, Adam asked Kip what he was talking about, and noticing Kip’s grave appearance, added, “Are you gonna do something crazy?” Kip just hastened forward without replying, his face an expressionless mask. Adam quietly touched the shoulders of his two companions, signaling them to stop. A minute later, they would be running for their lives.

As Kip moved forward, Ben Walker was moving in the opposite direction, trying to catch up to his girlfriend, Shannan “Shianne” Shryer. They usually would have been hanging around outside under the trees at this hour, but today Shianne felt hungry and wanted a snack from the lunchroom. While there, they’d had a lovers’ spat over the fact that he was going to a party that evening without her. On the verge of tears, Shianne stormed out of the cafeteria, Ben following close behind. She was just pulling away from her boyfriend when Kip passed them by, swung back around, and lifted the rifle from under his trench coat. Kip’s friend Bryan Mabe, a witness, described that moment: “Kip just turned around, didn’t even look at Ben ... like he had no emotion about anything.” Aiming at the back of Ben Walker’s head, Kip pulled the trigger.

The gun clicked, but did not fire. Kip could have seen the misfire as a sign to end it all now, an omen, a second chance, but instead, annoyed and frustrated, he cocked the weapon and squeezed the trigger again. This time, the bullet left the gun and shattered in Walker’s brain. Shianne turned to see her boyfriend falling forward as Kip rushed away in the opposite direction. She was too stunned to speak. As she bent down to touch Ben’s wet hair, someone jerked her up and into a darkened music room, where she became hysterical. When she finally managed to break away from restraining hands and find her way back out through a darkened adjoining room, she dropped down sobbing near Ben, pleading forgiveness over their quarrel, and whispering words of love as she choked on her tears. But it was too late. Ben had been struck unconscious by the exploding bullet and could no longer hear anyone. He would be taken off life support and die early the next morning without ever regaining consciousness.

Meanwhile, Kip had hurried two dozen paces forward toward Ryan Atteberry, the next student in his line of sight. A large, cheerful lad with a carefree demeanor, Ryan was so preoccupied with his upcoming class, he hadn’t noticed Ben getting shot. He was totally unaware of anything being amiss, for in the din of the hallway the rifle sound had been little more than a sharp crack.

Without hesitation, Kip fired at the side of Ryan’s face. The bullet penetrated his upper jaw and lodged near the third vertebra of his neck. The gunshot blasted so close to his ears, it temporarily deafened him; his brain did not have time to register the noise and he never saw the spark of the gun being fired. Amazingly, Ryan would survive and later recall his puzzlement at what was happening to him. A few moments earlier, he said, he had been daydreaming, walking in the hall, and then ... “the next thing I noticed, I was looking towards the cement—for no apparent reason, I never understood, I noticed a large puddle of redness coming down into the cement. I was paralyzed during the time. I could not move, and there was a large ringing sound in my ears. I can’t tell if I screamed... .”

Kip had reached his goal and stood before the cafeteria’s side doors. He took a breath, cocked the rifle once again, and pulled one door open. Inside, some students watching him enter assumed he was pulling some kind of prank related to that day’s class elections. Then Kip swept his semiautomatic in an arc, firing off most of a fifty-round clip. Those seated behind the front students thought the popping sounds they heard were firecrackers. It was only when they saw blood flowing and heard terrified screams that shock and panic set in.

Considering that there were up to 270 students packed into the cafeteria and Kip was shooting at close range, it’s perhaps not surprising that his aim was accurate enough to wound twenty-five in less than ninety seconds. Jennifer Alldredge, one of the first to be struck, had been planning with friends how to celebrate her boyfriend’s seventeenth birthday that day. Her beau (and later husband), Jacob “Jake” Ryker, sat beside her. Jennifer recalled in a courtroom eighteen months later the sensation of being shot twice just after Kip entered the room: “I felt intense heat and pain hit and spasm through my hand. I watched blood spurt and pour out of two fingers as my entire hand throbbed. Nauseated and scared, I tried to scream, but [Kip] had shot me again, this time through my lung, and blood gurgled out of my mouth. I fell, and went in and out of consciousness.”

By the time medical personnel arrived on the scene, they assumed from her stillness and the copious amount of blood staining her clothes that Jennifer was dead. Barely conscious, she managed to spit out a candy that she had placed in her mouth just seconds before Kip had entered the room. Paramedic Todd Ferguson, who had bent over Jennifer to feel her pulse, saw her expel the candy at that vital moment. By this slight action, he knew that she lived, and he began the rescue process. Ironically, the candy she spit out was a LifeSaver.

Jennifer would flatline three times in the next twelve hours, yet she managed to hang on to a spark of life. Despite her outward frailty, her inner determination ultimately allowed her to survive. Still, it would take her months to recover. Jennifer had been sitting at the same front table as Crystal, the student who was described in the preface of this book. Crystal had never specified whose blood had splashed upon her in the Thurston cafeteria, but now the connection was clear.

As it turned out, the two girls were best friends and had been for years. This could explain some of the superficial similarities in their appearance. Both shared the same slender, willowy figure, blond hair, and captivating large blue eyes. In personality, however, the two young women were miles apart. Whereas Crystal had seemed fragile and unsure, her tone confessional, her eyes darting nervously hither and yon or staring intently, Jen was steel and strength, a powerhouse of resolve packaged in a petite and graceful frame. What was most intriguing about the pair, however, was the fact that after the shooting, both also shared that haunted gaze that seemed to focus on some fearful yet distant threat. Perhaps this look is common to those who have been to the edge of death and back, an attribute of the ones who have returned from seeing what the rest of us will only face in those final moments before the flame of life is extinguished.

Each student in the cafeteria that day was traumatized, but all reacted differently at the time of the shooting. Gabe Thomas was able to remain calm and walk quietly over to the nurse’s station with blood running down his arm, while, in his words, “everybody else [was] freaking out.” He described how he was “sitting there, playing this game. Next thing I know, I feel like somebody punched me with a metal spike.... People are groaning and in pain.... You don’t know what the hell is going on.... I see piles of writhing bodies.”

Having recently transferred from another school, Melissa Taylor was sitting in the Thurston cafeteria for the very first time. Her response was to remain motionless in her seat, hoping she wouldn’t be noticed. Only after being struck by a bullet in her shoulder did she catch on that she wasn’t invisible and it was wiser to duck down between the tables.

For Amber Ramsey, who very nearly died from a bullet that lodged in her abdomen, time stood perfectly still. She said she first became aware of “a burning and stinging sensation” in her midsection, and then “turned around, and what I noticed was that everyone in the cafeteria seemed to be frozen.... It seemed like time was moving very, very slowly.” When reality kicked in again, she hastily dropped to the floor, her ears now alerted to the sound of Kip shooting and “everyone in the cafeteria screaming like I’ve never heard anyone scream before.”

Perhaps no student experienced a state of disbelief and suspended reality more sharply than Elizabeth McKenzie. While others ran or ducked for cover, she “stood and watched what was happening,” as if this were all taking place on TV, and, according to her father, “never really understanding what peril she was truly in.” As a bullet passed entirely through one of her legs and into the other, she still did not fathom that she had been shot. Instead, she turned to look down at her close friend Teresa Miltonberger, who had crumpled to the floor from hits to her thigh and forehead. “I remember Teresa lying on the ground, and I kept asking her to get up, and she couldn’t, and I couldn’t understand why,” Elizabeth explained in a calmer moment. “It never occurred to me that this was all real.” Incredibly, even when blood started flowing from Teresa’s forehead, Elizabeth could not, in her bizarre state of shock, accept that it was real blood. Her fear irrationally channeled itself into anger against her friend for “stubbornly refusing” to get up. Teresa would also survive, but with permanent brain damage.

Even at the height of his rampage, Kip was rational enough to selectively target students. The night before, he had told a friend on the phone that he liked a girl named Cassidy. While he was shooting in the cafeteria that morning, Kip looked at Cassidy, but passed her by, just as he had with Crystal a few moments earlier. He also turned his gun away from a boy whom he knew as the brother of a girl he had dated a year previous.

Meanwhile, another student, Mikael Nickolauson, had fallen to the ground bleeding from a thigh wound. His friend Ryan Crowley looked on in horror from beneath a nearby table as Kip came up to Mikael, aimed a gun at the back of his head, and fired. Ryan Crowley watched Mikael’s face as he died. Then Kip walked directly over to Crowley, held the semiautomatic up to Ryan’s forehead, and squeezed the trigger. A sharp click sounded and ... nothing! Kip pulled hard—twice more—but, miraculously, his rifle was out of ammo, and Crowley’s life was spared. That was the turning point. Crowley’s fear turned to rage and he lashed out at Kip with his fist, hitting him in the throat.

Jake Ryker had been shot in the chest at the same moment he had leapt up in reaction to his girlfriend, Jennifer, being cut down. A varsity wrestling team member with a sturdy six-five frame, he was not yet aware that he had been hit. Jake had grown up around guns in a military family that enjoyed hunting, so when he heard the rifle chamber click empty as Kip tried to kill Crowley, he knew it was time to act.

At first, his long legs got tangled under the cafeteria table, but then he stood up, propelled himself forward, and tackled Kip to the ground, with his brother, Josh, close upon his heels. Jake saw that Kip had a knife and he was trying to disarm him as Josh and five other boys piled on, but all were taken by surprise when Kip squirmed and, despite the pile of students pressing down upon him, managed to pull the Glock handgun out of his belt. Kip had the gun aimed directly at Jake’s face when the wrestler got hold of the barrel just as Kinkel fired, sending a bullet through Jake’s left index finger. The same bullet then hit student Joshua Pearson in the backside. It was the last shot Kip got off before he was finally overpowered. Some of the boys began beating him. Only then did Jake back off, realize the extent of his injury, and collapse to the floor.

All of the seven who neutralized Kip—including the two Ryker brothers, Douglas and David Ure, Adam Walberger, Joshua Pearson, and Travis Weaver—were featured in a Life magazine article, but Jake was reluctant to do interviews. His reticence was based on a belief that he and the others were not heroes, just students fighting for their lives. For his brother, Josh, the memory that endures was that as the Glock was kicked away and their attacker was finally subdued, belly down on the floor, Kip kept screaming, “Just kill me! Shoot me now! I want to die!”

Kip was still pleading to be killed when motorcycle officer Dan Bishop arrived. In the next few hours, the world would learn that Thurston High had just been added to a mushrooming list of school shootings that would eventually add up to hundreds of incidents and an equally morbid number of barely averted catastrophes.

While Kip’s guilt is undeniable, the shooting and its aftermath raised many disturbing questions. How could a boy growing up in a stable, middle-class home with two well-educated, loving parents perform such deeds? Were Kip’s acts really the result of insane delusions, or were they the cunning calculations of a murderous mind? If the warning signs were there, why didn’t anybody notice them?

For now, however, the tragedy had just begun and another act was about to commence.
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The Smell of Satan


People love to debate whether humans are essentially good or essentially evil. I find those alternatives unacceptable. [Recognizing that] good people can do evil and evil people can do good, I have to be on my toes with other people no matter what their essential nature is. Making assumptions about human nature can be dangerous.

—Rabbi Rami Shapiro



If religious law determined civil law, as it often did in the distant past and still does in certain Islamic countries, the question of good versus evil might be more clear-cut. To the majority of those who observe a school shooting, the act is, without question, evil. What about in the minds of the killers? Kip Kinkel wrote, All humans are evil. I just want to end the world of evil. I don’t want to see, hear, speak or feel evil, but I can’t help it. I am evil. The Columbine shooters had basically the same worldview, although they called themselves superior, not evil. But many of these young gunmen also fostered a purposely “wicked” image and were attracted to arcane subjects and diabolical interests.

Kip had not succeeded in his quest to end his life via “suicide by cop.” Neither would Jeff Weise at Red Lake, nor Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold at Columbine, but at least those three individuals had the intestinal fortitude to do themselves in while police and SWAT teams were closing in on them.

Weise, armed with his slain grandfather’s two handguns and a shotgun, and wearing Dash Lussier’s bulletproof vest, had driven right up to the front door of Red Lake High School, about 2:50 P.M., in his grandpa’s police cruiser. As he stepped out of the car, the wind caught his black trench coat, revealing three guns to security guards Derrick Brun and LeeAnn Grant. He then fired the shotgun twice into the air. Derrick, who was unarmed and manning his post at the school’s main entrance metal detector, recognized the danger, but he stood his ground. Jeff shot him down and pressed forward. LeeAnn used the few moments Derrick bought with his life to swiftly hustle students away from the line of fire.

Teachers also herded their charges toward rooms more distant from the popping sounds of gunfire, locking doors. Student Ashley Morrison remembered hearing shots, then seeing the gunman peering though the entry window of her native culture classroom and holding her breath as he hammered on the door, trying to break it down. Teacher Diane Schwanz said, “I was still just half-believing it. I just got down on the floor and [said], ‘Kids, down on the ground, under the benches!’” She then called police on her cell phone.

Weise abandoned that effort and walked farther down the hallway, where he found a room with a glass panel beside the locked door. He blew away the glass with a shotgun blast, reached in, and turned the handle. The teacher, sixty-two-year-old Neva Rogers, was an outsider who had volunteered to come to the reservation. This was not a high-end assignment, but Rogers loved her job. Her final words before Jeff shot and killed her, moments after breaking in, were “God help us.”

When Weise burst into the room, some students who knew him still couldn’t accept that this was real. Cody Thunder, fifteen, said he had “a mean face,” and a girl described Jeff’s visage as “a mixture of anger and fear.” Thunder told reporters: “I asked myself, What’s he doing? I thought he was messing around. I thought it was a paintball gun or something.” The gunfire was such a shock, that Thunder felt no pain when a bullet struck his hip.

Student Reggie Graves, fourteen, was crouched in an adjoining classroom, listening as frightened voices penetrated the wall. Some pleaded with the gunman to stop, Graves said. “You could hear a girl saying, ‘No, Jeff, quit, quit. Leave me alone. What are you doing?’” Inside the room where the rampage was happening, according to another student who survived, a friend of Jeff’s was spared. “He pointed his gun at a boy and then changed his mind, smiled, waved at him, and shot somebody else.”

Other students were not so lucky as they crouched under desks or on the floor. Five were killed. Seven others were injured. Roland Lussier Sr., the father of a fifteen-year-old student murdered in that classroom of death, could be justly proud of his son. Chase Lussier had sheltered a female classmate with his body. “They died heroes,” Lussier Sr. said. He knew Weise “was trying to shoot the girls, and Chase jumped in front of the gun. They were real warriors.”

After killing these students, Weise tried to leave, but he was driven back into the same classroom by police bullets in the hallway. Jeff shouted, “I have hostages!”, but then he ended it all by replicating his stepfather’s 1997 death. Surrounded by Red Lake police, he fatally shot himself in the head.

One further detail is sure to continue resonating from this disaster. In a reversal of the famous “life-or-death” query asked at Columbine (see below), Weise spared another student by questioning his faith in God. Immediately after shooting the teacher, Jeff had asked student Chon’gai’la Morris, “Do you believe in God?” Morris said no, and Weise turned to shoot others. This exchange is bound to add fuel to the claims of a scattering of religious leaders who label most school shootings as the work of the Devil made incarnate. And for their part, the shooters have made that connection all the more easy, for several of them were indeed mildly attracted to, or even obsessed by, Satanism, the occult, and witchcraft.

Just after Columbine, Pastor Bill Oudemolen, of Foothills Bible Church, in Littleton, Colorado, announced in his Sunday sermon, “I smelled the presence of Satan.” A few weeks later, he broadened that with, “[Satan] wants us to see trench coats and people in Gothic attire and makeup and here’s what he wants us to feel: look how powerful and scary Satan is.” One of his parishioners stated that those who do not accept this “are playing right into Satan’s hands.” Their inspiration lay in the fact that the very same question—“Do you believe in God?”—had been supposedly asked by Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold to at least two female hostages during their killing spree. Jeff Weise, mimicking them six years later, must have surely been aware of that.

Though it was never conclusively proven whom they were speaking to, Harris and Klebold did make at least one student, and possibly two, reply to that challenge. When the reply was “yes,” the gunmen shot them. The literary result of these incidents was a slew of books—six on Rachel Scott, and two on Cassie Bernall—that celebrated their martyrdom. One book title called Rachel “Columbine’s Joan of Arc.”

Although these sentiments brought comfort to their families, they also raised certain controversies. First, while several terrorized students overheard the gunmen ask “the God question” in the library, where most of the deaths occurred, no one knows with certainty in the confusion to whom these questions were actually addressed. Rachel was, in fact, not in the library—she was one of the first students shot at the school entrance. However, there is no question the seventeen-year-old girl was openly proud of her Christian faith and had expressed her beliefs to Harris and Klebold on more than one occasion. Whether she was targeted for that reason or was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time is still conjecture.

As for Cassie Bernall, two years earlier, “she was going down the road of Dylan and Eric,” according to her pastor, the Reverend George Kirsten. Cassie was high on drugs, embroiled in witchcraft, and writing hate-filled letters to her parents saying she wanted to kill them. Then abruptly on a weekend youth ministry, she was “reborn,” seemingly overnight. It was the born-again Cassie who came up against a bullet that day, but the only student inside the library who was definitely taunted for her belief in God was Valeen Schnurr. Valeen was wounded by Klebold but lived to tell about it. No books, however, were written about her.

The real issue underlying this disputation is whether the teenage killers in these incidents were specifically “out to get” Christians. Some of those who hold different beliefs feel the heavy focus on this question represents a distortion of the causes and motives of these shooters and was exploited to advance religious agendas by generating a sense of persecution.

The only bona fide “anti-Christian” among shooters, thus far, was Matthew J. Murray, twenty-four, who carried out attacks on December 9, 2007, killing five (including himself) at two evangelical organizations in Colorado because he blamed them for spurning his former missionary ambitions. Murray had been brought up just thirteen miles from Columbine High in a highly religious home with extremely strict rules regarding access to popular media. Matthew wrote, I remember getting thrown around the room and hit while getting interrogated about whether or not I had video games and DVDs. Matthew searched for alternate spiritual answers in the satanic lyrics of Swedish metal bands and in a Denver-based occult group called Ad Astra Oasis, which also rejected his membership.

You Christians brought this on yourselves, Murray wrote in a lengthy Internet posting before his rampage, claiming that all he’d found in Christianity was hate, abuse (sexual, physical, psychological, and emotional), hypocrisy, and lies. His diatribe ended:



I’m going out to make a stand for the weak and the defenseless this is for all those young people still caught in the Nightmare of Christianity for all those people who’ve been abused and mistreated and taken advantage of by this evil sick religion Christian America this is YOUR Columbine.



At Virginia Tech, Seung-hui Cho also used persecution as his main theme. Although he compared himself to Jesus (chapter 15), he paradoxically blamed “Christian Criminals” for his pain (his parents were members of an evangelical church in Centreville, Virginia, and his boyhood pastor admitted that Cho had been bullied in his Christian youth group). Cho made sure we all knew who the real victim was here: “Jesus loves crucifying me. He loves inducing cancer in my head, terrorizing my heart, and wrecking my soul all this time.”

Thus, it seems that most anti-Christian rants have emerged from students with evangelical backgrounds. Why might this be? Those who have studied comparative religion point out that in fundamentalist Christianity more than in other faiths, the dichotomy between good and evil is literally a black-and-white issue with few shades of gray. As President G. W. Bush famously said, “You are either with us, or against us.” The predilection among shooters for wearing black and cultivating their “dark side” may be an attempt to rebel against a system that they feel gives them “no other options.”

As for Harris and Klebold, it’s undoubtedly a fact that in their videotapes and writings, they exhibited a hatred of Christians; but they also openly despised “jocks,” “preps,” and a wide range of other ethnicities, races, religions, and personal habits. In short, they “had it in for” the entire human race. Their chief desire was to shock and offend the people they despised. Patty Nielson, the only teacher in the library that fateful day, was certain the gunmen’s real intention was to humiliate and torment their victims, no matter what their beliefs, before indiscriminately shooting them.

When Eric and Dylan prowled through the blood-soaked library casually deciding which of their classmates should live and which should die, they taunted one boy for being fat, another because he was African-American, a third for his style of glasses. They were doing it because, in their minds, they’d been ostracized, ignored, and ridiculed, though perhaps not by the students present there that day, and this was their moment of revenge. In the end, their lifeless bodies lay beside those of their victims, each shot once in the head in an apparent double suicide, although it’s also possible they shot each other.

Kip Kinkel had no partner to do him in, but he got one more opportunity to coerce others into committing the one act he seemed incapable of—killing himself. He saw to it that the Thurston drama did not end when he was brought into the Springfield police station.

In point of fact, it was his second visit to that same building in as many days. Detective Alan Warthen, a tough but compassionate cop whose remaining fringe of hair was stippled with gray, had arrested Kip at school on the previous day for possession of a stolen gun. The boy had not been held in detention, as logic dictated and the law allowed, but instead he’d been released into his father’s care. It was an act of lenience the detective was no doubt regretting at that moment.

It was Warthen who solemnly returned, once again, to the school to take over the case on May 21. The middle-aged career officer brought Kip back to the station to book him, and then left him alone in a locked interview room while he went out for a moment to set up photo equipment for the mug shots. Kip apparently had not been thoroughly frisked. Still handcuffed from behind and left alone in the room, he managed to loop his arms below his feet, enabling him to pull out the concealed hunting knife that had been taped to his leg. On the detective’s return, the youth charged at Warthen, brandishing the blade and screaming, “Kill me! Just shoot me!” as he had in the cafeteria. Warthen hastily retreated and got the door closed between them, but Kip started jabbing at the cuffs with his knife. The officers thought he was trying to slash his wrists. Warthen rushed in with another detective and shot pepper spray at Kip’s face while his partner knocked away the weapon.

When Kip calmed down, he was ordered to remove his shirt, somewhat belatedly, so he could be inspected for additional weapons. The detectives then found the bullets taped to Kip’s chest. The boy explained their purpose, and admitted killing his parents. Acting swiftly, three Lane County sheriff’s officers were dispatched to the Kinkel residence and arrived there just after 9:00 A.M. When they pulled up, one deputy thought he heard a woman screaming inside. It turned out to be an operatic portion of the Romeo and Juliet movie soundtrack that Kip had left blasting from the speakers. Through a glass door, the officers spotted several hundred .22-caliber bullets on the living room floor. Entering, they discovered the bodies.

At the same time detectives were searching his home, Kip was confessing to police, rationalizing why he’d shot Faith several times but his father only once. It was not, he said, out of any greater hostility toward his mother, but rather from an intense shame regarding himself, and a desperate affection for her. “She was still alive,” Kip told Detective Warthen, “and I said that I loved her... . I shot her again so she wouldn’t know that I killed her.”

During this confession, Kip denied a rumor told to police by students who knew him well: he had left behind some homemade bombs. When the explosive devices were, in fact, discovered, the sheriff’s officers stopped their search of the Kinkel residence and evacuated neighboring houses. There was also some concern that the corpses of Bill and Faith might have been booby-trapped, but this proved to be untrue. However, their bodies had to remain as found for another thirty hours until the site was declared safe.

Forensic experts were able to determine that Bill had been drinking coffee when the shot hit him from behind, just above the ear, and he’d slumped over the counter. Kip had dragged his father’s body into the bathroom, closed his dad’s eyes, and gently but illogically placed his father’s glasses back on his face before covering him with a sheet. Kip meticulously cleaned up the blood in the kitchen next, mindful that his mother might return home unexpectedly. He later covered his mother’s lifeless body in the same manner with a sheet. Forensic experts say that killers who murder a loved one almost always cover the corpse out of respect, but omit this if they slay a stranger.

Next to Kip’s note on the coffee table, detectives found the May 21 Register-Guard newspaper. It was folded open to an article describing the trial of Conan Hale, a twenty-two-year-old killer who had murdered three teenagers at a local logging landing back in 1995, when he was nineteen years old. The headline ran: HALE THREATENED TO KILL “SOMEBODY SOMEDAY.” Kip had warned of the same thing, and it’s very likely he’d been reading that story the morning he made good on his own threats to kill. Ironically, Kip’s attack on Thurston may also have influenced the outcome of Hale’s trial (chapter 22).

As police were about to find out when they searched the Kinkel residence, Kip had been considering his own annihilation and that of others long before May 20, 1998. That discovery would send further shock waves through the community. As with most school shootings, no one in the town of Springfield had suspected that such a calculating, murderous, and unscrupulous mind could have dwelt so long among them undetected.

In Kip’s room, there were two pieces of a demolished punching bag. On one was scrawled, Mr. Self-Destruction, and on the other, Nothing can stop me now. Kip misspelled the last word as “know” but he meant “now.” Both expressions are taken from lyrics on The Downward Spiral album of the rock group Nine Inch Nails, recorded in the house where Charles Manson butchered Sharon Tate and her friends on August 9, 1969. “Mr. Self-Destruction” is a corruption of two similar song titles (“Mr. Self-Destruct” and “Self Destruction, Final”). The second phrase is a line from the song “Big Man with a Gun,” which also includes the lyrics: maybe I’ll put a hole in your head / you know, just for the fuck of it. Almost at the conclusion, the song says: I’m every inch a man, and I’ll show you somehow / me and my fucking gun / nothing can stop me now.

Coincidental to several other school shooters, Kip was also a fan of Goth rock music. He had downloaded the words to songs by Marilyn Manson and other such groups from the Internet. On a single sheet of paper that Kip had printed, framed, and hung on his wall were the following:


• On the top third of the sheet, no salvation, no forgiveness was repeated fifteen times. (This song, “The Reflecting God,” also contains the lyrics shoot, shoot, shoot, motherfucker.)

• From the same album, the lyrics, every one will suffer now were also repeated fifteen times on the bottom third of the sheet.

• In between was a jumbled mix of other phrases, including Nothing here ever lasts Nothing but memories of what never was Living makes me sick, so sick i wish i’d die, taken from the group Smashing Pumpkins. Kip had underlined the final word.


Police also located Kip’s journal. Although it was a full-sized diary, he had written his personal thoughts on only the first two pages. Page one stated just three words in block letters: HATE DRIVES ME. The next page was filled up to the margins with diminutive handwriting in minuscule script, which psychologists say is often indicative of a disturbed personality. Most of the following pages were completely blank, but some bomb-making recipes appeared toward the end of the journal. Kip’s single-page memoir included the following lines, presented here with corrected misspellings:



I sit here all alone. I am always alone. I don’t know who I am. I want to be something I can never be. I tried so hard every day. But in the end, I hate myself for what I’ve become. Every single person I know means nothing to me. I hate every person on this earth. I wish they could all go away. You all make me sick. I wish I was dead. The only reason I stay alive is because of hope. Even though I am repulsive and few people know who I am, I still feel that things might, maybe, just a little bit, get better.

I feel like everyone is against me, but no one ever makes fun of me, mainly because they think I am a psycho. There is one kid above all others that I want to kill. I want nothing more than to put a hole in his head. The one reason I don’t: Hope. That tomorrow will be better. As soon as my hope is gone, people die. I ask myself why I hate more than anyone else. I don’t know. But my head and heart want him dead. He only knows who I am through reputation, and I know he is scared of me. He should be. One bad day, and there will be a sawed off shotgun in his face or five pounds of Semtex under his bed.

Oh fuck. I sound so pitiful. People would laugh at this if they read it. I hate being laughed at. But they won’t laugh after they’re scraping parts of their parents, sisters, brothers, and friends from the wall of my hate. Please. Someone, help me. All I want is something small. Nothing big. I just want to be happy.



Here Kip had divided the page and written, new day, then ...



I feel like my heart has been ripped open and ripped apart. Right now, I’m drunk, so I don’t know what the hell is happening to me. It is clear that no one will help me. Oh God, I am so close to killing people. So close.

Why did God just want me to be in complete misery? I need to find more weapons. My parents are trying to take away some of my guns! My guns are the only things that haven’t stabbed me in the back. My eyes hurt. They hurt so bad. They feel like they are trying to crawl out of my head. Why aren’t I normal? Help me. No one will. I will kill every last mother fucking one of you.

Kill me. Oh God, I don’t want to live. Will I see it to the end? What kind of dad would I make? All humans are evil. I just want to end the world of evil. I don’t want to see, hear, speak or feel evil, but I can’t help it. I am evil. I want to kill and give pain without a cost. And there is no such thing. We kill him—we killed him a long time ago. Anyone that believes in God is a fucking sheep. If there was a God, he wouldn’t let me feel the way I do.... Love isn’t real, only hate remains. Only hate.
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