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Mark Essex Was Not Alone

By George Lardner Jr.
Washington Post Staff Writer
. NEW ORLEANS — Louie
Mae Robinson finished her
Sunday morning cooking
early on Jan. 7 and strolled
. outside to relax. She looked
at her wall clock on the way
out. It was, she recalls, just
*about 10:30 a.m.

Mrs. Robinson stood
against her front gate and
looked -around. She says
Mark Essex’s car, a blue
Chevy with Kansas tags; was
still parked at the curb a
few doors. down Dryades
Street.

It wasn’t supposed to.be.
As police first reconstructed
it, Essex, a black Navy vet-
eran, had already left. his'.
shack in the adjoining back-
yard for the last time—driv-
ing his car to a neighbor-
hood near the police station
where he abandoned it, stole
another car and shot a gro-
cery store proprietor, all be-
tween 10 and 10:30 a.m,

But according to Mrs.
Robinson, Essex’s car, far
from Dbeing abandoned,
hadn’t moved all morning.
“It was there when I went
- {o. the grocery store, too,”
she says firmly, “and I went
twice—once at 8-and once at
9:30. No. mistake about that.
1 always look to see what
-cars are on the street.”

What the New Orleans po-.

lice think of those .observa-
tions, which they obtained
only Monday, is not yet
known. ]

In announcing . the slain
gunman’s identity last week,

Police Superintendent Clar--

ence Giarrusso indicated
‘that Essex drove his stolen

car more or less directly to .

the downtown Howard John-
son’s Motor Lodge for a fi-
nal, defiant burst of arson
and murder on Jan. 7.

While not ruling out a
tightly knit conspiracy, Gi-
arrusso said it was just as
plausible at that point to
conclude that Essex acted
alone.

Sinee then, investigators
it A

have become steaqlty more
secretive. Among the leads
they are said to be checking
out are unconfirmed reports
that a black couple working
with Essex rented a room in
the hotel and that a group
of blacks, perhaps including
Essex, had dinner together
in a room on the hotel’s 15th
floor the night before the
bloodshed.

Chief Giarrusso told a Ki-
wanis. Club' luncheon Tues-
day that some evidence is
being - withheld to protect
the rights of any suspects
who might be charged.

Aside from what police

are keeping to themselves,’

Mrs. Robinson’s statements
are the freshest signs thus

far that the 23.year-old Es-.

sex had partners. Along with
her neighbor, 76-year-old Ed-

win W. Wilson, she says she -
saw Essex himself. on |

Dryades Street too late in

the morning for him to have

started the fires and sniper
attacks in the hotel. Wilson

has already said that Essex .

gave him a ride to church
around -10:45 a.m. Mrs. Rob-
inson, 39, says she saw the

" two dfive off together—in

Essex’s car.

Beyond that, her account

indicates that even if Essex
stole another car and shot a
grocer earlier in the morn-
ing, he had to have at least
one accomplice with Htim for

¢« the ride back to the Dryades
- Street neighborhood. .

The reason is that the
stolen car, evidently bearing
Essex’s fingerprints, was

found . that Sunday night,:

Jan. 7, on the fourth floor of
the Howard Johnson’s - ga-

rage nearly two miles from:

his shack at 2619% Dryades
Street. Conceivably Essex

could have left that auto in.

the garage if he had his ewn
car parked at or near the
hotel for a quick ride home.
But according to Mrs. Rob-
inson, it was parked on
Dryades Street all the while,
Wilson, whose tiny apart-
ment at 2615 2

Dryades _

Street overlooks Essex’s
shack, says he wandered out
of his rooms around 10:45
am. _He wanted to get to
11 am. ,Sunday services at
Union Bethel A. M. E.
Church—services that he

“misses “only two or three

times a year™

- Mrs. Robinson, who lives
in the-same frame tenement,
says she chatted with him
when he came out and re-
calls his worrying aloud that
he might have to walk the
1l1.block distance.

“By that time,”’ she says,
“the boy (Essex) came out,”
apparently from his hack-

. yard shack, but empty-
handed as he got into his
1963 Chevy.

. more and he walked away

.

_partment says -the first of

Wilson flagged "him down
as he was about to drive off.
“He (Essex) laughed and
said, ‘what’s the matter?

>y

You want me to give you a' |

lift?’ ” “Mrs. Robinson rela-
ted. “He (Wilson) said, yep,
I'm going to be late.” *

Essex, Mrs. Robinson saxd
“chdnt say he’d be late’ for
nothing. He wasn’t in any
hurry. He could have told
Mr. Wilson ‘a lie, but he
gave him a ride.”

It takes about seven min-
utes—including a short de-
tour to the church—to drive
to the hotel at the moderate
speed that Wilson said Es-
sex maintained.

That would mage Essex’s
arrival at the hotel close to-
10:52 a.m., which is when -
the New Orleans Fire . De-

three alarms was turned in.
These were what seemed al-
most simultaneous blazes on
the 8th and 18th floors when
the first fire trucks arrived
some two minutes later. Fire
officials are convinced that
they could not have been set
by one man.

“There is at least one

from it,” declared Fire Su-
perintendent Louis San Sal-
vador, “I can’t believe we’ve

caught all the gunmen.”
Says Dave Fontaine, direc-

tor of the city’s fire preven-

tion division, which is con- ;

ducting its own nvestiga-
tion: “I was one of the first

(fire officials) over - there. -

My personal opinion is that
there were three of more
ggtiple involved. I t}unk the
and the t.Seryice
would tell 3%71 the same.
thlng ) .
Second District fire chief
Victor Civello, in charge of
the first contingent of fire-
fighters, said he first no- !
ticed the flames on the 18th
floor when he got to the ho-
tel. But he and other fire of-
‘ficials now believe that the
first blazes were set on the

‘8th floor—where one hotel

guest, Robert - Bemish, 'is
convineced he was shot by a
taller ginman® with a differ--

“ent rifle’and where aJeffer-

| son. Parish: deputy, David

Munch says he: spotted what

“he took to be at woman

‘standing next to the black
sniper who took a shot at

. him, Both Bemish and

Munch said they thought

* their assailant had a goatee.
. Essex was clean-shaven.

Other fires were found
later on the 9th, 15th, 16th
and 17th floors. Sometime
before any of them started,

. as early as -10:30 a.m. by

some accounts, a slender
black man accosted a Negro-
maid named Carrie on the
11th floor and took her pass-
keys. “Don’t worry,” he re-
portedly assured her, “We're
.only shooting whites today.”
.Alerted to reports of fires
being set by a man with a
gun, the -hotel's assistant
manager, Frank Schneider,
62, went upstairs- with a
desk clerk to check them

- out. Probable the first to be
“killed, he was later found

dead on the 11th floor. The
desk clerk was seriously

- wounded, shot in the back.

By midafternoon; six per-
sons had been killed, inciud-
ing Deputy Police- Superin- *
tendent Louis Sirgo and two
police officers., Essex was
shot down in a dash across
the roof Sunday night. Po- .



lice scoured the hotel Mon-
day night after storming the
roof but found no one de-
‘spite persistant reports of
_other snipers. Only Essex’s
‘riddled corpse and his shat-
tered rifle were recovered.

According to investiga-
tors, Essex began his day
with the car theft and the
shooting at the grocery
store a few blocks away, al-
though the 'sequence re-
mains unclear.

Marvin Albert,. of 1506 S.
White St. in the black
Broadmoor section, says his
car was taken from him at
gunpoint at about 10:15 a.m.
He had just stepped out of
his frame apartment and
was warming up his cream-
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Mark Essex lying dead on the Howard Johnson’s reof.

Albert says he is satisfied
that the thief, dressed in
green fatigues and a dark
shirt, was Essex. “The man

colored 1968 Chevrolet Che- . .
velle when a lone black man
with a rifle persuaded him .
to give it up. :

‘that took my car, he's the

dead guy-—the sniper,” he
said.

From Albert’s home, it is
a short 4% blocks by foot-

bridge over the Melpomene
Canal—slightly more by car
~to Joe’s Grocery where po-
lice had been checking peri-
odicaily for leads in the
nearby shootings of two po-
licemen on New Year’s Eve.

A Dblack police cadet,
Alfred Harrell Jr,, was shot
first, killed by a sniper’s
bullet while he was chatting
with a white lieutenant  at
the entrance to the police
department’s central lockup.
Patrolman Edwin C. Hosli
was critically wounded 18
minutes later while respond-
ing to a burglary alarm
tripped off in a warehouse
close to the spot where Har-
rell was shot down. .

Chief Giarrusso said the
person who shot Hosli ap-
parently had an accident in
the warehouse before flee-\
ing and “lost a great deal of
blood.” .

According to sources close
to the investigation, the gro-
cer, 33-year-old Joseph Per-
niciaro, supplied a descrip-
tion that first led to a man
looking very much like “Es-
sex but who was eventually
discarded as a suspect. The
discard was described as
having been “on the
fringes” of the militant Re-
public of New Africa.

The next Sunday, Jan. 7,
Perniciaro was shot in his
store hetween 10 and 10:30
am. by a man in green fa-
tigues and a dark jacket.
The cashier in the store, a
17-year-old girl who wants to
be kept anonymous, has
identified the gunman as Es-
sex, who was found on the
hotel roof in green fatigues
and a dark shirt.

But two other witnesses,




who had not been contacted
by police when they were in-
terviewed, think it was

someone else, The Rev. Sam-.

uel Cooley of Home Mission
Baptist Church, across. the
street - from the grocery
store, said he saw the gun-
man stride out of the store
and hurry away -on foot,
south on Gayoso Street.

“It was a different fella,”
said the Rev. Mr. Cooley af-
ter widespread publication
of Essex’s picture.

“He was lighter than I
was,” said a young woman
named Hattie, who had been
in the grocery store to buy

some milk and who does not

want to be identified. “Mark
Essex was dark. He had a
neat bush. The other boy in
the store, his hair wasn’t
combed. It was kind of a
reddish color.”

Hattie said the gunman
walked into the store,
" pointed his rifle at “Mr.
Joe.” And said, “Come on, I
mean you. Come on.” She

said she was easing out the

door when " she heard the
gun go off. Like the Rev.
Mr. Cooley, she saw the as-
sailant “walk at a fast pace”
down Gayoso and turn left
on Thalia Street, in the di-
rection of Albert’s home.
Albert, however, has little
patience with all uhe talk
about differing ‘skin com-

plexions even though Es-

sex’s was chocolate brown.

“Any Negro they take a
picture of, what color, does
it come out?” he demanded.
“It comes out dark, doesn’t
ltf)!)

Albert said he hopped
into a police car after re.
porting his Chevy stolen
and joined in a search for it.
Police spotted it at one
point but 'lost it in traffic,
he said. Not long after that,
he says, the officers drove
him to the Howard John-

son’s, “evidently” on a re.
port that it might be there.
“I was hoping that- it

would be,” he said, “but I
didn’t know until that
night.”

Essex’s car was found the
next day abandoned, accord-.,
ing to a police off1c1a1 “in_
the vicinity of the express-’
way” between the police ‘de:”
partment’s central lockup -
and Joe's Grocery—some -32-
blocks from the Howard
Johnson’s. But Essex would:.

have had no time at all to -

dump it there after giving:

-neighbor Wilson a nde tm

church. .
Essex’s .44 Ruger carbme
has been tied by police bal-.'
listics experts to both the-
New Year’s Eve shootings
and at least two of the hotel -
murders. His type O blood~,
was, rgportedly the same-

type found in the warehouse ;
_ where Hosli was slain.

For what it is worth, how-
ever, a wellplaced source,
reports that a careful post--
mortem . ingpection of  Es--,
sex's bullet-torn body
showed no trace of a week-,

“old wound of the size that:-

might be expected from the.
blood in the warehoiise. The
source did .not
whether police might have .
“shot the evidence” away.

One Draydes Street” nelgh-

bor has reported noticing.a..
black visitor at Essex's-
shack some five times since -
the Christmas holidays

" when Essex abandoned voca-.
tional courses

here. But-
most neighbors claim to.
have seen far less than Mrs. .
Robinson who says: ;
“The only thing I e'ver
seen him with was a black~
power paper. You know,.
what Negroes stand on the -
street selling. Muhammad
Speaks, that’s it. Every time’
he came in, he had one of |
those.” ..
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