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Mullen faces man who shot, paralyzed him

The witness in the wheelchair could not raise his right hand when he swore to tell the truth.

It was the first time James Mullen, the 33-year-old former Chicago police officer, had spoken publicly of the Oct. 16, 1996, shooting that left him paralyzed from the neck down. Jurors in the attempted-murder trial of a Rogers Park man listened intently Wednesday to Mullen's halting testimony. 

"Do you know what happened after you began your work day?" Assistant Cook County State's Atty. Colleen Hyland asked Mullen.

"No," he said after a long pause as he worked to breathe on his respirator.

A long, white tube ran from his throat to the machine.

"What is the next thing you remember after reporting for work on Oct. 16, 1996?" Hyland asked.

Mullen paused again.

"I woke up in the intensive care unit of Northwestern Memorial Hospital," he said.

In a packed Cook County Criminal Courts Building courtroom bathed in the strong, slanting light of a winter afternoon, this was the climactic moment in a highly publicized trial. Hanging in the balance was the future of an aging loner with no prior police record whose life changed forever when he shot a police officer one night.

About 15 feet behind Mullen, who was in front of and facing the jury because he was unable to take the witness stand, was George Guirsch. The two men were about the same distance apart during those chaotic moments a year and a half before, when Guirsch ended Mullen's career with a shot from a revolver.

Mullen has spent many sleepless nights consumed by the thought of his day in court, his wife, Athena, said. Wednesday afternoon, he passed the final moments of his long wait in Courtroom 504, where he readied himself to testify.

Across the hall, in Courtroom 502, Guirsch's trial ground to a halt when Mullen--rendered a quadriplegic in the line of duty--was wheeled in with his wife alongside.

Mullen's testimony lasted only about 15 minutes. He cannot recall the shooting. He remembers nothing about that day after reporting to work.

All he remembers is waking up in the hospital, he said.

"When you woke up, what was your condition?" Hyland asked Mullen.

There was a pause.

"Uh," Mullen said, "I was . . . paralyzed from the neck down."

In the six months of hospitalization and rehabilitation that followed, Mullen had several operations, suffered four heart attacks and a number of seizures, he testified. Metal plates were screwed into his chin and neck. A pacemaker was implanted to regulate his heart.

Rogers Park residents, police officers, friends and family turned out in force to support Mullen on Wednesday. As he was wheeled out of the courtroom, those in the packed gallery nodded, smiled and reached to touch his hand. He never looked at the defendant.

Guirsch, 62, a round, gray-haired man with thick glasses, has had no friends or family come to court for him. Though he craned his neck once Wednesday to watch Mullen enter the courtroom, his narrow, taut mouth remained fixed in a straight line.

Guirsch, a former security guard and maintenance man, fired at police officers who knocked on his door investigating a report of gunshots in the area. The shooting occurred just outside Guirsch's apartment at 1404 W. Estes Ave.

Police say that when the officers knocked on Apartment 4B, Guirsch opened the door and fired twice. One bullet missed. The other found Mullen.

Defense attorneys say Guirsch cannot see well and was asleep when police arrived. They say he did not know the men at his door were police officers. One of the four was in uniform. The other three wore jeans.

Guirsch does not deny firing the bullet that paralyzed Mullen and forced him to quit his job.

But Public Defender William Ward said in his opening statement Tuesday that Guirsch thought he was defending himself and his home.

Officers have testified they shouted that they were police as they knocked. But when the door finally swung open after four minutes and Guirsch was there, pointing a gun at them, they did not identify themselves, Sgt. Luke Kelly said Wednesday.

Standing at the door of his apartment, clad only in a T-shirt, unfastened blue jeans and white slippers, Guirsch aimed first at one officer, then at three others, as all four cops fled, Kelly said.

Officer William Brannigan felt Mullen bump into him as they ran. Within seconds, Mullen fell, never to move his body from the neck down again.

Mullen was as good as dead, Chicago Fire Department paramedic Mark Corter said. Paramedics trying to revive him found enough blood in Mullen's mouth to fill two pop cans, he said.

Mullen testified that he requires 24-hour nursing care.

"Because if I pop off this tube, it's like drowning," he said. "I can't breathe."

In addition to citing self-defense, Guirsch says his confession was coerced. He says that he was threatened and beaten by police and that during his arrest his glasses were broken and his clothes were torn from him.

But all three officers who were with Mullen that night testified Guirsch had not been mistreated.

After Mullen had been wheeled back across the hall to Courtroom 504, a 911 tape was played for jurors.

The tape wound to the fateful moment of Mullen's shooting. "Emergency," Sgt. Kelly is heard saying at 9:19 p.m. "We got a police officer shot."

After that, there's a high, panicky voice, pleading:

"Squad, get that ambulance here."

