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Neighbors relieved Gacy dig is over

On the trail of a dead killer, Chicago police took shovels in hand on a windy Monday and dug up a glass marble, a flattened sauce pan and the memory of serial killer John Wayne Gacy.

But the highly publicized excavation, which took place beneath a white tent at the Northwest Side apartment building where Gacy once worked as a maintenance man, turned up no human remains or other dark secrets. 

And at 4:55 p.m. police announced they were closing the investigation, which had disrupted life in a quiet neighborhood of low crime rates. "We will be taking down the barricades tonight and trying to return this neighborhood to a state of normalcy," said Grand-Central Detective Cmdr. John Thomas.

The unusual investigation, prompted by a retired detective's haunted memory of having once seen Gacy holding a shovel in the dark hours before dawn, began with a radar scan of the site earlier this year. That test, which indicated irregular soft spots in the soil in front of the building and beneath the pavement of a small, triangular parking lot on the side, led authorities to believe that some of Gacy's victims might be buried near the red-brick apartment building.

Gacy's mother, Marion, once lived and worked as superintendent at the building on Miami Avenue, and Gacy's old address--the home where he buried 29 victims and which has since been demolished--is two miles away.

After a more thorough inspection of the Miami Avenue site Monday, police charted the locations of utility lines and determined that the spots in the grassy area merely showed where gas mains and drainage pipes were located. The spot beneath the pavement was a buried oil tank with a feeder pipe, police said.

Monday's radar test, done late in the morning by a man hunched over a yellow contraption he pushed slowly across the ground like a lawn mower, revealed two other "suspicious spots" in the fenced grass lot in the 6100 block of West Miami Avenue, police spokesman Pat Camden said.

In a nearby funeral home, investigators ate lunch Monday and huddled over a printout of the new scan as they analyzed the results. They decided to dig in the grassy lot, proceeding to the parking lot only if they turned up something in the yard.

In the lengthening afternoon shadows, police turned up only the one marble, the flattened sauce pan and some chunks of concrete--as if Gacy, who delighted in cat-and-mouse games, had led authorities down one final dead end.

"He always played games, and it wouldn't surprise me if he's playing a game right now," said Chicago lawyer Terry Sullivan, who prosecuted Gacy, as he monitored the dig from behind police barricades.

By the end of the afternoon, about 75 spectators had gathered along the police barricades near the site. Some snapped photographs.

"It's a little upsetting. This is usually a very quiet neighborhood," said Santo Wood, who had a clear view of the throng near her Northwest Side home. "We don't have very much crime around here."

Police would not release the name of the New Jersey company that conducted both radar scans. But experts in ground-penetrating radar systems said Monday that the confusion over what the radar scans showed--or didn't show-- isn't at all surprising.

The radar uses radio waves to detect buried objects in the soil, just as X-rays image the internal structure of the body. There are many variables to a good reading, however, from wet soil to the amount of metal in the ground.

"Generally you cannot tell one object from another in specific terms. If I look at a (radar) record and see a blip on the record, I couldn't tell you if it's a bone or plastic pipe or a rock in that one piece of information," said Peter Annan, president of Sensors and Software, which makes ground-penetrating radar units.

While the radar measurement is very precise, say experts, it's the interpretation of the data that is inexact. A metal pipe shows up on the radar screen like a frown-shaped series of markings, said Steve H. Danbom, a geophysicist with Conoco, an oil company in Houston.

But a human skeleton is far less distinct; in fact, bones typically don't register on the radar screen, but the disturbance in the soil from digging the grave does show up as "a gray blobby nothing," Danbom said.

Several experts said Monday they wouldn't want to work under the pressure-filled conditions created by the Gacy dig. They said that an accurate interpretation of scan results requires a good mapping of the site as well as at least 24 hours to analyze the data.

The building's owners responded angrily to the dig. Their attorney, Robert Clifford, in a prepared statement afterward, criticized the radar company and Chicago's Better Government Association, which had tipped police to the site.

"The disruption of the people's lives at the Jefferson Park apartment building is unimaginable," Clifford said.

Police defended the dig, during which tenants were allowed to stay in their apartments. "We were obligated to take a good comprehensive look at this area," Thomas said. "We had to do it for the sake of the victims' families and all the other people involved."

The dig and the publicity surrounding the possible discovery of more Gacy victims brought back bitter memories for some families who had lost sons to the serial killer, who has been linked to 33 deaths.

Setting up her Christmas tree this weekend in her Northwest Side home not far from the site of Gacy's crimes, Eugenia Godzik said her mother used to worry about the onset of the holiday season before she died.

"My brother disappeared around this time of year," she said, referring to Gregory Godzik, one of Gacy's victims. "They started finding the bodies at Gacy's house around this time of year. I started hearing they were going to be digging this up again.

"I said: 'Why doesn't anything ever happen in June?' "

It was Christmastime 20 years ago when a detective rapped on Dolores Nieder's front door to tell her that her son, John Mowery, who had been missing since Sept. 15, 1977, was dead.

"It's a continual hurt," said Nieder, 70. "It goes on and on."

For many in the tidy neighborhood near Monday's dig, the closing of the latest chapter in the Gacy story came as welcome relief. Others barely noticed. This is a stable neighborhood where the rhythm of life is not easily altered.

Blocks away from the Miami Avenue site early Monday, elderly men and women descended slowly from St. Tarcissus Church after 8:30 a.m. mass. On Milwaukee Avenue, Salvatore Suriano unlocked his Razor's Edge barber shop and walked inside to where the scissors are lined up neatly on a towel and customers talk about the Gacy investigation.

And at Vincent's North Restaurant on the corner of Milwaukee and Elston Avenues, Steve Francis tipped back a cup of coffee on his way to work as a bartender. When Gacy was alive, his shadow sometimes fell across the same lunch counter.

"This is not the kind of notoriety a neighborhood wants," Francis said. "It's disarming to see a nice, pokey Northwest Side neighborhood like this become the focus of something like that."

