
Hunt For The 
Unabomber
An 18-Year Terror Campaign 

through Letter Bombs

One man declared war on the world, 
provoking the greatest manhunt in US 
history. For almost 20 years, his seemingly 
random bombings killed and maimed 
innocent people across the country. He 
became the most wanted man in America. 

How did he avoid capture for so long? Did 
anyone ever dream that the terrorist-killer 
was a graduate of the most prestigious 
universities and had a PhD in mathematics? 
Could anyone conceive that such a killer 
lived alone in a primitive cabin with no 
running water and no electricity? What 
led him to kill in the first place? How was 
he eventually caught? 

Read the disturbing and dramatic account 
of the “Unabomber,” the infamous 
criminal who embarked on America’s 
longest running crime spree.

• Shimon Rosenberg
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The terror campaign against America 
began quietly on May 25, 1978, with an 
operation that aroused more derision 

than fear.
In the parking lot of the engineering depart-

ment of the University of Chicago someone 
found a wrapped package lying on the ground. 
The package was addressed to an engineering 
professor named AJ Smith of the Rensselaer 
Polytechnic Institute in Troy, New York. The 
return address was for engineering Professor 
Buckley Crist of Northwestern University in 
nearby Evanston, Illinois. How the package 
reached the parking lot of the University of 
Chicago, where neither of the professors was 
employed, remained a mystery.

Without thinking too much, the man who 
found the package contacted the sender, 
Professor Crist. Crist was confused; he could 
not recall sending a package to a Professor 
Smith in New York. Still, he told the finder 
to send the package to him at Northwest 
University. When it arrived the following day, 
Crist realized immediately that the handwrit-
ing on the package was not his. Suspicious, he 
called the university’s security.

An officer named Terry Marker arrived 
shortly. He examined the package and said 
pertly, “Maybe it’s a bomb!” A minute later 
he was no longer smiling. As soon as Marker 
opened the box it exploded.

Marker did not know it, but he had just 
become the first victim of a terror campaign 
that would stretch 18 years. Fortunately, 
Marker escaped with only minor wounds 
since the bomb had been assembled very 
poorly. Had it detonated with the full poten-
tial of the explosives packed inside, Terry 
Marker and the people around him might not 
have survived. As it was, Marker suffered an 
injury to his hand that needed urgent treat-
ment at the hospital.

The Junkyard Bomber
The university contacted 
the Federal Bureau of 

Alcohol, Tobacco and 
Firearms (ATF), the 
agency tasked with 
investigating crimes 

involving weapons. After analyzing the 
remains of the bomb, ATF investigators 
declared that it was clearly not the work of a 
professional.

The package had been assembled from 
ingredients that most people could find in 
their homes. It consisted of a length of metal 
pipe filled with an explosive powder—the 
only part of the bomb that would not be 
found in a typical handyman’s toolbox. It 
was designed to detonate when the box was 
opened by causing a nail held in place by 
rubber bands (!) to strike some matches and 
trigger the explosives.

Marker and the others were extremely 
fortunate that few of the matches ignited. A 
professional bomb manufacturer would have 
used an electronic detonator to far greater 
effect.

There were two details of the bomb’s 
construction that attracted the scrutiny of 
investigators. One was that the box in which 
the bomb was placed had been fabricated 
from wood. The other was that the two ends 
of the pipe bomb had been plugged with 
improvised wood stoppers. This was in stark 
contrast to the usual pipe bomb design, in 
which the ends are capped with metal covers 
that can be purchased at any hardware store. 
Metal covers greatly increase the pressure 
inside the pipe and cause it to explode with 
far more force.

Why would someone use wood to manu-
facture a bomb? And who was the mysterious 
person who sent this strange homemade 
bomb for no apparent reason? No one had any 
clues. And since most of the parts in the bomb 

seemed to have been culled from a junkyard, 
the unknown bomb-maker was unceremoni-
ously dubbed the “Junkyard Bomber.”

The reason this shadowy figure had 
targeted Professor Crist also remained 
murky. Some speculated it was a practical 
joke that had gone too far. Or perhaps it was 
a student with a personal vendetta against 
the professor. The ATF investigators took 
routine photos of the bomb remains, wrote 
up a report and then questioned the other 
person whose name appeared on the pack-
age, Professor AJ Smith. Smith had no idea 
why anyone would attack him or use his 
name to attack someone else.

One thing was clear: The bomber was 
trying to create confusion. He had made the 
package appear as though it was sent by 
Crist to Smith and had left it at a university 
that was not connected to either. The ATF 
launched a search for the bomber but quickly 
reached a dead end. What nobody dreamed 
was that this was just the introduction of a 
long campaign of terror.

Bomb Number 2
A little over a year later, on May 9, 1979, 

the mysterious bomber struck again.
A few days prior to that, John Harris, 

a student at Northwestern University in 
Illinois, had noticed a cigar case lying on the 
floor of Room 2424. One day it occurred to 
him that the cigar case would be perfect for 
holding his private effects. Nobody seemed 
interested in it, so he decided to take a closer 
look.

He picked up the box and examined it. 
It bore a “Phillies” cigar logo, and was shut 
with scotch tape. Harris ripped open the 
scotch tape and was startled by a thunder-
ous noise. The box exploded with deafening 
force. Harris was very fortunate that he 
suffered nothing more than mild cuts and 
burns.

When the ATF came down and analyzed 
this bomb they immediately associated 
it with the work of the Junkyard Bomber. 
Simultaneously, it was clear that the bomber 
was making progress. This bomb had deto-
nated with much more force. The primitive 

nail detonator had been replaced with 
batteries and wires that ignited chemicals 
and matches to trigger the explosion. It 
almost looked as though the bomber had 
read their forensic report and updated his 
bomb-making skills accordingly.

It was clear that the bomber had been 
extremely cautious. He had gone so far as 
to remove the manufacturer’s shell from 
the batteries so they could not be traced. 
Still, the bomb was little more than a dud. It 
had been poorly assembled, which was the 
primary reason it did not result in loss of 
life. Once again, the agents found that pieces 
of wood were used in making the bomb.

Some of the items found in the Unabomber’s cabin 
were sold at auction by the Federal Marshal Service.

The bomb was designed to detonate when 
opened by having a nail strike a group of matches.

Remains of one the Unabomber’s bombs.
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