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Abstract: In his July 2011 interview with Troy Reeves & Mike Lawler, Michael Zaleski detailed his thoughts and memories as an undergraduate & law student on the UW-Madison campus and as a lawyer for the Dane County District Attorney and Wisconsin Attorney General offices. Zaleski spoke of the time period between 1963 and the 1990s and on the following topics: UW-Madison, Sterling Hall Bombing, Dane County District Attorney, Wisconsin Attorney General, the books, Rads, and the Vietnam Era on UW-Madison’s campus. Since he was a lead attorney on the case, he talked in depth about the Karl Armstrong pre-trial investigatoin and sentence hearing. This interview was conducted for inclusion into the UW-Madison Oral History Program, specifically for the collaboration with the Wisconsin Story Project on the Sterling Hall Bombing. 
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First Interview Session (July 20, 2011): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction. 

00:00:24	Question: Why go to school at Madison? Answer: Michael Zaleski (MZ) offered a brief overview to his time at UW-Madison, including why he went there, why he chose psychology as his undergraduate major, why go to law school there, and what were the names of professors that stood out to him. He also talked about the effect the draft & Vietnam had on young men of his age and about the tone on campus change with the Dow Riot of October 1967. 

00:05:42	Question: Work after UW-Madison? Answer: He worked for the League of Wisconsin Municipalities, then the DA’s office (1967), then the WI Justice Dept. He recalled vividly how chaotic the Warren Court era was, with substantial changes coming so quickly that everything was turned on its head.

00:08:48	Question: How did you feel about Vietnam and student protests? Answer: He had felt that the Vietnam War was wrong and disliked Nixon, but also couldn’t stand people who criticized everything, like the students, without proposing something better.

00:11:18	Question: Talk about April/May 1970? Answer: He remembered Madison as a very peaceful city before the violence of 1969/1970 in terms of violent crime. Then suddenly the DA’s office was deluged and the National Guard was sleeping on the floors for several years—but after Sterling Hall, everything stopped suddenly. He recalled the paltry group that demonstrated when K. Armstrong was extradited.

00:15:03	Question: What was the intention of the bombers? Answer: According to them, to stop the war, but he suggested that “they didn’t have a brain in their head.” None of them were known leaders of the movement, so no one knew what they believed.

00:16:52	Question: What were your memories of the bombing? Answer: He recounted how the bomb went off at 3:43 am, waking him and his wife up, and hearing about it on the morning news. A task force was immediately assembled, but since none of the suspects were known, it was difficult to track them down. Follow up: How did they find them? Answer: He credited the FBI with doing an incredible job finding the bombers, suspecting they had an informant. The thing that surprised him the most was that, in looking for the bombers at a campsite they frequented, they stumbled on the staging site but missed other obvious details.

00:23:58	Question: Why did you ask Karl Armstrong about driving to Baraboo? Answer: He didn’t recall, but several points of curiosity stuck in his craw—the whole issue with Baraboo, the attempt to blow up the Badger Ordnance works, etc. This and other elements threw the investigation off, partly because the FBI agents wouldn’t share information with anyone. But after an initial stall, the investigation came together fairly quickly. 

00:31:07	Question: Talk about your job change at that time? Answer: He thought he left the DA’s office the week after the bombing, but recalled his home being firebombed at the time. He joined the attorney general’s office, and got involved with the case during the extradition process. 

00:33:06	Question: Overview your involvement in the extradition process. Answer: He mentioned the battles they had with the Nixon White House over who would get Armstrong first. Because of the Webster-Ashburton Treaty, the protocol required that Canada couldn’t extradite to a state, and the concern was that there were few charges at the federal level that could be brought (though they also feared having the left-leaning Judge Doyle preside over the case as well).

00:36:56	Question: Talk about going to Canada in March 1973. Answer: He got involved months before that, and observed that the process was a “travesty.” He attended the Canadian supreme court hearing, where they were plowing new ground by trying to make a case for why extradition was legitimate.

00:39:08	Question: Talk about the change of judges in the case in Canada. It was significant? Answer: He remembered clearly this being a significant turn in the case, but didn’t know how the judges were assigned.

00:42:12	Question: You were there when he came back? Answer: Zaleski reminisced about being on commercial flights to return Armstrong, and preparations for major protests when all that actually happened was a spaghetti dinner in his support. Follow up: What was the next step? Answer: He thought Armstrong entered his plea in the fall, remembering it was football season and the deal they made with the defense.

00:46:12	Question: How did you arrive at the deal? Answer: He said the DA wouldn’t go less than 2nd degree murder, though it would have been almost impossible to prove intent to kill. He thought the act was just a grossly reckless act. Regarding the strength of the case they had against Armstrong, he recalled lining up the evidence for the defense, which made it clear that they had to make a deal.

00:50:11	Question: Was plea bargain a way to save money? Answer: No, he didn’t think it had anything to do with that, believing 2nd degree murder the proper charge. Question: Was this plea bargain unique? Answer: Yes. He talked about how the defense tried to make the sentencing hearing about the war, rather than about Armstrong. This hardly served Armstrong well, since every stupid statement he made lengthened his sentence and showed his guilt. He talked about his dramatic last question to Armstrong.

00:54:51	Follow up: What led you to ask these specific questions to Armstrong? Answer: He said it was a gamble, since some of them he didn’t know the answers to. He was fairly certain what he Armstrong would say, because “this was his stage.” He reflected about the absurdity of the other side trying to make Armstrong’s case about the war. 

00:57:28	Question: Did you ever feel empathy toward those who thought Armstrong was justified? Answer: None. Showing the interviewer’s pictures of Fassnacht, he said “There’s why.” He said he had empathy for those who were injured, lost years’ worth of work, or were completely broken afterward.

01:00:18	Question: Talk about going back to Sterling Hall with those who were in the building. Answer: He thought he only interviewed Norbert Sutter, since others were gone from Madison afterward. As a side note, he noted that a miscalculation on the bombers’ part (of the rate at which primacord burns) actually might have saved lives.

01:02:30	Question: How did the phone call fit into the case? Answer: On one hand, it showed that they wanted to get people out of the building, but on the other hand, it might have caused more serious deaths. He was troubled by the naiveté of the bombers.

01:04:23	Question: Did you have involvement with the Dwight Armstrong or David Fine cases? Answer: He went to Canada for Dwight Armstrong’s extradition, but not the Fine case. By then, he was irritated with the events around the commutation of Karl’s conviction at the hands of Bronson La Follette. As a side note, he discussed David Fine’s personality and how his law bar denial case was still an important national precedent on the right of a state to determine competence to practice law.

01:08:33	[no question] He remarked that “Leo Burt is the state ghost,” a total enigma to Zaleski. He discussed some of the details of Burt’s life—he came from a privileged family, came to UW on a Navy ROTC scholarship, was active in crew and summer Camp Lejeune programs, and became radicalized by the 1968 Democratic Convention. He suspected that Burt was dead since he had a very tight, supportive family but still hadn’t “come in out of the cold.” 

01:13:09	Follow up: How did the others recruit him? Answer: He didn’t know, since no one in the movement knew K. Armstrong. Follow up: Why do you think Leo Burt was a co-ringleader? Answer: He was intimately involved in the planning—the van, the fuel oil, the manifesto, the surveillance. He discussed the theory that Burt was a plant.

01:16:06	Question: What do you think about the book Rads? Answer: While biased, he thought it was the most accurate account of the bombing, supposing Tom Bates must have had inside information that Zaleski didn’t. He mused about Bates’ background.

01:18:02	[no question] Zaleski compared Tom Bates’ book to Michael Morris’ The Madison Bombings, which wasn’t very good, but claimed that Zaleski was on a hit list. He told a humorous story about taking Morris (a stodgy South African) to a fish fry at a local bar and talked about other books Morris had written.

01:23:39	[No question.] In this section, Zaleski shows the interviewers pictures of Sterling Hall exhibited at the sentencing—of Sterling Hall before and after the bombing, Fassnacht’s office and hallway, the bomb crater, Fassnacht’s body, a truck like the one used and the debris from the truck, and the staging area. He reflected on the water-solubility and extent of the inflammables used, the state crime lab, the way the rebar was driven into the concrete, how a piece of Scotch tape survived the massive destruction, and how the pictures depict the staging and conduct of the bombing.

01:41:50	Question: Did you interview Fassnacht’s family? Answer: No—his wife was very private about the whole thing and eventually went to work in Denmark.

01:42:50	[No question.] In this section, Lawler asked Zalenski his opinion of a number of other people and organizations involved in the investigation—fellow prosecutors, the mainstream, student, and underground press, Harvey Goldberg, and the attorney who ran the case before MZ took it over. 

01:46:07	Question: Was there method to how you and your fellow prosecutor collaborated? Answer: He said he worked very well with him, though they tried to keep Lynch out, citing some of the bumbling he did through the case.

01:47:57	Question: Did anyone in the case leave a strong impression? Answer: Zaleski talked about how little things in a criminal investigation became big things. He discussed a small detail about a yellow corvair that helped break the case.

01:50:38	Question: Thoughts about Armstrong’s family (besides Karl and Dwight)? Answer: He talked about how cooperative the two sisters were and how dysfunctional the family with with an abusive father.

01:53:59	End of First Interview Session

End of First Interview


SECOND INTERVIEW

Interviewed: 	2013
Interviewer: 	Troy Reeves & Mike Lawler
Index by: 	Troy Reeves
Length: 	1 hour, 28 minutes
Series: 	Sterling Hall Bombing (Wisconsin Story Project)

Abstract: In this second interview with Troy Reeves & Mike Lawler, Michael Zaleski adds detail to his previous interview, discussing his memories of the Vietnam War protest era and the Sterling Hall bombing investigation. As a lawyer for the Dane County District Attorney and Wisconsin Attorney General offices, Zaleski shared recollections about the Sterling Hall Bombing, the mindset of the bombers, interesting anecdotes about the investigatory process, and the way it affected the university and the country in the 1970s. This interview was conducted for inclusion into the UW-Madison Oral History Program, specifically for the collaboration with the Wisconsin Story Project on the Sterling Hall Bombing. 

Key Words: Madison, WI; Dow riot; Vietnam; 1968; Kent State riots; Karl Armstrong; Dwight Armstrong; David Fine; Sterling Hall Bombing; Leo Burt; Oklahoma City bombing; Fassnacht family; extradition.

First Interview Session (December 19, 2013): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction. 

00:00:32	Question: Your time on campus? Answer: Zaleski talked about how he and his friends let off steam during his undergraduate career, and how he’d never seen anything change so quickly as how the demonstrations became violent. Follow up: Being a UW fan? Answer: He reviewed being a big fan, though at the time he was very poor and couldn’t go to the Rose Bowl.

00:03:30	Question: JFK assassination? Answer: He talked about how stunned he was when his girlfriend told him about the assassination.

00:04:32	Question: Memories about Dow riot? Answer: He said he was on campus but wasn’t anywhere near the Commerce building at the time. He reflected on a friend in the police who was injured, and qualified that police at the time had no training in how to deal with a riot like Dow.

00:06:40	Question: Did your opinion about the war change after the riot? Answer: Observing that he didn’t pay all that much attention to events in Vietnam during his law school time, he remembered becoming increasingly opposed to the war privately as he went through basic training and saw how the US was treating the less privileged segments of its society; but he didn’t see a viable replacement to the system in place.

00:09:51	Question: Events in 1968? Answer: Zaleski thought it was crazy—why have a riot at the assassination of MLK & RFK, instead of mourning them? He had similar opinions of the RFK assassination and the Democratic National Convention, supposing that “kids were looking for any excuse to riot.” Follow up: Was it just an excuse? Answer: He thought Daley’s response in Chicago was craziness.

00:13:19	Follow up: Was there a difference between peaceful and violent protest? Answer: He didn’t recall it being separate—it was “something to do” for young people.

00:14:25	Question: Spring of 1970? Answer: He recalled several violent protests, thinking that Kent State “really sobered people up.” He called it the saddest time of his life, for a variety of reasons he talked about.

00:20:14	Question: Your work during the time? Answer: Just back from his tour of duty, he worked in the DA’s office on mundane welfare, fraud, etc. cases. He handled these and demonstrators’ cases until he left in Sept 1970 to go to the Atty. Gen.’s office. He recounted the chaos of trying to bring cases before magistrates after a demonstration, including all the paperwork that had to be typed up on typewriters. He described it as a “zoo” on Mondays after a demonstration.

00:24:55	Question: You memories of Sterling Hall? Answer: He reviewed his memories, noting that you couldn’t believe the scene and that no one knew what to do. No one knew the perpetrators, so no one concentrated on tracking them down.

00:27:12	Question: Why did you leave the DA’s office? Answer: He said that the Justice Dept was developing its criminal section as part of a larger reorganization. He worked on organized crime in Milwaukee quite a bit in those years.

00:29:03	Follow up: Did you fear for your life when prosecuting demonstrator cases? Answer: He recounted having his house firebombed, and how this event affected him.

00:31:08	Question: Your connection with Karl Armstrong’s extradition? Answer: He said it was only at the end of the extradition discussions, which he described as “a circus,” that he got involved. The tension was not between Canada and the US, but between WI and the federal government. He thought that one of the quirks of the case was that a new constitution had just come into effect in Canada, and reviewed his previous thoughts on whether a murder should be treated as a political event.

00:38:34	Follow up: Where do you get that characterization of Dwight Armstrong? Answer: Both his own observations and others’ perspectives on him.  He talked about the thorough FBI report.

00:39:12	Zaleski asked the interviewers where they thought Leo Burt was, which led them to quip about the mystery of what happened to Burt.

00:41:06	Question: What was the motive of pointing out that Karl wasn’t part of a political movement? Answer: While his actions, Zaleski thought, could have been politically motivated without being linked to a movement, he didn’t think politics was paramount in Armstrong’s mind—why do something that massive without being involved in the movement against it? He cited another abortive attempt at a firebomb by the Armstrong brothers to point out the stupidity of their actions.

00:46:00	[no question] Continuing to talk about the progress of the case, he recalled how the sheriff discovered the fingerprints that sealed up the case against the Armstrongs, and tracing it to a cab license. He also reviewed why he was interested in the Armstrongs’ flight to Baraboo

00:51:15	Question: What was the change to get Karl Armstrong to plea? Answer: He said the goal always was a 1st degree murder charge, but there was debate as to whether this was the appropriate charge; Armstrong’s lawyer, eventually, decided to take the plea bargain to 2nd degree.

00:57:03	Follow up: Would that have been the same strategy for trying the others? Answer: Yes; he noted that after Armstrong had been indicted, support for him almost vanished; and wondered if Kent State and Sterling Hall had a lot to do with that.

01:00:54	Follow up: Did you feel you had to prepare for any witnesses particularly? Answer: Not really; he talked about a couple professors from UW who appeared.  They also talked about how Zaleski never found out what exactly happened at the Army Math Research Center and how tight lipped the professors were about it at trial.

01:03:50	Follow up: Recollections of the survivors? Answer: He talked about the guards who sustained injuries.

01:05:12	[no question] He talked about how he got to know the investigator from the Oklahoma City bombing and how similar it was to the Sterling Hall bombing. When pressed on the issue, he discussed differences and similarities between the two.

01:07:48	Question: The “guerilla warfare” comment? Answer: Zaleski went over the humorous jabs they made at Armstrong which came out of intimate familiarity with the events of the case. He went over some of the brilliance and stupidity of the investigators on the case.

01:12:47	Question: Involvement with capturing David Fine and Dwight Armstrong? Answer: He reviewed his going to Canada for the extraditions of Fine and Armstrong, and also how David Fine was denied admission to the bar in a precedent setting case.

01:15:14	Question: David Fine’s bail and sentence? Answer: He thought that it was a good question, wondering whether Americans’ fatigue with the case and the war caused a lower bail and lesser sentence.

01:18:53	Question: Thoughts on the commutation of Armstrong’s sentence? Answer: He discussed the considerations in commuting the sentence and his decision not to be involved.

01:19:26	Follow up: Dealings with the Fassnacht’s? Answer: He said he wrote a letter at the end, but otherwise never had any involvement with her.  They then talked about his continuing relationship with the lead investigator of the case and funny anecdotes they’d shared with each other.

01:24:51	[no question] They talked about the current whereabouts of several people implicated in the case—Karl Armstrong and others.

01:27:32	End of First Interview Session

End of Second Interview
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