
11. Whodunit?
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The Institute of Optics was an exciting place during World War II, with some fifty
researchers working on a variety of projects that were vital to the war efforts. Approximately
half the military optics research projects in the country were centered there. As one might
expect in this situation, some attention was placed on security. The fourth floor of Bausch &
Lomb was cordoned off with a wire grill and twenty-four-hour guards. George Fraley car-
ried a pistol as he made regular trips to the incinerator in the hospital to destroy surplus
classified files. Newly developed instruments were given code names like “Metascope,”
“Icaroscope,” and “Seebackascope.”

If this sounds to you like a promising setting for a spy thriller, you are not the first
to think so. There exists in the University of Rochester archives a typescript of approxi-
mately two hundred pages that tells the story of a Nazi spy ring, a murder, an undercover
agent, purloined documents, and a sword fight—all centered in The Institute of Optics.
The novel is titled “Amontillado’s Arcanum” and is dated October 31, 1945. The author
is listed only by a pseudonym, “Spud.” Modern research has yet to reveal the real name
of the talented author.

The list of characters is mostly familiar to readers of this history of the Institute;
almost all were associated with optics during the war. Some were cast as themselves, and
others had their names reassigned to fictional characters in the story. The author issues a
disclaimer: “Any resemblance between characters in this book and human beings is purely
unintentional.” Somehow one is led to wonder whether this is a comment on the book or
a comment on the people portrayed.

Like many novels of this genre it includes a diagram of the crime scene, in this case
the fourth floor of Bausch & Lomb Hall, then the home of The Institute of Optics.

The hero of the novel is a young man named Gale Tristram, nicknamed
“Amontillado” like the sherry in Edgar Allan Poe’s short story. It is not made clear how
he came to be called by this unusual name, but that information may have been made
clear on page 6 which is missing from the archival copy of the manuscript. We do learn
that “Amontillado was not only good looking but he was capable of making aesthetic love,
and as a result, a good many girls were attracted to him.” A series of youthful indiscre-
tions, including a notorious incident involving a missing Rembrandt painting, brought him
to the attention of the police, who admired his remarkable derring-do and subsequent mil-
itary heroism enough to think he would be the perfect undercover agent to track down the
enemy spy who had been stealing drawings of optical instruments being developed in the
Institute.

Soon he is installed as a new technician on the fourth floor of Bausch & Lomb. He is
introduced to the whole group of characters, including an undercover FBI agent who
inhabited the Institute at the time. Some months earlier the FBI had placed one of its
agents, Don Feder, on the staff in a vain attempt to track down the Nazi spy. In short
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Cast of Characters

N.D.R.C Others Others

Dr. Brian O’Brien Al Chippendale Arnold Pehta
Dr. Fred Paul Jim Eyer Betty Larson
Dr. John Evans John Barnes June Taylor
Robert Hopkins Helen Parks Tom Kanwisher
Walter Newcomb Polly Pitkin Joyce McChesney
George Schnable Ruth Oliver Joy Whitney
Gordon Milne Louise Rivoli Elizabeth Schaeffer
Harry Polster Mrs. Monteur Butch O’Brien
Joe Magliozzi Marianne Smith Inge Renkert
Jim Harvey Dorothy Kinear Art Yaeger
Marty Koonen Mr. Cardinal Ruth Albert
Louis Fortmiller Tom Smith Dick Foster
Ed Spong John Leone Doris Greno
Don Feder Jack Agnolia Doris Schrader
Mary Banning Herb Graff Bill Boyle
Katheryn Harbuz Hugo Gunther Policeman
Pauline Coakley Paul John One Ear
Helen Tobin Klinkert Wartface
Ruth Alberts Myra Schwartz Von Heur
Gale Tristram Carl Moriarty Bush-man
Police Madeline Moriarty Bill Stewart
Roger Harrington Dr. Urbach Spud
Ed Schreiner Mrs. Urbach
Hobby French Don Pearlman
Robert Kesel Robert Hudson
Ed Palmer Henry Henty
Dave Lanni Betty Emig

Floor plan of the Fourth Floor of Bausch & Lomb, scene of intrigue and murder.

AJC-02.qxd  21/06/04  10:40 AM  Page 56



order more important drawings disappear, and a mysterious murder occurs with Agent
Feder stabbed, painted black from head to toe, and suspended by ropes beneath an opti-
cal table in Dr. Evan’s lab.

There have been many observations in the Institute’s labs that at first appear inexpli-
cable, but surely this was among the most bizarre. Our man Amontillado is up to the chal-
lenge, but he must use all of his considerable talents—including his experience as the U.S.
collegiate fencing champion—to break up the spy ring and bring the culprits to justice.
Along the way there were flower pots dropped from the top of Rush Rhees Library, car
chases, sniper fire, a sword fight, and a little romance for spice.

Author Spud clearly had talents not usually found among optikers, and a unique way
to parody the interesting characters who worked in the Institute during this interesting
period.
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Note
Spud's identity was revealed by George Schnable to be Bernard Metelsky, a young technician working under his supervision in the NDRC projects in the Institute during the War.  Bernard later changed his name, moved to the West, earned a PhD in physics and had a successful career at Los Alamos National Laboratory.  He continued his writing publishing a collection of short stories.  He has since died and his family asks that we not reveal his new name.


