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By James Breig

Many people have heard of the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, a gangster shoot-out that occurred in Chicago in 1929. But few people know about the murder of a New York State Trooper in East Greenbush that began with events around St. Patrick’s Day two years later.

On March 17, 1931, the feast day of the saint, two vagrants were arrested by Trooper Edward C. Updyke, whose patrol area included East Greenbush. He suspected them of being the pair who had stuck up a man on the Troy-Defreestville Road. When he pulled them over that Tuesday, they were driving a car with Pennsylvania plates that was loaded with silk shirts, shoes and other clothing that seemed suspicious for two out-of-work coal miners.

Updyke took the men — William Schemnitzer, 19, and Stanley Chero, 20 — to John S. Finch, the justice of the peace in Schodack Center. After arraigning them, Fitch dispatched them to the Rensselaer County jail in Troy. Joining Updyke in delivering the suspects was Sergeant John E. Frey.

The route was a simple one: north on Route 9 to a right-hand turn on what is now Old Troy Road, which lies off Columbia Turnpike, just past the Hamilton Printing building.

The two peace officers each drove a car with one of the men in it. Updyke got behind the steering wheel of his police car with Schemnitzer aboard; Frey jumped in the suspects’ car (which would turn out to be stolen) and followed. Said to be usually cautious with prisoners, Frey nonetheless made a fatal mistake: He allowed Chero to ride beside him.

As darkness deepened on that late winter evening, Updyke drove up a small hill on Old Troy Road and lost sight of Frey’s headlights in his rear-view mirror, so Updyke pulled over to wait for him to catch up.

Updyke didn’t know that the trailing car had disappeared because Chero had fished out a gun that the bandits had concealed under the dashboard. Chero would disclose later that both policemen had searched the stolen car before putting him in it but missed the hiding spot.

As reconstructed by Captain William E. “Bull’s Eye” Jones, a New York City ballistics expert, the scene unfolded like this:

[Chero] pointed the gun at Frey. The trooper sergeant, surprised for an instant, swung his right arm upward to brush the gun away. At that instant the pistol was discharged. The shot ripped through the left rear window of the car….Then Frey, apparently unable in his cramped position behind the wheel to draw his own revolver, jumped from the car. He pulled his gun just as Chero slipped behind the driver's wheel and started on in the car. Frey fired one shot. The bullet ripped through the door jamb on the left side of the car….Frey fired a second shot as the car raced away….Frey fired three more shots [to no avail].

Frey reloaded his six-shot revolver as he pursued the vehicle on foot. Meanwhile, Chero eased the stolen car up to the stationary trooper car. He got out and pointed the gun at the second officer, ordering him out of the cruiser and taking his service pistol. It was passed to Schemnitzer. Continued...

The two criminals then got into the patrol car and turned back the way they had come, only to encounter the onrushing Frey. Schemnitzer and Chero triggered off five shots: three from Updyke’s gun and two from the hidden weapon. A stray bullet nicked the unarmed Updyke’s coat as he followed the car back toward Columbia Turnpike.

Frey crumpled, firing three wild rounds as he fell. According to one early report, he was shot through the head; another countered that his heart had been pierced by a slug. Once the confusion passed, the latter would prove correct.

Frey lay dead on the road at a spot an elderly East Greenbush resident places as around the small bridge that spans a stream, hardly a quarter-mile from Route 9.

Next week: A manhunt for the killers is launched.  ( Have attempted to obtain the “manhunt” articles without success)

