Priest suspected
in murder accused
of molesting boys

the seven men who decades
later filed Child Victims Act
lawsuits accusing Lewan-
dowski of sexual abuse, the
priest used the wrestling
. . sessions to connect with
Who killed victims he molested.
the monsignor? “1was 14, 1 didn't know
‘ the first thing about sex until
DAY 11 I met him,” recalled one of
the accusers, now 74, in an
Eleventh in an 18-part serial  interview with The Buffalo
on the unsolved 1966 murder ~ News.
of Buffalo Diocese Monsignor This man and two others
Francis J. O'Connor who filed lawsuits said
o Lewandowski told them he
By DAN HERBECK had wrestled professionally.
AND Lou MICHEL All three said the priest
e, pulled their pants down and
NEWS STAFF REPORTERS nnlestedtbemwhilethey
Rev. John D. Lewandowski  wrestled.
was a tall, broad-shouldered They also recalled that
Buffalo priest who liked to Lewandowski told them he
boast to youngsters about knew how to use wrestling
his days as a professional moves to kill someone.
wrestler. “He was wrestling me on
Buffalo Police Department  the beach one day. He told
files show that Lewandowski  me, ‘T could snap your neck
was questioned as a suspect and kill you in an instant.” [
in the March 1966 murder took that as a direct threat
of Monsignor Francis J. that he could kill me if I ever
O’Connor. told anyone about the things
State court files showthat  he had been doing to me,” the
he is also accused of molesting  accuser told The News.
seven children while he was a “The guy was 20 times
priest. stronger than I was,” recalled
Decked out in a skin-tight  a second man who also filed
wrestler's uniform and high- a lawsuit accusing Lewan-
top boots, Lewandowski in dowski of sexual abuse. “He
the 1960s would sometimes made it very clear, he told me
hold weekend training he could kill me easily if he
sessions where he would teach  ever wanted to.”
wrestling moves to adolescent In March 1966,
and teenage boys.
But according to some of See Monsignoron Page A4

“This man was a predator, no doubt, ex-altar boy says

- a priest and a diocese journalist had been
suspects - and a cache of other never-hefore
released details,

The reports show the investigation

MONSIGNOR - from Al Ce pming 'l'hursdny
Police investigating murder question and fingerprint priest.
Lewandowski ernerged as one of the Buffalo
Police Department's suspects in the murder
of O'Connor. Police records show detectives IR .
began guestioning people about Lewandowski, :\h()llt the SCTICS
his involvement with teenage boys and his ties uffalo police homicide fi
0 O'Connor 10 days after the mansignor was Mﬁwmﬁ‘f&“a‘?"
killed on March 13, 1966. Buffalo's most respoctod Cathalie
OConnor’s body was found in Scajaquada pricsts were never intended to oo the
Creek about 200 yards from Assumption of the light of i

Blessed Viegin Mary Church, where Lewan-
dowski had served until six months before.

Reparts filed by homicide detectives back
then portray Lewandowski as a hard-drinking
man who used profane sexnal language
around youngsters,
Lewandowski loved bowling and was well-
known at several city bowling establishments
he frequented, often accompanied by teenage
boxs, the reports indicate. He also boasted to
several boys that he held a black belt in judo,

While investigating the murder, detectives
interviewed about a dozen boys who knew
Lewandowsii, in addition w worhers at bowl-
ing alleys where the priest hung oul.

Several boys from the Black Rock neighbor-
hood told palice in 1966 that Lewandowski
asked them in graphic detail if they ever had
sex, and some boys described disturbing
inddrnu that occurred lmmhtmdierwhm
Lewandowski took them on a camping trip to
acabin in Canada.

“He tried to force himself on meina
bedroom at the cabin. He tried to touch my
private parts, but I wouldn't Jet him. I curled
up in a fetal position. The other boys heard me
seream, ‘Get away from me!' | was 13," a former
altar bay who was mentioned in a police report
recently told ‘The News.

“When we drove back to Buffalo, as soon as
we crossed the Peace Bridge, | jumped out of
his car and ran all the way home ... 1 avoided
him after that”

“This man, who did not file a lawsuit, said he
met Lewandowski throagh bowling.

“He was the coach of our CYO bowling
team at Assumption,” he said. “This man was a
predatar, no doul

Records from the Buffalo Diocese say
Lewandowski served as a priest from 1960

But on Feb. 2, 2022, the veil of socrecy
was pulled back. Two Buffalo News report-
ers and their editor were granted access
o the files in response 1o a Freedom of
Informatio:

n request.
Revealed in the nearly 57-year-old
reports on the murder of Monsignor
Francis J. O'Connor were shocking scerets

How we reported this series
umdm mpu-ta- Lou Michel filed
of Information Law

wmm .lmuryzomfnr Buffalo
Police reccrds on the unsolved 1966 murder
of Buffalo Diocese Monsignor Francis J.
OConnor,

He and reporter Dan Herbock were given
acvess 0 Lhe Police Departnesi’s box of
appeoximately 100 reparts on the case.

1a addiion, they interviewed maoce than

suddenly ended, without any explanation,
shortly after a priest was questioned and
fingerprinted,
Most of the people who knew O'Connor
are now dead, along with the detectives and
whoi ti d the crime.

mmuonln:ﬁllwmtoknuw\;mn
murdered the monsignor.
~ Low Michel and Dan Herbeok

120 peaple, inchuding retired palice ollicess
who worked on the case, poople whe talked
with the Buffalo Police hamicide chief who
mwmcnauﬂpﬁm relatives and
W of O'Connor and of throe

who
This is the 11th in an 18-part scenial on the
wnsolved marndes,
Read the rest of the sories in upooming
issues of The Buffalo News.

On BuffaloNews.com:

* SCAN THE QR CODE AT LEFT ON ANY MORILE DEVICE 10 ACCESS
THE LATEST ENTRIES OF THE BUFEALO NEWS SERIAL.

« Waren Now: Crier or DETRCUIVES RALPH DEGENHART

AT LU66 NEWS CONFERENCE ON MONSIGNOR'S MURDER,

* Waren Now: MicrEL AND HERBECK TALK ABOUT REPORTS.

police officials 1okl The News that the depart-
ment - for decades - would repart allegations
of crimes by priests to leaders of the Buffalo
Diocese, rather than arresting the priests.

“The News could find no record of Buffalo
police arresting any pries: for molestinga
youth in the previous 70 vears.

“We should have been arresting thean, bat
we didn't," a retired police captain told The
News on the condition he not be identified,

“It was wrong, but that was our policy at that
time .. Turn it over to the diocese and let them
Bandle iL”

“That policy helped Lewandowski avoid
arrest, even after several witnesses in the
O'Cmmr probe told detectives of Lewan-

hl duct with boys.

Le Jowski’s boss at Assumption Church

told detectives that Lewandowski had been

hnmr)hxlmllhn'l‘ Bogacki told detec-
tives that he had Lewandowski sent away after
Lewandowski had been accused of getting
a teenage boy drunk ing him out
all night. Bogacki s Te complained w e
bishop and two other top Buffalo Diocese
officials about Lewandowski's conduct.

Lewandowski was sent for a brief time
1o the Abbey of the Genesee monastery near
Genesen, the pastor said, and then transferred
10 a parish in Salamanca,

But the pastor said Lewandowski'’s “past
caught up to him” in Salamanca, and he was
moved again to a Buffalo Diocese retreat house
in Bemus Point, which police described as “a
penal house for wayward priests”

“The seven Child Victims Act lawsuits accus-
ing him of molesting boys at four different
parishes and a Bays & Girls clob are on hold in
the state courts as a resolution is negotiated in
the Buffalo Diocese's ¢ petition.

The News asked some of Lewandowski's
m}mmhcy'unmm»mmmd
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until 1970, ard he died in 1982 at age 49.

‘T'he dincese has “no record” that police told
any diccese official that Lewandowski was a
suspect in the (¥Connor murder, said Joseph
Martone, a spokesman for the diocese,

In 2018, the diocese identified Lewandowski

as one of 78 priests from the diocese who had
been “credibly accused” of sexually abusing
children,
llhneu)) allm!urmffahpmmwho
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“I am not surprised to hear that he was the
suspect in the murder,” said one of the men,
now 75, “I'his man was so big, so muscular. |
was a skinny kid. He didn’t threaten to kill me,
bul he told me and my friends, ‘| know how to
kill you or eripple you for the rest of your life.
‘T'hat really scared me.”



