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AURORA THEATER SHOOTINGS. THE SUSPECT

A gas mask lies on the ground outside the theater where James Holmes was apprehended after the theater shootings. Karl Gehring, The Denver Post

EVOLUTION OF A 
STORY: Story first 
published online 
at 6:48:59 a.m., 
July 20, 2012; and 
updated 12 times 
before appearing in 
print (shown).

Story by  
Sara Burnett, Jessica 
Fender, Felisa Cardona 
and Jeremy P. Meyer

A quiet man who authorities 
say harbored a deadly plan

aurora — James Eagan Holmes — now the subject of global head-

lines — was never one to draw attention to himself.

In interviews with people who have known him throughout his life, 

Holmes was described as a quiet and intelligent person who wouldn’t 

even acknowledge neighbors in his apartment hallway.

Holmes, 24, maintained that quiet demeanor even as police say he was 

plotting a horrific attack that killed 12 people and injured 58 others in an 

aurora movie theater early Friday.

He bought four guns and 6,000 rounds of ammunition, aurora Police 

Chief Dan oates said.

He rigged his apartment with what authorities fear are deadly explo-
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“James 
was nice 
and quiet. 
He was 
studious, 
he cut the 
grass, and 
cleaned 
the car. He 
was very 
bright.”
Tom Mai, who 
lived next door 
to James Holmes, 
above, in 
suburban San 
Diego.
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sives and blared techno music from his stereo in what’s believed to be an 

attempt to invite more devastation when the door was opened.

From what little is known about the suspect, it appears that he was a 

study in contrast — a smart and quiet man who authorities say harbored 

a deadly plan.

In high school the boy known as “Jimmy” quit the soccer team after his 

sophomore year and focused mostly on his studies.

He earned a degree in neuroscience with highest honors from the uni-

versity of California riverside in 2010 but didn’t walk in his commence-

ment ceremony.

oates said Holmes, who did not resist when he was arrested outside the 

theater minutes after the shooting, acted alone.

oates declined to discuss what motive, if any, Holmes gave police.

one hint could be in what New York Police Commissioner ray Kelly 

told reporters Friday, saying that Holmes had reportedly identified him-

self as Batman’s arch-enemy “The Joker” to authorities.

“He had his hair painted red, he said he was ‘The Joker,’ obviously the 

‘enemy’ of Batman,” Kelly said at a news conference, addressing the in-

creased security at New York City theaters.

oates, who said he talked with Kelly early Friday, would not confirm 

that report. But residents of Holmes’ apartment building said police who 

came to their doors immediately after the shooting asked if they had seen 

a man with his hair dyed red or pink.

Information compiled from multiple sources shows the planning for 

the attack was methodical, went back months and coincided with Holmes’ 

withdrawal from a graduate program in neuroscience at the university of 

Colorado School of Medicine.

In May, he began buying guns and apparently stocking up on the body 

armor that police said he wore during the shooting: a ballistic helmet and 

vest, ballistic leggings, throat and groin protector, a gas mask and black 

tactical gloves.

Before he left for the movie theater he booby-trapped his apartment, at-

taching several trip wires to 1-liter plastic bottles containing an unknown 

substance in a manner so sophisticated oates said it could take days to 

disarm.
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It’s so “vexing” that by nightfall Friday officers had still not risked en-

tering the apartment, instead using cameras to probe.

“I personally have never seen anything like what the pictures show us 

in there,” oates said.

Holmes’ parents, who live in San Diego, issued a statement saying the 

family is cooperating with authorities. His father flew to Denver Friday 

afternoon. His mother remained at the family home, neighbors said.

“our hearts go out to those who were involved in this tragedy and to the 

families and friends of those involved,” they said. “We are still trying to pro-

cess this information and we appreciate that people will respect our privacy.”

Holmes grew up in San Diego, graduating from Westview High School 

in 2006. He then went on to the university of California riverside, where 

Chancellor Timothy White said Holmes distinguished himself, graduating 

with highest honors.

“academically, he was the top of the top,” White said.

The Mai family has lived next door to the Holmes family for abut 15 

years on a middle-class street in suburban San Diego.

Christine Mai, 17, said she never saw Jimmy Holmes act out violently 

or with a weapon, nor did she see him socializing with friends or bringing 

girlfriends home.

The Holmes family had Christmas parties in their front yard and often 

exchanged gifts with the Mais, she said. Last year, they shared hot apple 

cider in the front yard with other neighbors.

“He seemed like a nice guy,” she said. “His mother used to tell us he was 

a good son.”

after graduation from uCr, Holmes took a part-time job at a nearby 

McDonald’s.

“I felt bad for him because he studied so hard,” Mai said. “My brother 

said he looked kind of down; he seemed depressed.”

Julie adams said her son played soccer with Holmes at Westview High. 

Holmes played his freshman and sophomore years, she said.

While most of the other kids — her son Taylor included — played 

league soccer and continued the sport throughout high school, Holmes 

wasn’t as involved, she said.

“I could tell you a lot about every single kid on that team except for 
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From what little is known about the
suspect, itappears thathewasastudyin
contrast — a smart and quiet man who
authorities say harbored a deadly plan.
In high school the boy known as

“Jimmy” quit the soccer teamafter his
sophomore year and focused mostly
on his studies.
He earned a degree in neuroscience

with highest honors from theUniver-
sity ofCaliforniaRiverside in 2010 but
didn’twalk in his commencement cer-
emony.
Oates said Holmes, who did not re-

sist when he was arrested outside the
theater minutes after the shooting,
acted alone.
Oates declined to discuss what mo-

tive, if any, Holmes gave police.
One hint could be inwhatNewYork

Police Commissioner Ray Kelly told
reporters Friday, saying that Holmes
had reportedly identified himself as
Batman’s arch-enemy “The Joker” to
authorities.
“He had his hair painted red, he said

hewas ‘The Joker,’ obviously the ‘ene-
my’ of Batman,” Kelly said at a news
conference, addressing the increased
security at New York City theaters.
Oates,who said he talkedwithKelly

early Friday, would not confirm that
report. But residents of Holmes’
apartment building said police who
came to their doors immediately after
the shooting asked if they had seen a
man with his hair dyed red or pink.
Information compiled from multi-

ple sources shows the planning for the
attack was methodical, went back
months and coincided with Holmes’
withdrawal from a graduate program
in neuroscience at the University of
Colorado School of Medicine.
In May, he began buying guns and

apparently stocking up on the body
armor that police said hewore during
the shooting: a ballistic helmet and
vest, ballistic leggings, throat and
groin protector, a gas mask and black
tactical gloves.
Before he left for the movie theater

he booby-trapped his apartment, at-
taching several trip wires to 1-liter
plastic bottles containing anunknown
substance in amanner so sophisticat-
edOates said it could take days to dis-
arm.
It’s so “vexing” that by nightfall Fri-

day officers had still not risked enter-
ing the apartment, instead using cam-
eras to probe.
“I personally have never seen any-

thing likewhat the pictures showus in
there,” Oates said.
Holmes’ parents,who live in SanDi-

ego, issued a statement saying the
family is cooperatingwith authorities.
His father flew toDenver Friday after-
noon. His mother remained at the
family home, neighbors said.
“Our hearts go out to those who

were involved in this tragedy and to
the families and friends of those in-
volved,” they said. “We are still trying
to process this information andwe ap-
preciate that people will respect our
privacy.”
Holmes grewup in SanDiego, grad-

uating fromWestviewHigh School in
2006. He then went on to the Univer-
sity of California Riverside, where
Chancellor Timothy White said Hol-
mes distinguishedhimself, graduating
with highest honors.
“Academically, hewas the top of the

top,”White said.
The Mai family has lived next door

to the Holmes family for abut 15 years
on a middle-class street in suburban
San Diego.
ChristineMai, 17, said she never saw

Jimmy Holmes act out violently or
with aweapon, nor did she see him so-
cializingwith friends or bringing girl-
friends home.
The Holmes family had Christmas

parties in their front yard and often
exchanged gifts with the Mais, she
said. Last year, they shared hot apple
cider in the front yard with other
neighbors.
“He seemed like a nice guy,” she

said. “His mother used to tell us he
was a good son.”
After graduation fromUCR, Holm-

es took a part-time job at a nearbyMc-
Donald’s.
“I felt bad for him because he stud-

ied so hard,” Mai said. “My brother
said he looked kind of down; he
seemed depressed.”
JulieAdams said her sonplayed soc-

cer with Holmes at Westview High.
Holmes played his freshman and
sophomore years, she said.
While most of the other kids — her

son Taylor included — played league
soccer and continued the sport
throughout high school, Holmes
wasn’t as involved, she said.
“I could tell you a lot about every

single kid on that team except for
him,” Adams said. “He was more
aloof.”
She was shocked to discover heli-

copters circling her San Diego neigh-
borhood because of Holmes’ alleged
rampage.
“Taylor remembers playing soccer
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withhim.Hesaidhewasquiet, reserved
and a respectful kid,”Adams said.
According to her son’s yearbook,

Holmes also ran cross country as a
freshman but did not continue the
sport.
Holmes came to Colorado in May

2011 and started in CU’s neuroscience
program a month later. But by last
month, he was in the process of with-
drawing, university spokeswoman
JacqueMontgomery said Friday.
In an e-mailmessage tomembers of

the campus community, Doug Abra-
ham, chief of police for the university,
said Holmes’ access to campus build-
ings was terminated while his with-
drawal was being processed.
He said officials do not believeHol-

mes has been on campus since then,
but authorities evacuated several re-
search buildings as a precautionary
measure while they waited for bomb-
sniffing dogs to search buildings Fri-
day afternoon.
In an applicationHolmes submitted

for a different apartment early last

year, he described himself as a “quiet
and easy-going” student. Other ten-
ants in his building — which is re-
served for students, faculty and staff
of the medical campus — described
him as a recluse.
Kaitlyn Fonzi, a 20-year-old biology

student at University of Colorado
Denver who lives in an apartment be-
low Holmes’ said she heard techno
music blasting from Holmes apart-
ment around midnight.
Another tenant said residents

called 9-1-1 about the racket.
Fonziwent upstairs and knocked on

the door.When no one answered, she
put her hand on the knob and realized
the door was unlocked.
Fonzi decided not to go inside the

apartment.
At almost exactly 1 a.m., Fonzi said,

the music stopped.

Denver Post writers Kieran Nichol-
son, Monte Whaley and Jordan Stef-
fen and the Associated Press contrib-
uted.

ByDavid Olinger The Denver Post

aurora» The killer brought four
guns— two semi-automatic pistols, an
assault-style rifle and a shotgun — to
the movie theater, where 70 people
were shot or injured, of whom 12 died.
He also came dressed for battle,

wearing a gasmask, a combat helmet, a
ballistic vest and armor protecting his
legs, throat and groin.
Law enforcement officials said Fri-

day that they are investigatingwhether
James Eagan Holmes, the 24-year-old
suspect, was legally eligible to own all
those weapons and combat gear. But
they had found no evidence of a crimi-
nal history thatwould have prohibited
him from buying the weapons used to
massacre moviegoers at a midnight
Batman premiere in Aurora.
His only run-inwith police: anOcto-

ber 2011 speeding ticket.
Aurora Police Chief Daniel Oates

said Holmes brought a pair of .40-cali-
ber Glock pistols, an AR-15 military-
style rifle and a Remington shotgun to
the Century Aurora 16 complex, but it
was unclear whether he used them all
as he strode through the theater, shoot-
ing people apparently at random. One
Glock pistol was found in his white
Hyundaiwhenpolice arrestedhimout-
side the car, he said. Oates saidHolmes
purchased6,000 roundsof ammunition
and multiple magazines, including a
drum magazine able to hold 100 car-
tridges, fromstores andon the Internet.
Oates also said investigators have

not yet determined how many shots
were fired or how many gun maga-
zines were brought to the theater to
carry out the midnight massacre.
But “many,many roundswere fired,”

he said.
According to one law enforcement

source, the gunman could easily have
shot police officers as they ap-
proached because of all his combat
gear but sat calmly by his car instead.
The AR-15 is a semi-automatic ver-

sion of the military M-16 rifle, first
marketed for civilian sales in 1963.
Glock, an Austrian gunmaker, has

become the leading seller of semi-au-
tomatic pistols to U.S. law enforce-
ment agencies and offers a variety of
.40-caliber pistols to civilians as well.
The Remington Model 870 is a

U.S.-made pump-action shotgun used
by the public for sport shooting and
hunting and is often carried by law en-
forcement and military personnel.
Convicted felons, people convicted

of domestic violence and people who
have been adjudicated asmentally de-
fective or committed to amental insti-
tution are among those prohibited
frombuying guns in theUnited States.
Though Holmes apparently pur-

chased his legally, “There is a huge gun
issue here,” said Kristen Rand, legisla-
tive director for the Violence Policy
Center, a gun-control group.
From Columbine High to Virginia

Tech to FortHood to theAuroramovie
theater, mass murderers have brought
“high-capacity magazines used either
in pistols or assault rifles,” she said.
“That is the common thread.”
Holmeswieldedavariantof theAR-15

manufactured by Smith and Wesson
that comes with a 30-round magazine,
she said, and Glock “really drove the
switchover fromrevolvers tosemi-auto-
matic pistols” in theAmericanmarket.
On its website, Gun Owners of

America, a group opposed to stricter
gun laws, blamed Holmes’ ability to
shoot so many people on the absence
of guns in the audience.
“The gunmanused amovie gunfight

to cover his actions and further sur-
prise the innocent patrons.Worse, the
theater in Aurora reportedly has a ‘no
guns’ policy,” the group stated. “De-
spite gun control’s obvious failure, the
calls for more restrictions have al-
ready begun.”
Rand andBradBeyersdorf, a spokes-

man for the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobac-
co, Firearms andExplosives inDenver,
said they think people who have not
been convicted of violent felonies can
legally purchase the ballistic gearHol-
mes wore.
One of the pistols and the rifle were

purchased at Gander Mountain in
Thornton. The second pistol was
bought at the Gander Mountain in
Denver and the shotgun at the Denver
Bass Pro Shop, according toTomMan-
gan, a Phoenix-based agent with the
ATF.

MILITARY-STYLE ARSENAL

Gunman came
to theater with
fourweapons
The firearms used in
the shootingswere
likely purchased legally.

Agents from the FBI and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and
Explosives investigate the scene behind the Century Aurora 16 theater
where 12 people were killed and 58 injured in a shooting during a mid-
night screening of “The Dark Knight Rises.” AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post

SMITH & WESSON M&P15

REMINGTON 870 12-GAUGE SHOTGUN

SHOOTER’S
GEAR

Ballistic helmet
Gas mask

Tactical vest

Ballistic 
leggings

Metal shin guards

Armored boots

GLOCK .40-CALIBER PISTOL

Weapons in possession
James Eagan Holmes legally purchased all four 
firearms at local stores within 60 days of the 
shooting at the Century Aurora 16. The ammo for 
each weapon was legally purchased from online 
vendors.

Holmes first shot into the crowd 
with a shotgun, aiming toward 
the back of the theater.

One handgun was found inside 
Theater 9. A second handgun 
was found in the shooter’s car 
behind the building.

The rifle, a civilian version of the 
U.S. military’s M-16, was 
strapped to the shooter’s back 
and could hold 100 rounds.

Danielle Kees, The Denver PostSources: McClatchy Tribune; Remington; Smith & Wesson; Glock

Purchased at Bass Pro Shop
Ammo: 2.75-inch, 12-gauge shells

Purchased at Gander Mountain in Thornton
Ammo: .223-caliber rounds

One purchased each at Gander Mountain 
stores in Thornton and Denver
Ammo: .40-caliber rounds
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him,” adams said. “He was more aloof.”

She was shocked to discover helicopters circling her San Diego neigh-

borhood because of Holmes’ alleged rampage.

“Taylor remembers playing soccer with him. He said he was quiet, re-

served and a respectful kid,” adams said.

according to her son’s yearbook, Holmes also ran cross country as a 

freshman but did not continue the sport.

Holmes came to Colorado in May 2011 and started in Cu’s neuroscience 

program a month later. But by last month, he was in the process of withdraw-

ing, university spokeswoman Jacque Montgomery said Friday.

In an e-mail message to members of the campus community, Doug 

abraham, chief of police for the university, said Holmes’ access to campus 

buildings was terminated while his withdrawal was being processed.

He said officials do not believe Holmes has been on campus since then, 

but authorities evacuated several research buildings as a precautionary 

measure while they waited for bomb-sniffing dogs to search buildings Fri-

day afternoon.

In an application Holmes submitted for a different apartment early last 

year, he described himself as a “quiet and easy-going” student. other ten-

ants in his building — which is reserved for students, faculty and staff of 

the medical campus — described him as a recluse.

Kaitlyn Fonzi, a 20-year-old biology student at university of Colorado 

Denver who lives in an apartment below Holmes’ said she heard techno 

music blasting from Holmes apartment around midnight.

another tenant said residents called 9-1-1 about the racket.

Fonzi went upstairs and knocked on the door. When no one answered, 

she put her hand on the knob and realized the door was unlocked.

Fonzi decided not to go inside the apartment.

at almost exactly 1 a.m., Fonzi said, the music stopped.

Denver Post writers Kieran Nicholson, Monte Whaley and Jordan Steffen 

and The Associated Press contributed to this report.


