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STREET STORIES
The World of Police Detectives






IN THE FIELD

The call came into the Midtown North squad at
2340 hours on October 17, 1991, just as detectives were packing it
in for the night.! The evening before, some kids had done a
stickup of a twenty-four-hour delicatessen at ssth Street and
Lexington Avenue. The deli’s owner was an Arab man, accompa-
nied that night by another sandwichmaker, a man who had his
own shop in Brooklyn. The robbery went bad. The kids shot and
seriously wounded the deli owner and killed his companion.
Then they fled in a van. The deli owner said that three Hispanic
boys had done the robbery, but his descriptions were vague. A
couple of leads had not panned out. A local derelict named
“Moose” claimed to have seen the whole show; but after exten-
sive interviews, squad members discounted his story as the fabri-
cation of someone looking for a handout from cops.* A truck

driver dropping off early editions of the morning papers at a

* Moose is a pseudonym. Throughout this book, pseudonymous names are placed in

quotation marks at their first usage.
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newsstand saw a van screeching away heading west on ssth
Street, but he was unable to get the plate number.

All the detectives were out of the squad room, so I answered
the phone. The caller, sighing and weeping, plunged immedi-
ately into his story, the words pouring out one on top of the
other. It was “Harry,” from Brooklyn, who had read in the news-
paper about the death of the sandwichmaker. Harry, who had
bought his lunch from this man for years, had overheard one of
his employees talking about the murder, a boy named “Ramon,”
who was like a son to Harry, and sometimes babysat his chil-
dren. When questioned, Ramon had told Harry that he had
heard “Apples” talking about the stickup. Apples had been shot
and wounded in the left arm by one of the two men in the deli.
He checked into Wyckoff Hospital in Brooklyn, claiming that
black robbers had mugged him. Apples also said that two other
boys had gone into the deli with him. Another had stayed in the
van, a vehicle that Apples had “borrowed” the previous Friday
night from his workplace, an auto-leasing shop in Manhattan.
Harry was calling Midtown North to ask if the police wanted to
find and question Ramon.

Detectives George Delgrosso, Alex Renow, Robert Chung, and
Pete Panuccio drifted back through the squad room on their
way home, only to find themselves tumbled into a long night
of interviewing Harry and searching for Ramon. The detectives
caught up with Ramon the next day, and he quickly named the
whole crew. Apples, Roberto, and “Sonny” had gone into the
deli; “Dexter” had stayed in the van. Detectives found Dexter
first, accompanied by a beautiful girl. When the detectives asked
Dexter if she was his girlfriend, he said: “Who, her? Hell no, I
just fuck her.” Dexter led detectives to Apples and Roberto. Both
admitted their participation in the robbery and put the gun in
the hands of Sonny.
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A day later, after getting a warrant to search I16-year-old
Sonny’s apartment, detectives found a financial statement from
Beth Israel Hospital in Manhattan and tracked him down there.
He was visiting his mother, who had just given birth to another
son. Sonny at first denied that he was in fact Sonny; then he de-
nied any knowledge of the crime. Then he said he had thrown
the gun off the Williamsburg Bridge. In the end, Sonny con-
fessed to the shooting, arguing that the two Arabs had started
all the trouble by pulling a gun instead of allowing themselves to
be robbed peacefully. Sonny had his 7-year-old nephew deliver
his 9-millimeter weapon to police in a brown paper bag.

A random crossing of lives leads to the overhearing of a con-
versation that prompts an anguished call to the police. Detec-
tives track down a witness who heard his friends bragging about
a robbery. The witness names the culprits. The youths admit
their participation in the crime and give up the shooter. The
shooter confesses. Suddenly savagery committed in the dead of

night becomes illuminated.

The Warrant Squad of Central Robbery, headed
by Detective Sergeant Dennis Boodle, routinely crashed apart-
ments all over the city at o500 hours every morning, searching
for long-time absconders from multiple bench warrants. Hitting
locations at such early hours raised the likelihood of catching
wanted criminals, who are invariably night people, but did little
to endear squad members to the families or neighbors of their
quarries. The work carried dangers, even when the warrants were
for misdemeanors; many sections of the city resembled armed
camps. Some absconders managed to beat the system for years,
by learning how police think and then planning dodges and eva-

sions accordingly.
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As 1991 was coming to a close, with many wily absconders still
in the wind, warrant squad detectives decided to think like crim-
inals. They came up with Operation Jackpot. They rented a large
office on the second floor of the Port Authority bus terminal at
Eighth Avenue and 42nd Street and blocked out the floor-to-ceil-
ing windows with blue paper. At the door, they erected a huge
sign reading Casino Club. They sent out letters to the fifty most
wanted absconders in the city, informing them that they had
won $50 and a free round-trip bus excursion to Atlantic City to
go gaming. The winners were invited to come to the Casino Club
on December 20 to collect their money. All winners who ap-
peared were also included automatically in a grand drawing for a
Sony television.

On the appointed day, Detective Vinnie Valerio donned a tux-
edo, slicked back his jet-black hair, and waved a huge cigar while
effusively greeting people who came to or passed by the Ca-
sino Club. Detective Tony Gonzalez wore a Santa Claus outfit
complete with white beard. He rang a huge bell so vigorously
throughout the afternoon and early evening that it eventually
caused blisters on his hand. Inside the room, Detective Stacy
Weiss acted as the receptionist, checking winners in as they ar-
rived. Behind her, Detectives Imani Booker and Debbie Lawless,
posing as secretaries, pounded away on ancient police depart-
ment manual typewriters. Christmas carols, featuring “T'll Be
Home for Christmas,” played in the background.

After Detective Weiss checked the letter that a winner gave her,
she motioned to Detective Sergeant Boodle, who congratulated
the winner and then quietly consulted the manila folder that
contained mug shots, arrest records, and warrants. Sure that he
had an absconder in hand, the sergeant escorted the winner to

the “cashier’s office” in a back room to receive his reward. (When
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one winner asked Detective Weiss about the Sony television, she
responded: “Oh, well, that’s for the grand jury. Uh, I mean, the
grand drawing.”)

The waiting area in the main room contained several chairs.
Companions who accompanied the winners lounged there while
waiting for their friends to collect their money. Lieutenant John
Walsh and several other detectives, an Associated Press reporter,
and I, all posing as winners waiting for the bus to leave for Atlan-
tic City, chatted amiably about inconsequential trifles, engaging
one another and winners’ companions in discussions about the
weather, the recent renovations of the Port Authority building,
the lack of reading materials in the waiting room, the vagaries of
the free bus schedule, and the kinds of gambling one could do
in Atlantic City. Several photographers from local newspapers
snapped pictures of the winners, claiming they were for promo-
tional purposes. The air of normalcy in the waiting room gulled
other winners entering the Casino Club.

At one point, two men came into the club to claim winnings.
A young man with a decorated fade haircut slapped his compan-
ion on the back and said: “Well, Mr. Jones, get your $50 there,
and TI'll see you outside. I got to go out cuz this here cigarette
smoke is botherin me.” Boodle quickly realized that the man
about to leave was the wanted culprit. Two detectives quietly es-
corted him to the cashier’s office, while Boodle told his bewil-
dered friend to go home.

Inside the cashier’s office, detectives, supervised by Detective
Sergeant Ed Keitel and later accompanied by the Associated
Press reporter and myself, waited to arrest, search, and handcuff
the winners, who were then hustled out a back door to a paddy
wagon. Most of the winners were incredulous at being duped,

and chagrined to have been made into suckers. One said: “You
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mean there ain’t no trip? This whole thing a fake? This here a
hoax?” Another said: “Do I still get my $50?” Some were mildly
indignant: “Well, you coulda come to my house and I'da come
wit you.”

One woman, a search of whose person revealed seven bottles
of crack, was downright outraged by the police deception. When
the Associated Press journalist asked her if she had been sur-
prised by the operation, she lashed out: “What do you think this
is? Get the fuck outta here, you silly bitch. What country is this?
Is this South Africa? Is this Nazi Germany? What country is
this? You all are the worst mothafuckas on the face of the earth.
I hate you fuckin mothafuckas—all you police, scientists, and
whatever the fuck you is—you is the lowest scum and slime on
the face o the earth. What the fuck is you waiting for? Who is
your president these days? Who is the fag? What is your presi-
dent’s name, or prime minister, or prime rib roast mothafucka,
whatever the fuck he is. How does you get out of this country?
How does you go to another world? Why don’t you arrest each
other? If you think you ain’t gonna get slammed by everything
out there that all of us is, you got another think comin.”

But such outbursts just enlivened the festive atmosphere at
the Casino Club. Detectives delighted in the reversal of roles.
The ethos of the street is to get over on others, to make saps out
of marks and exult in their humiliation, to outwit and thus defy
authorities. The Casino Club sting allowed detectives to play
on the larceny in the hearts of criminals, which led to their un-
doing. Reporter, photographers, and fieldworker became active
participants in the deception, as the price of admission to watch

detectives get over on those who make a living by getting over.
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Detective John Bourges of the 34th squad faced a
puzzle. Beginning in January 1992, detectives in the precinct had
caught an unusually large number of violent crimes, including
several murders of extreme brutality. The spree started with a
wild nightclub shooting by a major drug dealer. Then a kid was
shot twice in the head and run over with a car for good measure.
Several seemingly random drive-by assaults and other wanton
shootings followed in short order. One trail of blood led back to
the apartment of the mother of a key suspect. A pitched gun
battle in the middle of a busy street left 9-millimeter shells so
thick that detectives had to kick them out of the way to avoid
tripping. A restaurant where drug dealers congregated was fire-
bombed, and several wild car chases compounded the mayhem
in the streets.

Bourges had caught a few of these cases. In his investigations,
the names of some key local players repeatedly surfaced. Curious
about how far that pattern extended, he collected files from scat-
tered cases caught by different squad detectives, all involving
street violence, guns, or drugs. He discovered that the same play-
ers appeared again and again in a whole skein of incidents,
sometimes as suspected assailants, sometimes as victims. He
made up a large wall chart, with pictures, case outlines, and
known links among the players. It was a brilliant first attempt to
make sense of seeming chaos, and an electrifying moment for a
fieldworker trying to understand criminal investigators’ ways of
knowing.

Working with Detectives Garry Dugan of the Manhattan
North Homicide Squad and Mark Tebbens of the 4oth squad in

the South Bronx, Bourges learned that an unsolved highway
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murder of a college kid in the 3oth precinct was linked to the
crowd of suspects. So was a murder in Brooklyn and a notorious
quadruple homicide in the Bronx. The seemingly wanton vio-
lence in the 34th turned out to be part of a three-borough-wide
street war between rival factions of the same gang of drug deal-
ers, along with a sideshow war between one of these factions and
an insurgent crew trying to muscle in on business.

In an unprecedented development, the district attorneys of
New York, Kings, and Bronx counties agreed to consolidate their
cases under a previously untested 1979 state conspiracy statute
and to try the case in Manhattan. I sat on the bench with Justice
Leslie Crocker Snyder during much of the joint trial of nine
members of the Wild Cowboys gang—a unique opportunity to
see a case from initial violence on the streets all the way through

the tangle of the legal system.

These episodes were three among many defining
moments during my long fieldwork with New York City police
detectives. I began with a set of questions about the nature of
public investigations into events that have crucial social conse-
quences: How do officials charged with important investigations
determine “truth”? What are the structure, social psychology,
ways of knowing, and occupational ethics of official investigative
work? Such work is critical to the functioning of any highly
organized society, and an enormous amount of it gets done
in the United States. The 9/11 Commission examined the plots
that hatched the atrocities of September 11, 2001, and the insti-
tutional failures of different U.S. agencies that contributed to
the terrorists’ success. Congressional committees probe scandals

in the financial and pharmaceutical industries, in the White
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House, or in Congress itself. Federal Aviation Agency investiga-
tors conduct exhaustive studies in the wake of every airplane
crash, to determine who or what was to blame. New York City
water-main inspectors unearth whole streets whenever a pipe
bursts to ascertain the cause of the break. And police detectives
investigate crime, particularly violent crime.

In all of these instances, investigators try to establish particu-
lar “truths” on the basis of which “responsibility” for actions can
be assigned. Different occupational groups develop their own
ways of determining what constitutes truth in their worlds and,
consequently, what institutional structures or what particular
persons are going to be blamed or rewarded for specific actions.
So this book, as part of a larger intellectual project, examines the
institutional and organizational contexts in which crucial deci-
sions about what constitutes the truth of matters are made;?
and, in the paradigmatic case of detectives who seek to discover
who did what to whom, it asks how such truth gets transformed
into public proof in the judicial system.

I began fieldwork with the NYPD in September 1991 at a tem-
porary Midtown North stationhouse on 42nd Street near Tenth
Avenue. Midtown North, the sprawling, variegated 18th precinct,
is a cross-section of both high and low New York City, and my
time there introduced me in a bracing way to the world of urban
policing. Police make the city safe for everyday gullibility, fool-
ishness, high-spiritedness, and anonymity—for respectable deals,
romantic liaisons, and the lawful and unlawful pursuit of taw-
driness. Early on, I spent days accompanying a uniformed police
officer on his beat at the western edge of the city’s old “Tender-
loin” district, seeing through his eyes the shifting intricacies and
intrigues of street players and coming slowly to understand how

dedicated uniformed cops thwart crimes every day through
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sheer cunning and detailed street knowledge.> But when robber-
ies, homicides, and other acts of violence shatter this protec-
tive shield, uniformed officers call in detectives to interview wit-
nesses, interrogate suspects, and piece together the story behind
the yellow tape guarding the crime scene.

In broad daylight and into the wee hours of nights, I followed
the four-days-on-two-days-off schedule of one of the Midtown
North detective squad’s three teams.* I accompanied detectives
as they knocked on doors in tidy apartment houses and flop-
houses alike to glean knowledge about crimes. I watched them
investigate “legitimate” fronts that provided markets for the
spoils of robberies, or laundered cash, or screened insurance
scams. And I rode with them as they delivered prisoners to
Central Booking’s holding cells and sat with them watching
the Manhattan Criminal Court’s all-night sessions, the famous
lobster shifts that, during those years, arraigned hundreds of
criminals each night, seven nights a week, in rapid-fire succes-
sion.’

A couple of months later I started fieldwork with the Central
Robbery squad of the New York City Transit Police (NYCTP),
then a separate authority from the NYPD. Located in the New
York State Parole Office building on 4oth Street between Eighth
and Ninth avenues, Central Robbery caught all robberies on the
trains and buses in the five boroughs. The squad was divided
into teams that focused on warrants, token booth holdups, gun
robberies, and violence “in the hole” by youth gangs. Squad
members regularly went to the several transit districts in each
borough to pick up suspects detained by local uniformed cops.
Robberies by youth gangs took detectives into high schools
throughout the city to interview victims and to apprehend sus-
pects, who, with their attorneys, jammed the squad room and its

adjoining offices.



In the Field

II

The transit police taught me all the routines and details of po-
lice procedure, indeed all the basics of detective work. I learned
how detectives control crime scenes and canvass the surround-
ing area. I observed detectives interviewing witnesses, recording
statements, establishing the identities of suspects, and interro-
gating them. I watched scores of lineups, peopled with suspects
and “fillers” whom I had seen recruited from the nearby Port Au-
thority terminal. I accompanied detectives as they got witnesses
to court, shaped and managed “cases,” and assisted prosecutors
in constructing trial strategies. Rich stories about criminal in-
vestigations, impossibly complicated to my ears at the time, were
the regular stuff of detectives’ conversations. I worked steadily
with all the Central Robbery teams until early January 1992 and
continued to associate with the transit police through the au-
thority’s merger with the NYPD in April 1995.

In early January 1992 I began working with the three teams in
the NYPD’s 34th precinct detective squad. At that time, the pre-
cinct extended from 155th Street to the Spuyten Duyvil at the
upper tip of Manhattan, and from the Hudson to the Harlem
rivers. It was the NYPD’s largest geographical precinct, its busi-
est, and its bloodiest. I continued this fieldwork daily through
the summer of 1993 and then twice a week during the follow-
ing academic year, with continuing contact for years afterward.
Squad bosses and detectives gave me full access to all phases of
the squad’s work, even as they attempted to make their own
sense of the strange fieldworker in their midst.

Unlike journalists, police buffs, fiction writers, criminal psy-
chologists, forensic anthropologists, or movie and television
script writers, I came to work with detectives day after day, night
after night, for several years, in order to understand the struc-
ture and meaning of their work. I learned the intricacies of de-

tectives’ cases as well as they did. Eventually, the police created a
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new role in their world to explain to themselves what I was doing
there: I became known as “the Professor.” The tag stuck and was
quickly adopted by police throughout the city. The police called
me the Professor even in my presence, and the Professor became
a character in many of detectives’ new stories.

I was the outside observer admitted to the theatre-in-the-
round drama of their occupational world. The Professor also be-
came, along with everyone else in this workaday setting, the butt
of the constant gags, rough banter, and gotchas that punctuate
squad work. Once I was handed an “evidence box” that con-
tained a facsimile of a still-twitching bloody hand. I was also ex-
pected to participate in fooling other detectives and uniformed
cops. In one duping, I extolled the Malaysian beauties who
graced a former vice-squad detective’s photo album of memora-
ble prostitutes. The Professor’s seemingly innocent appreciation
of female charms helped the detective gull visiting officers into
unwitting expressions of sexual attraction to these men posing
as women, much to the entire squad’s raucous merriment. One
of my own gags was sending the squad a color photograph of
myself locked behind the bars of an Alcatraz cell. This portrait
of the Professor hung in the 34th squad room for years.

My long fieldwork with the police took me in several differ-
ent and unexpected directions. At the beginning, to capture the
rhythm of various squads’ work, I followed ongoing cases from
the time detectives took them on complaints through their final
or semifinal dispositions. With the 34th squad, this included an
analysis of all one hundred murder cases that the squad caught
in 1992. During slack periods, I also reviewed the squads’ files
of old cases that detectives singled out as being particularly in-
teresting. Usually, but not always, detectives targeted homicide

cases or violent subway robberies, some of which included arson.
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All the while, I interviewed detectives and had countless infor-
mal conversations with them about their work.

I always began these talks with the specific cases at hand, ei-
ther new or old. I wanted to learn detectives’ habits of mind and
how and why they attached significance to specific details of
their investigations. These interviews and conversations invari-
ably led detectives to tell me stories about other cases they had
caught and handled. Detectives’ occupational consciousness is
much more narrative than analytical. They organize the multi-
ple realities they confront in their work through stories—stories
that nearly burst with complicated details. Whenever files on
cases were available, I asked detectives to retrieve the paper. Once
I had read the dossiers, mastered the recorded details, and got
the central plot reasonably straight, I reinterviewed detectives
about their investigations, trying to get behind the official writ-
ten versions of events. The extraordinarily detailed character of
detectives’ work, along with their distinctive narrative organiza-
tion of it, made my work with them singular in my own field ex-
periences.

At detectives’ urging, I accompanied them downtown to 100
Centre Street for their consultations on cases with assistant dis-
trict attorneys, and eventually for their testimony at hearings
and trials. Through detectives’ good offices, I met prosecutors
in all six trial bureaus at the District Attorney of New York
(DANY). I eventually extended my fieldwork to include prosecu-
torial work.

Beginning in the summer of 1992 and throughout much of
the following spring, I spent one day each week in the Early Case
Assessment Bureau (ECAB) with junior assistant district attor-
neys (ADAs) from Trial Bureau 50. Always supervised by bosses,
often by the legendary chief of the bureau, Assistant District At-
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torney Warren Murray, the ADAs assessed cases and prepared
specific accusatory instruments, depending on their interviews
with uniformed police and detectives and, frequently, with vic-
tims and accused culprits of crimes. These instruments also
assumed narrative form, as ADAs anticipated presentations to
judges or possibly juries.

Occasionally, the grinding routine of ECAB interviews gener-
ated electrifying sparks. One day, while I watched, a rookie assis-
tant interviewed a young man from the lower reaches of the 30th
precinct about his second armed robbery arrest. Faced with long
prison time and hoping for more lenient treatment, the suspect
described in detail several street hits in his neighborhood that
he had eye-witnessed, all committed, he said, by the same tall,
lanky, hooded assassin, a man whom he knew well. The story of
the rookie’s unexpected bonanza of information made her a star
among her fellow ADAs on duty that day. District attorneys, like
detectives, revel in stories that place them at the center of action.

Events in the 34th precinct led me in another unanticipated
direction: to detectives’ investigation of violence emerging out
of the drug trade. By the early 1990s Washington Heights had
become the city’s hub for wholesale distribution of Colombian
cocaine. It was also a retail bazaar for coke, crack, and heroin
buyers from throughout the city and upstate New York, as well
as New Jersey, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia to the south
and Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island to the north.
Drug dealers in Washington Heights regularly sent vast sums of
money to the Dominican Republic, often in ingeniously illegal
ways. They also laundered drug riches through the purchase of
various restaurants, bodegas, beauty parlors, travel agencies,
casas de cambio, car repair shops, and car dealerships. These high-
cash-flow “legitimate” fronts washed dirty money, while often

providing comfortable hangout spaces for gang members.®
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Washington Heights exploded in fiery riots in July 1992 after
Police Officer Michael O’Keefe, a member of the precinct’s ag-
gressive anticrime unit, Local Motion, shot and killed Kiko Gar-
cia in a desperate struggle over a gun. Massive demonstrations
besieged the stationhouse. Cars were overturned and buckets of
cement were thrown from rooftops at firemen and cops, as angry
crowds demanded O’Keefe’s head. American-flag-burning dema-
goguery both from local Dominican politicians and from city-
wide technicians in moral outrage focused media attention on
the protests. Mayor David N. Dinkins rushed to comfort Gar-
cia’s family and then had the city pay for his funeral in the Do-
minican Republic.

When the detectives discovered videotapes demonstrating in-
controvertibly that Garcia was a drug dealer, they argued con-
vincingly that the riot had been largely orchestrated by other
drug dealers. Narcotics traffickers were, and remain, savvy in ma-
nipulating the long-term political and cultural alliance between
elites and criminals—an alliance brokered by voracious media
reflexively drawn to dramatic images of racial and ethnic con-
frontation—in order to bring aggressive cops to an enforcement
standstill. A thorough investigation by DANY exonerated PO
O’Keefe that September, and the small army of police on duty
in the 34th precinct forestalled further threatened civil unrest.”
But seeing the riots first-hand in the company of the police, I
realized that any study of New York City police detectives, partic-
ularly in Washington Heights, had to examine drug-related vio-
lence. And it had to take a square look at how criminal investiga-

tors see New York City’s quasi-tribal politics.®

Throughout my fieldwork, I systematically col-

lected detectives’ stories, and stories within stories, trying to un-
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derstand the internal logic of each tale and how one tale led to
another. The first book that resulted from this work was Wild
Cowboys: Urban Maranders & the Forces of Order—a kaleidoscopic
set of interconnected stories aimed at capturing the narrative-
rich consciousness of detectives and prosecutors as they investi-
gated related outbreaks of violence in Manhattan, the Bronx,
and Brooklyn in the early 1990s.° To reflect investigators’ always-
incomplete-at-any-moment understandings as they try to un-
ravel a bewildering skein of events, I wrote the book as a “broken
narrative.” Like detective work itself; it starts at the bloody end
of these seemingly discrete, disparate stories and moves back in
time and space to their common beginnings, through all the fits,
starts, confusions, dead ends, and sudden put-it-all-together in-
sights that characterize criminal investigation.

Detectives’ distinctive ways of knowing, their moral rules-in-
use, and the meaning they assign to their work are all embedded
in and emerge from the endless stories they tell. Street Stories
takes readers once again into detectives’ world, with tales about
the way New York City police detectives investigate violent
crimes in an unruly metropolis. The more complicated the case,
the more intricate the story. The longer detectives work, the
more stories they tell, and retell, and the more these stories trig-
ger their own and colleagues’ memories of more stories. Detec-
tives’ stories include their assessments of the stories told by oth-
ers—by witnesses, culprits, and fellow detectives. They lay bare
detectives’ occupational consciousness—their self-images, as-
sumptions, investigative techniques and craft, moral judgments,
and attitudes toward all the players in their world. Detectives’
stories reveal their aspirations, sensibilities, hopes, resentments,
and fears. Their stories also illuminate dark corners of modern

society.
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No single book can possibly capture the full range of big-city
criminal investigations, especially in New York City at the peak
of violent crime in the city’s history. But the stories presented
here, together with three analytical essays, describe the typical
encounters and intricacies of detectives’ work, then and now.
The book’s stories detail both the routine and the bizarre crimes
that detectives encounter, and introduce the range of criminals
that detectives regularly meet in the course of their investiga-
tions. They dwell on the sharp moral conflicts detectives must
negotiate and the sometimes strange byways of legal procedures,
and they show how chance case assignments can affect career
opportunities in the police hierarchy. These street stories convey
detectives’ sense of responsibility for their cases, while exploring
some of the social and psychological consequences of lives spent
investigating mayhem within a bureaucratized framework.

To do their job, investigators must piece together fragments of
information to discover who committed relatively opaque crimi-
nal acts. In rare cases, detectives find fingerprints or other traces
of identity at crime scenes that lead them to suspects. But usu-
ally they work with knowledge picked up off the street—some of
it self-serving, some downright false, some right on the money.
They analyze relationships between known criminals and their
associates to map out networks of culprits or follow a chain of
linked incidents. They search the vast web of municipal, state,
federal, and private bureaucracies for information, carefully cul-
tivating reliable and trustworthy sources. Detectives look for
people, sometimes for months, sometimes for years, peering be-
hind masked identities and legitimate facades, following
wormholes through shadowy underworlds to find those who
witnessed, knew about, or committed crimes.

Above all, detectives talk to people. They unpack the com-
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mon-sense worlds of criminals, the unspoken assumptions, and
the intricate associations of the street. They assess the plausibil-
ity of the stories they hear from witnesses and informants and
the credibility of those stories in courts of law. With the wiles
and snares of hunters, they interrogate suspects, seeking to
bring their prey to the moment when the need to confess crimes
outweighs the dangers of self-betrayal. When they succeed in
gaining self-betrayal—through cajoling, feigned friendships, sur-
rogate paternal concern, intimidation, or simple human empa-
thy—they then betray their subjects to a relentlessly impersonal
and thoroughly bureaucratized criminal justice system.

As public officials, detectives labor in the interstices of proce-
dure-driven, semi-military police organizations, district attorney
offices, and courts, a world of splintered jurisdictions and scat-
tered information, intense competition for prestige, vying hierar-
chies, and arcane, hair-splitting distinctions. These bureaucratic
behemoths fracture authority and knowledge and make absur-
dity the constant bedfellow of rationality. Within this milieu, de-
tectives labor to transform their hard-won street understanding
into convincing public proof that fixes responsibility for crime.

The knowledge that detectives gain emerges, as often as not,
out of deception and a willingness to bypass or bend procedures.
These methods pit them against the necessarily upright public
self-images and rhetorics of the organizations in which they
must make cases. Both official and self-appointed watchdogs
persistently scrutinize the way detectives work. The roguishness
of police detectives often breaks the gear-grinding institutional
gridlock of the criminal justice system, even as it makes detec-
tives and their behavior constantly subject to attack.

As representatives of established social authority, detectives

become lightning rods in American society’s tempests over au-
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thority and its proper uses. Police guard a social order that they
had little hand in forming. Even when they give voice to the
plight of victims who can no longer speak for themselves, or
rush into ugliness and danger from which others flee, their ef-
forts become subject to an endless, concerted public acrimony
over what kind of social order shall prevail. Their beleaguer-
ment helps shape a remarkable occupational solidarity that

binds them one to another.



2

LOOKING FOR SHORTY

Detective Sergeant Ed Keitel wanted Shorty. For
weeks, a one-man crime wave had terrorized passengers on the 1
and 9 trains in northern Manhattan. The robber stuck a gun in
people’s faces while taking their jewelry or money. The scores of
victims who complained to the New York City Transit Police all
described their assailant as a light-skinned Hispanic man of
slender build, about five feet six inches tall, with a distinctively
sallow, pock-marked face and close-cropped hair. Most victims
said he robbed alone, but some put an accomplice with him.
Some of these described his companion as a strung-out white
woman in a cap who looked like a boy, others as a nondescript
but clearly worse-for-wear black man.

At 2000 hours on November 12, 1991, Jeff Aiello, the bear-like
senior detective of the Central Robbery Squad, returned to the
squad’s 4oth Street headquarters between Eighth and Ninth
avenues. The windowless, stiflingly hot first-floor complex was
leased from New York State Parole, which occupied the rest of

the yellow-brick building. Aiello shouted with exultation—he
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had “Tyre” in tow, a raggedy man collared for a mugging by
city police and picked up by Aiello at Central Booking down-
town.

Tyre was looking to trade. He said he had robbed three times
with a small, skinny guy named Shorty on the 1 and 9 lines,
along with a skinny white girl named “Anna,” who knew how to
get cash for credit cards. Shorty, Tyre said, had a funny-looking
face with marks all over it. He always got on the train at 191st
Street and Saint Nicholas Avenue and either rode uptown to
225th Street or downtown to 157th Street, robbing on his way.
Sometimes he robbed again on his way home to 191st Street,
where, just east of Saint Nicholas Avenue, he frequented two
drug spots, one to cop crack, the other to smoke it. Tyre said
that Shorty also haunted another drug spot at 175th Street be-
tween Audubon and Saint Nicholas avenues. After wolfing down
a bag of burgers purchased by Aiello, Tyre announced that he
was ready to take the cops to Shorty’s uptown hideout.

Detective Sergeant Keitel was a fresh face in the Detective
Division. After a few years on uniformed patrol, he had spent
many years in plainclothes chasing sophisticated out-of-town
pickpockets who come into the city to work its sprawling under-
ground world. Keitel ordered six detectives to saddle up. A la-
conic Lucky Strike chain-smoker, he retained vivid memories
of jungle combat in Vietnam, as well as a moment in the tran-
sit police’s cramped underground office beneath Times Square
when an arrested culprit, just frisked by another officer, sud-
denly pointed a loaded gun in his face. Keitel insisted that all
Central Robbery detectives wear bullet-proof vests. In a van with
tinted windows, Tyre, cuffed in the backseat, and Keitel, along
with Detectives Aiello, Zeke Lopez, Carl Nuiiez, Jimmy Nuciforo,

Ed Vreeland, Detective Sergeant John Dove, and myself, took a
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ride up to the wild and wooly 34th precinct, looking for Shorty.
Two other detectives followed in a car.

Tyre guided the cops to Fairview Avenue, a steep, crescent-
shaped, canyon-like hill, sloping downward from Saint Nicholas
Avenue to Broadway. Halfway down Fairview, Tyre pointed out a
vacant lot tucked between seven-story buildings on the south
side of the street. The lot ran uphill into inky opaqueness. Next
to the high stone wall at the back of the lot, Tyre said, stood
three shacks. Shorty’s crib was in the middle. The outline of an
electrical transformer peeked above the buildings. When the de-
tectives slid open the van’s doors, the steady hum of high volt-
age current filled the 2200-hours dark night. Led by Keitel,
the detectives stormed the sharply graded lot. They discovered
couches and beds in the three well-appointed shacks. Hotplates,
televisions, and videotape recorders tapped electricity from the
transformer, which supplied a subway station located on the far
side of the stone wall.

Meanwhile, Tyre sat cuffed in the van with me. When I asked
him why he was giving up Shorty, he snorted derisively. Then
he blurted out: “Fuckin Shorty’s the fuckin scum o the fuckin
earth.” It turned out that Shorty had crossed Tyre. Once when
they went to a friend’s house to smoke crack, Tyre had unknow-
ingly dropped his bag of drugs, only to have Shorty pocket it.
Then Shorty began robbing other crack smokers—social misbe-
havior that caused the owners of the 191st Street crack house to
prohibit him from entering their establishment. Tyre explained
the rules at issue: “Shit roll downhill, man, and Shorty, he shit
on his own peoples. You can rob all the peoples you wants on the
trains, but you don’t rob the peoples you smokes crack wit.” But
then Shorty really stepped over the line. In their last job to-
gether, while Tyre and Shorty were robbing people on a subway
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platform, an old man, scared out of his wits, had a heart attack
and collapsed, half of his body on the platform, and half stick-
ing out over the track. Tyre said: “Ain’t no way to treat old peo-
ples. I gots a grandaddy too. Wooden want him treated like at.”

The detectives returned to the van, panting from the exertion
of the trip down the sheer hill, swearing loudly as they scraped
excrement from the soles of their shoes. In tow was a small, slen-
der woman, eyes darting, dirty face twitching, who said her name
was “Alice.” But no Shorty. Keitel ordered Alice into the car with
two detectives. Then Keitel got into the van and asked Tyre
about the girl. Tyre said that he knew her as Anna. He went on
to say that Shorty, a man of fixed habits, could only be in a
few other places. So Keitel ordered the detectives in the car to
wait on Fairview Avenue with Alice, who had agreed to identify
Shorty when he returned. Everybody else piled back into the van
and headed down to 191st Street and Saint Nicholas Avenue,
Shorty’s home base. Detectives Lopez and Nufiez posted them-
selves inside the train station. All the others, including myself,
sat in the van on the east side of Saint Nicholas, waiting for
Shorty.

The sidewalks pulsed with near-midnight energy on that un-
seasonably warm late-fall night: surging crowds, boys in baggy
pants and baseball hats hitting on leather-jacketed, bangled girls
wearing blazing magenta lipstick and bright red shoes, all mov-
ing to the deafening throb of merengue music blasting from
bodegas and gigantic speakers in the open trunks of BMWs.
Money and drugs changed hands in plain view up and down the
block. Tyre knew all the players. Spotting his girlfriend talking
to just about everybody, he said that he hoped she was asking
his whereabouts. Tyre then mentioned to detectives that Shorty

might be carrying a fake gun. Detective Aiello responded that, if
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Shorty went for the gun, the police would treat it as a real
weapon, regardless. Better a dead Shorty, Aiello said, than a wife
living oft his life insurance policy, dancing her nights away with
some NYPD bozo named “Ricardo” and saying “Jeff was such a
nice guy.”

Aiello spotted a huge hulking man strolling down the teeming
street who reminded him of a ghost from his past. He mused
about the incident. He was policing a train when a similarly gi-
gantic man, dead drunk, boarded, leaned over a woman, and be-
gan fondling her breasts. Aiello immediately grabbed the man’s
right arm, ordering him to unhand the woman. The man casu-
ally swung his right arm back, as if he were swatting a fly, and
went back to work on the now-hysterical passenger. Heels over
head, Aiello rolled backward like a bowling ball, banging into
the train’s shelf-seats as he went. Leaping to his feet, he raced to-
ward the man, nightstick held high. He hit the assailant on the
shoulder with such force that he broke his stick in two. The ba-
ton’s end piece cracked the reinforced glass of the train window.
Unfazed, the man turned and charged Aiello, wrestling him to
the ground in a mighty bear hug, squeezing his life-breath away,
until the train reached the next station and five uniformed of-
ficers, alerted by the conductor, piled in and rescued Aiello.

No Shorty. After an hour’s surveillance, Keitel ordered the van
to pick up Lopez and Nufiez from the train station and then di-
rected the whole team to return to Fairview Avenue. There, in or-
der to conceal Tyre’s new role as informant, the detectives told
Alice they had just nabbed Tyre on the street. A few detectives re-
mained on Fairview to wait for Shorty. The van, with both Alice
and Tyre in the backseat, slowly cruised the drug spots on 1915t
Street, as well as all the other tangled streets in the area, dipping
down to the 175th Street hangout. No Shorty anywhere. After
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another hour, Keitel radioed the unit on Fairview to call it a
night. As the van turned left on Broadway at 191st Street to head
downtown, both Tyre and Alice simultaneously yelled: “There’s
Shorty!” They pointed to a man standing at a phone booth on
the west side of Broadway, smoking a cigarette.

The driver, Detective Vreeland, made a precipitous U-turn on
Broadway and then halted the van. Aiello, Dove, and Lopez
clambered out, raced across Broadway, seized the slightly built
man on the phone, slapped his smoke to the ground, and cuffed
him. But when the detectives brought the man across Broadway
to the van, both Alice and Tyre said it wasn’t Shorty; he was too
dark. The detectives released the man and got back into the van.
Aiello asked Alice how she could mistake someone else for the
man she was sleeping with. But Alice shrugged and said that the
man had looked like Shorty in the dim light. A few minutes later
one of the detectives cracked: “Well, we sure scared the shit outta
that fuckin guy. Maybe we shoulda said: ‘Pardon us, sir, but
here’s your aromatic cigarette back.”

At headquarters, I watched Aiello and Lopez interrogate Alice.
She confessed to doing two robberies with Shorty. The first, she
said, happened totally by chance. Shorty had asked her if she
wanted to blast. She readily agreed, and they ducked into a
nearby building to light up their crack pipes. As an old lady en-
tered her first-floor apartment in the building, Shorty yanked
her bag right off her shoulder, throwing her violently to the
floor. The bag contained a large number of credit cards that Al-
ice admitted selling later. But, Alice said, she protested to Shorty
at the time: “Are you outta you fuckin mind? This lady’s gotta be
110 years old.” She added that Shorty regularly victimized an-
other old lady every time she got her welfare check.

The second robbery happened downstairs. Shorty and she had
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planned to stage an argument on a 1 or 9 train. Shorty was sup-
posed to jostle a victim and grab his wallet. But then before they
got on the train, Shorty stuck a gun in some guy’s face right
at the token booth and got exactly one dollar. Alice said she
jumped the turnstile in disgust and walked away. But Shorty fol-
lowed her onto the platform, admonishing her to be careful
because she could get arrested for fare-beating. Alice gave no spe-
cifics for any of these crimes. Only the incident on the train plat-
form fell within NYCTP jurisdiction. But detectives possessed no
paperwork on such a robbery and therefore had no case. No
complainants, no formalized complaints, no crime, even though
Alice confessed to crimes. That night, Keitel put Alice in two
lineups for other cases where complainants pointed to a robber
matching Shorty’s description and working with a female ac-
complice. But they got no hits, and so they cut Alice loose in
time for an early breakfast.

The next night, Detective Jimmy Nuciforo and Detective Ser-
geant John Dove went to Shorty’s shack twice, first at 1800
hours, then later at 2130 hours. No Shorty. But the detectives did
find a man named “Jamaica” at Shorty’s shack. Jamaica said that
Shorty knew the police were looking for him, so he was making
himself scarce. The detectives then hit the crack houses on 191st
and 175th streets, causing customers to scatter, racing down fire
escapes or over rooftops. The owners of both establishments ex-
pressed great dismay at the police visits, but they directed their
anger principally against Shorty for provoking the unwanted at-
tention. One owner mentioned a jewelry shop on Audubon Ave-
nue that, he said, fenced gold from all the local robbers. Maybe
Shorty went there.

The next afternoon, Keitel and two of his men visited the jew-

eler and described Shorty to him. The jeweler denied knowing
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anyone who matched the description. So Keitel reminded him
how the world works: either the jeweler phoned the transit po-
lice immediately the next time he saw Shorty or he could expect
the police to shut down his fence and put him in jail for receiv-

ing stolen goods.

Robbery has always constituted the main crime
in the New York City subway system.! Indeed, robbery, major
crimes emerging out of robberies, or mayhem often accom-
panied by robbery have catalyzed key decisions about policing
underground. The public outcry at the early-morning robbery-
murder on May 14, 1936, of 54-year-old Edgar L. Eckert, an exec-
utive of the Rogers Peet clothing company, prompted Mayor
Fiorello H. LaGuardia to create the official position of Special
Patrolman (Railroad) to police the subway.? Eckert had been
working late at the Rogers Peet 35th Street and Broadway store
to clear a basement flooded by a sudden storm. He was manually
strangled in a mezzanine men’s room of the Eighth Avenue and
42nd Street Independent Subway station for his gold pocket
watch and company medallion.

The city’s Board of Transportation employed the initial
twenty-one patrolmen essentially as private guards, supervised
by a police captain from the NYPD. More transit officers were
added gradually over the years, with officers taken from the
city’s regular police list and assigned to the subways. In 1947 the
transit patrolmen received peace officer status. In 1953 they were
designated police officers with full police powers and obliga-
tions within the City of New York—the same year that New York
State established the New York City Transit Authority. In 1955
the New York City Transit Police Department was established as
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a separate police authority, though its officers were not granted
full police powers for all of New York State until 1964. By that
time, the NYCTP boasted about 900 officers.

A series of subway assaults in 1964, almost all with strong ra-
cial overtones, paved the way for major increases in the number
of transit police officers. Some assaults emerged directly out of
robberies. On May 31, 1964, twenty black youths robbed and ter-
rorized IND elevated train passengers in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn.
The same day, five black youths stabbed a white 17-year-old on
the IND train for refusing to hand over $10 and play his ra-
dio for his assailants. On July 17 roving bands of black teenagers
beat and robbed two white men in different incidents on upper-
Manhattan IND and IRT trains. Other assaults had no ostensi-
ble motive except perhaps forcing others into submission. For
example, on May 31 four young men wielding a meat cleaver in-
timidated a motorman and passengers on two BMT trains near
Prospect Park in Brooklyn. And on July 26 two young black men
were arrested in the IND 4th Street station for terrorizing fellow
passengers.

Civil rights leaders, including Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.,
urged public understanding of the problems facing Negroes.
Roy Wilkins, executive secretary of the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People, argued that such violence
by blacks was caused by “the deprivations of slum life” and
by the “bitterness and frustration which all Negroes feel at the
continued denial of equal opportunity everywhere and at the
unpunished beatings and killings of Negroes . . . in the Deep
South.” Other black leaders excoriated the mainstream press for
reporting “delinquency” by blacks when there was plenty of un-
reported violence committed by gangs of white youths. Almost

all these leaders insisted that adding more police was no answer
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at all to the violence committed by some black youths. Nonethe-
less, public clamor about safety on the subways, spearheaded by
a June 1 editorial in the New York Times arguing that “the basic
danger in this city is the existing peril to the life and property of
peaceful citizens,” led Mayor Robert Wagner to increase the size
of the transit police force to 1,077 officers by early July 1964.

Harlem streets exploded in late-summer riots beginning the
night of July 16, sparked by NYPD Lieutenant Thomas Gilli-
gan’s shooting of 15-year-old James Powell, who, the officer said,
confronted him with a knife after Gilligan tried to break up
a neighborhood dispute.? Riots engulfed Harlem and Bedford-
Stuyvesant for six nights. In the fall, the boiling cauldron of ra-
cial unrest spilled downstairs. On October 23 gangs of black
high school students rioted on subway platforms in both Har-
lem and Brooklyn, terrorizing train passengers. On November 1
roving bands of black youths jostled and robbed passengers on
Manbhattan’s IRT line. Vandalism increased throughout the sys-
tem, and the subways—“everybody’s second neighborhood”—
were increasingly seen as a hostile and menacing milieu. In early
February 1965 the Transit Authority reported that violent sub-
way crimes had increased by more than 50 percent in the previ-
ous two years.

Then, on March 12, 1965, a racially-tinged robbery-homicide
catalyzed growing public fears about safety in the subways and
prompted a major increase in the transit police force. Just before
midnight, three black youths boarded the Manhattan-bound A
train on the IND line at Broadway-East New York in Bedford
Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, and started harassing all the passengers in
the car. In particular, they hit on three young black girls, who ig-
nored their advances. The youths began intimidating other pas-

sengers, demanding money and cigarettes. They prodded 17-year-
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old Andrew Alfred Mormile, who had been dozing. Mormile
woke up and tried to walk to the next car. The youths blocked
his path. A shoving match ensued. One of the youths drew a
knife and lunged at Mormile, stabbing him first in the face and
then in the back of his neck. Mormile fell to the floor, bleeding
profusely, his death observed by other passengers too paralyzed
by fear to intervene. The youths fled the train at the Nostrand
Avenue station. They were later apprehended and convicted with
the testimony of the three girls.

Motivated by sensational media coverage of this event, amidst
a rising tide of subway violence, Mayor Wagner promised to
post an armed police officer on every train and every platform—
some 465+ stations—between 2000 and 0400 hours. To keep this
promise, he increased the ranks of the transit police by 700,
bringing the force to over 2,720 men and women by the end of
1965.

A new kind of robbery plagued the subways in the early 1970s.
Partly in response to the nearly ceaseless wild-west banditry of
city buses, the Transit Authority instituted an exact fare policy
for surface transportation in September 1969. Almost immedi-
ately, robbers went downstairs and began to rob subway token
booths in record numbers. Between April 1970 and April 1971
there were 771 booth robberies. Crazed drug addicts, looking for
quick cash, carried out the great majority of these haphazard af-
fairs. But organized professional crews of four men—the drop
(gunman), the bagman who collected the loot, the lookout who
watched for police, and the wheelman who drove the getaway
car—committed many booth robberies. Crew members split the
take proportionally, based on street perceptions of the relative
danger, legal liability, and nerve required for each task.

A booth robbery could net as much as $5,000 cash and an
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equal amount in subway tokens that could be sold to bodegas at
a 30 percent discount. Bodega owners resold the tokens at full
price “for the convenience of customers.” The transit police in-
stituted stakeout teams that lay in wait in darkened stations for
booth robbers to strike. Shootouts occurred regularly. If a tran-
sit police officer apprehended a robber, he received one vacation
day for meritorious service; if he shot a robber, he received two
days vacation. The Transit Authority’s policy reflected the con-
temporary public attitude toward police shootings and the re-
grettable consequences of banditry.

After the early 1970s flurry, the number of booth robberies
dwindled, eventually declining to about 100-150 a year into the
early 1990s. Token-booth clerks with inside knowledge of the
system or romantic relationships with robbers, or both, set up
some of these robberies. One clerk joined with a motorman and
other accomplices to rob more than a million dollars from token
booths between 1970 and 1976. More typically, token-booth rob-
bery crews made marauding, Jesse James-style raids on easy-
target stations.

One group called the Black Hoods robbed more than sixty to-
ken booths in their home territory of the South Bronx between
October and December 1974, netting, however, only about $1,000
a job because they took only the cash on the counter and ig-
nored the valuable boxes of tokens in the booths. Similarly, in
late 1991 a drug dealer named Jake from 118th Street and Lenox
Avenue needed cash in a hurry because he owed his supplier a lot
of money. Armed with Uzis, Jake and his crew carjacked women
drivers, used the stolen vehicles in token-booth robberies, and
then sold the getaway cars to one of the many chop shops on
White Plains Road in the Bronx. Jake and his crew also took only

cash, ignoring the tokens.
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When transit police detectives finally ran Jake to ground, they
openly admired his cool toughness, his refusal to speak with
them beyond polite niceties, and especially his unwillingness to
rat out his companions—qualities that carry a premium in the
detectives’ own world. Although detectives were happy to have
Jake in custody, they nevertheless despised the accomplice who
gave him up. But Jake’s public persona collapsed when he was
nailed in a lineup. Facing an eight-to-ten-year stretch because of
his previous convictions as a robber, Jake hanged himself on
Rikers Island.

In the early 1990s the famous and much more professional
“Macdougal” gang, whose members trained for robbing booths
by lugging weighted bags up and down stairs, robbed eight
Brooklyn stations in less than two months. According to Detec-
tive Billy Courtney (famous for poster-size photos of “the ideal
lineup”: a refrigerator, a sheep, a fat lady, and a lone subway rob-
ber), “Kevin Macdougal,” a family man and a gentleman crook,
ran his crew like a detective squad boss. Displaying unfailing po-
liteness to the detectives who arrested him, Macdougal, though
an armed robber, did not use violence wantonly. Indeed, he pis-
tol-whipped and expelled a crew member who had shot a token-
booth clerk in a robbery gone bad. Macdougal exhibited shrewd-
ness and careful planning as well. He rigged a rope ladder from
the roof of his apartment building, giving himself a ready back-
door escape if needed. He always targeted subway stations where
one could see the street and the tracks at the same time. Mac-
dougal’s underlings, however (“Dillinger,” “Machine Gun Kelly,”
and “Baby Face Nelson”), gained reputations as wild men. Baby
Face was also a rat. He betrayed Macdougal and the others to the
police for a $5,000 reward, before going out and robbing a token

booth all on his own.
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The J-line gang plundered stations up and down the J line in
Brooklyn. “Rasheem,” the gang’s lookout, had helped rob the to-
ken booth at the Norwood Street station on February s, 1989. Ar-
rested and convicted of that robbery, Rasheem spent two years
in Sing Sing before being sent to a medium-security prison in
Pennsylvania. The first day there, he walked off and went back to
the city, where he hooked up with some associates. On October
2, 1991, he returned to the Norwood Street station. When the to-
ken-booth clerk—the same clerk Rasheem had robbed in 1989—
re-entered the booth after a break, Rasheem put a gun to his
head, pushed into the booth, and seized cash and two boxes of
tokens.

With the proceeds from that job, Rasheem bought some co-
caine in “weight.” He took it to the Carolinas, where he sold the
coke at the normal out-of-New-York four-to-one markup. With
the profit from that venture, he bought guns and returned to
New York, where he sold the guns at a five-to-one markup and
used that profit to buy more weight. When he returned to the
Carolinas, police arrested him for drug-dealing and sent him
back to New York on an escaped prisoner warrant, based on a
photo-array identification by the Norwood Street token-booth
clerk.

Jeff Aiello and Billy Courtney greeted Rasheem like a long-lost
brother, in a display of fellow-street-warrior camaraderie that in-
cluded bear hugs and high fives. Aiello laughed that during one
year he had spent more time with Rasheem than he had with his
wife. The huge, easy-going, straight-talking Rasheem bantered
with the cops and with me. “Whatchoo wanna know, Professor?
You wants to know why I does what I do? Professor, does you
have any idea what my share was when we was ridin high on the

J line? Just my share, Professor? I was making $8,000 a week. And
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I could fuck at will. Why should I take a straight job? That
wooden make no sense at all.”

Professional robbers like himself lived large, the way life was
supposed to be lived, Rasheem said. In addition to investing his
money in his drug business, he had gold-and-diamond rings
for every finger, gold chains—herringbones, Gucci links, and
Bismarks—real gold (“You wear fake, everybody know it and talk
bout you”), gold sleeves for all of his teeth (“Just like th rappers,
man”), a wardrobe filled with Polo clothes, leather jackets, and
shearling coats, several BMWs and Mercedes Benzes, and more
fur coats for his wife than he could count. And he drank only
“Moat” (Moét-Chandon) champagne for breakfast, lunch, and
dinner, and in great quantity before any robbery. Rasheem held
to strict pricing standards, insisting that he never accepted less
than $850 for a box of 1,000 subway tokens, worth, in 1991, $1,150
face value. Only someone who was desperate, he argued, ac-
cepted less than that because there were any number of “legiti-
mate” bodegas ready to pay top dollar for stolen tokens.

After his discourse on the merits of robbery as a career choice,
Rasheem asked Courtney and Aiello for a favor. “Fellas, I been
straight wit you and I wants some help. I wants to go back
to Sing Sing.” Both of the detectives expressed surprise that
Rasheem wanted to return to the fearsome maximum-security
prison. “Man, you can buy anything you wants on the yard at
Sing Sing. It like being on the street in New York, same prices.
Sides, there a little girl Correction officer at Sing Sing who like
to take the young boys up to the infirmary at night for $100 a
ride. I lookin forward to gettin some of that again.”

Although guns predominate as booth robbers’ tools of choice,
some use other weapons to persuade clerks to open their doors,

particularly after the Transit Authority bullet-proofed a hun-
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dred of its older stations. Railroad clerks Oscar Williams in 1977
and Regina Reicherter and Venezia Pendergast together in 1979
were burned alive when robbers squirted liquid petroleum into
their booths and then casually tossed in lighted matches. Rail-
road clerk Harry Kaufman suffered the same fate in November
1995. All of these clerks suffered grievously before dying from se-
vere burns. Several others over the years have endured serious
burns and narrowly escaped death.

Members of the famous Mankowitz gang, headed by Brian
Mankowitz from Middle Village, Queens, preferred to use pick-
axes for their ten 1987 token-booth robberies, smashing and
shattering the Plexiglas booths while promising to do similar
work on clerks’ heads unless available cash and tokens were
handed over. Police say that one clerk dropped dead of a heart
attack when he saw the gang coming down the stairs toward his
booth carrying their farm implements. No one could or would
identify the members of Mankowitz’s crew. The gang was finally
stopped by Police Officer Vinnie Valerio, a powerfully built man
shaped like an egg atop tiny, extremely nimble feet that regularly
danced him to the front line of officers ready to crash into apart-
ments after armed suspects (“Professor, when we go through
that door, stay behind me cause I want you to write that fuckin
book?”). Valerio shot and paralyzed Brian Mankowitz in the mid-
dle of a robbery at the Elderts Lane station on the J line on De-
cember 7, 1987, after surprising the pickaxe king from his hidden
stakeout.

With nearly two-thirds of the transit police force deployed
every night, daylight hours became more attractive to subway
criminals. In 1973 daytime subway robberies and larcenies ex-
ploded, mostly purse and jewelry snatchings. So did the number

of assaults, rapes, and brawls. Some of this statistical bulge in
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daytime crime came about because officers fudged their arrest
times, under administrative pressure to show decreases in night-
time crime. The falsification of records led to a major scan-
dal. But the subways had, in fact, become more menacing dur-
ing business hours. Police expressed particular concern about
youths who were committing an increasing number of crimes in
the afternoon and early evening hours. By 1974 two-thirds of all
felonies were committed between 1200 and 2000 hours. This led
to a sharp redeployment of transit police officers, now 3,600
strong, to daylight hours.

The department also carried out significant “anticrime” op-
erations using undercover plainclothes officers to catch crimi-
nals in the act. On the time-honored police premise that crimi-
nals cause crime, police posed as drunks or out-of-town rubes,
among many other guises, to lure criminals into robbery or
grand larceny. Critics savaged the decoy program from the start,
arguing that police were “making crime” instead of preventing
crime. The NYPD countered that the decoy program did indeed
prevent crime by locking up inveterate predators.

The late 1960s and early 1970s brought New York City and the
nation the Black Liberation Army (BLA), an offshoot of the
Black Panther Party for Self-Defense. The BLA aimed to free all
“Afrikan” people from racist oppression. To do so, several of its
members attacked police officers.* On June 5, 1973, transit PO
Sidney L. Thompson tried to arrest a fare-beater at the 174th
Street and Southern Boulevard elevated IRT station in the Bronx.
The fare evader’s companion shot Thompson fourteen times.
Thompson managed to shoot the man he had originally stopped
in the throat and left ankle. Detectives arrested that man, Vic-
tor Cumberbatch, at the Bronx Lebanon Hospital and later ap-

prehended Thompson’s killer, Robert Hayes aka Seth Ben Yssac
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Ben Ysrael, and another man after a shootout in a BLA apart-
ment.’

Despite what the New York Times on January 21, 1976, called
“rising terrorism” in the transit system—fears prompted by ma-
rauding youth gangs sometimes wielding shotguns, sometimes
clubs and knives, who held subway cars at bay and occasionally
hijacked buses—New York City’s 1975 fiscal crisis caused dra-
matic cuts in the transit police force, along with every other city
agency. Through attrition, hiring freezes, and outright layoffs,
the city reduced the force to 2,600 officers, a level maintained
until 1979.

The period was notable for several one-man crime waves. An
18-year-old who had been arrested fifty times beginning at the
age of nine specialized in riding between cars and, as trains left
stations, snatching purses or chains from women standing on
platforms, occasionally yanking people to the ground and dislo-
cating shoulders. This muscular would-be-boxer worked the Lex-
ington Avenue line at Grand Central Station and the Seventh
Avenue Line at Times Square, taxiing between the two terminals
for convenience. He was said to be personally responsible for 15
percent of subway crime in the late months of 1976, credit that
should probably be shared with several other young men to
whom he had taught his peculiar craft.

On September 29, 1977, police finally caught a 16-year-old girl
and 17-year-old boy for robbing forty women on the trains
within six weeks. Police apprehended a man for burglarizing
Anne Picyk’s apartment on July 8, 1978, after snatching her purse
in the subway to get her address and keys and then throwing her
off the platform into the path of an oncoming train, which she
miraculously dodged. The youth confessed to three similar inci-

dents in the previous month in which all the victims, unlike the
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lucky Picyk, had been seriously harmed. The famous Willie Bos-
ket killed two men in the subway in separate incidents in March
1978. After a five-year prison sentence for the two murders, Bos-
ket continued an active criminal career. Arrested again in the
early 1980s, he claimed to have stabbed 25 people while doing
over 200 robberies and, overall, more than 2,000 crimes. While in
prison, he set his cell on fire several times and attacked his keep-
ers nine times.® The transit police used such cases to argue stren-
uously that relatively few culprits were responsible for the vast
majority of subway crimes.

The chaos downstairs began to peak in early 1979 with rashes
of extraordinary violence. Youths regularly rampaged through
subways late at night after leaving discotheques. The occupation
of token-booth clerk was considered extremely dangerous, not
only because of the fiery deaths of Reicherter and Pendergast
but because, in addition to normal shootings, several clerks were
head-bashed or stabbed (or both) by robbers. Subway passenger
Reilly Ford was burned to death, and in a separate incident
down-and-outer Michael Starkman was set afire on a Brooklyn-
bound train on March 1, 1979. Several passengers were nearly
thrown off platforms, and on February 25 Good Samaritan Yong
S. Sou was hurled to his death in front of an onrushing train by
a mentally ill patient who used his newfound freedom under
New York’s deinstitutionalization program to menace subway
passengers in Greenwich Village. In the moments before his
death, Yong Sou had tried to dissuade the young man from pes-
tering another passenger.

The incident presaged a flood of down-and-outers, derelicts,
and mentally ill who poured into the shelter of the subway sys-
tem in the early 1980s. Dignified as “the homeless” by their advo-

cates, they panhandled aggressively, under an umbrella of court
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edicts declaring their activities an expression of constitution-
ally protected free speech. With the city still strapped for cash,
Mayor Edward Koch did not increase the number of transit po-
lice officers. Instead, he ordered a massive reorganization of the
department, redeployment of existing personnel, and overtime
work for all officers. For a good part of 1979 transit police of-
ficers worked twelve hours a day to combat crime in the subways
and allay public fears about the safety of the system. For a time,
city police officers were assigned to the subways to aid the tran-
sit police.

In 1980 crime in the subways soared more than 70 percent over
1979. Gold-chain snatching abounded, and the police discovered
an entire network of jewelry stores that routinely fenced, and
sometimes melted down, the stolen items, often selling the pre-
cious metal back to the thieves as jewelry or gleaming tooth-
sleeves. One robber roamed Queens subways slashing riders with
a meat cleaver; another seriously wounded Alexander Hudson
at Brooklyn’s Botanical Garden station with a bow and arrow.
Throughout the system, marauders with guns, knives, and link-
chain whips terrorized riders. And everywhere in the city, subway
cars displayed graffiti—usually crude (Teddy-bear love Teddy-
ette 4-ever), sometimes grotesque, inventive, playful images or
self-portraits, including cartoon figures in riotous color, some
in three dimensions, some with legends (“We will all just fade
away”; “The children of tomorrow can’t love this world if we the
people of today destroy its beauty before they even see it”; “How
can we destroy and kill ourselves while our killers stand alive and
waiting . . . STOP THE BOMB?”). The displays usually had tags
(street names like Taki 183, Cornbread, Cool Earl, Lee, Samo, T-
Kid, Mad and Seen [the Partners in Crime], Dust, Json, Kase,

Dondi, Vulcan, and Futura), “writers” searching to “get up” on
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steel-canvas trains to display their prowess and defiance to the
world. Throughout the 1970s city officials, invoking middle-class
fears of the seeming visual chaos underground, had unsuccess-
fully waged war on the audacious subway graffiti artists, who
risked life and limb to enter subway lay-up yards in the dead of
night to vie with their peers all across town. Emerging artistic
elites in downtown Soho adopted the youngsters as avant-garde
heroes who seized public spaces for self-expression. But even af-
ter spending millions of dollars on police overtime and on train
clean-up, the MTA’s rolling stock continued to display fantastic
and sometimes compelling images from worlds apart. The re-
painting of trains merely provided fresh canvases for these bud-
ding artists and writers. The MTA solved the problem only in
1989 when the city began to buy easily washable stainless steel
trains. Graffiti receded dramatically in the subway, but it re-
mains a major problem on New York streets.”

Violent crime in the subways, as well as vandalism costing
more than $30,000 a month in broken train windows, continued
to surge throughout 1981. Mayor Ed Koch increased the number
of transit police officers by 850 in 1982, bringing the force to
3,343, close to its pre-fiscal crisis strength. Over the next three
years, physical conditions in the subways continued to deterio-
rate, generating great public outcry, media lament, and alarm
among city officials. But reported crime downstairs, including
robberies, leveled out. This period was marked, however, by two
sensational incidents, each of which became symbolic flash-
points in the city’s ongoing racial tensions for years to come.

On September 15, 1983, Michael Stewart, a black 25-year-old
graffiti writer, was arrested in the Union Square station in a me-
lee with several transit police officers, all white. He died thirteen

hours later in Bellevue Hospital. His death was variously attri-
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buted to acute intoxication (his blood alcohol level was .22, com-
pared with a New York standard of .10 for legal intoxication),
blunt force trauma, cardiac arrest, and asphyxia. Three transit
police officers were tried for criminally negligent homicide, to
wit, beating Stewart to death. Three others were tried for per-
jury. All were acquitted, amidst strident accusations about ram-
pant racist police brutality against blacks. Stewart became a
patron saint of the emerging hip-hop movement, his death im-
mortalized in a painting by Jean-Michel Basquiat that portrayed
cartoon-like white police officers beating a black Christ figure.®
To this day, denizens of the hip-hop world as well as many artis-
tic elites refer to Stewart’s death as a murder.

Then on December 22, 1984, Bernhard Goetz, a white man,
shot four black youths who, he claimed, were trying to rob him
in the subway. A jury acquitted Goetz of several charges of at-
tempted murder, assault with a deadly weapon, and one charge
of reckless endangerment. He was found guilty only of posses-
sion of an illegal handgun.® Years later a Bronx jury found him
liable in a civil trial for permanently paralyzing one of the four
youths.

Violence associated with the burgeoning drug trade, particu-
larly in crack, first hit New York City streets in 1985 and then
spread throughout the nation the following year. Major subway
crimes rose precipitously, causing the city to increase the transit
police to 3,800 officers. A year later, in November 1987, the de-
partment cited the strength of its force as the reason for an 8.7
percent decrease in major crimes. But conditions continued to
worsen downstairs. Droves of homeless drifters, many mentally
ill or crack-addicted, made subway trains, platforms, and even
tunnels their homes. Aggressive panhandlers stalked the trains,

demanding money from cowed passengers. The Appellate Term
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of the New York State Supreme Court, much to the delight of
advocates for the homeless, ruled on March 12, 1987, that a stat-
ute outlawing loitering in transit centers was unconstitutionally
vague, thus prohibiting police, for the time being, from clearing
public spaces. The New York State Court of Appeals later re-
versed the Appellate Term’s ruling, but the floodgates had been
opened.

Late at night, the Eighth Avenue Port Authority Terminal,
Grand Central Station, Pennsylvania Station, and stations
throughout the subway system became night-of-the-living-dead
bivouacs. Tents and makeshift sleeping bags littered the floor,
and squalor was everywhere, as undressed or half-dressed men
wandered aimlessly through public spaces now claimed as their
own. Their dull eyes brightened only when detectives, with the
promise of a quick five or ten bucks that might make the recipi-
ents the next robbery victims, scoured for lineup fill-ins, eliciting
alternate responses (“I looks black but, honest to God, Officer, I
passes for Spanish”; or “You outta you fuckin mind you think I
gonna stand in a fuckin lineup so’s you can pin a fuckin robbery
on me”). Trains all over the city became rolling sleeping cars, as
the drugged or drunken made six-foot-long benches into beds
and filled the air with the bouquet of the streets. Brazen fare-
beaters leapt over turnstiles (“How come I should pay to ride
this shitty system?”), while thieves sucked tokens out of stuffed-
up slots or, in plain view of terrified clerks in their booths,
“popped” token boxes to steal gray canvas bags bulging with the
morning rush-hour’s take.

The disorder downstairs exacerbated the anxiety of middle-
class riders and caused grossly exaggerated estimates of the prev-
alence of subway crime. The transit police found themselves bat-
tling on two fronts: against criminals themselves and against

plummeting public confidence in the safety of the trains that
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carried over three million passengers every day. Only in May 1989
did MTA chairman Richard Kiley announce that the transit po-
lice would begin enforcing rules against aggressive begging on
trains or platforms and sleeping on train seats. But then advo-
cates for the homeless took the matter to federal court; and
on January 26, 1990, federal judge Leonard B. Sand voided the
MTA’s no-begging policy, ruling that poor people have a consti-
tutional right to beg under the First Amendment.

Only after four months of chaos, during which increasingly
intimidating and threatening panhandlers read excerpts of
Sand’s decision from printed cards to subway passengers be-
fore accosting them for money, did federal Court of Appeals
judge Francis X. Altimari, speaking for a 2-1 majority, overrule
Sand’s decision, saying that subway begging had become “noth-
ing less than assault.” The legal wrangling paralyzed effective en-
forcement of ancient anti-loitering and anti-begging laws until
November 1990, when the United States Supreme Court let
stand the decision by the Court of Appeals.

In the meantime, the transit police efforts to control violent
predators ran into serious trouble. Members of the elite decoy
squad were once again posing as inebriated, and then arrest-
ing culprits when they snatched chains or jack-rolled seeming
drunks for their wallets. Accusations past and current about
“dubious” arrests by the squad, especially arrests of black and
Hispanic citizens—including accusations of frame-ups, “aggres-
sive enticement,” and planting evidence in order to meet quotas
for collars—led bosses to disband the unit in early December
1987. The issue was: When does legitimate undercover work cross
the line into entrapment? That same month, arrests plummeted
by nearly 38 percent as all officers hunkered down under the me-
dia maelstrom provoked by the allegations.

Later, Robert M. Morgenthau, the district attorney of New
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York, dismissed allegations of false arrests brought against the
decoy squad for want of sufficient credible evidence. Morgen-
thau’s office then became the target of accusations of burying
evidence of abuse.!® Federal prosecutors pursued the case and
eventually won convictions against two transit officers for violat-
ing the civil rights of eight black, Hispanic, or Asian men by
arresting them falsely for sex-abuse claims brought by white
women complainants. This was perhaps the first use of what be-
came a pattern of federal prosecution of police officers in re-
sponse to well-orchestrated choruses of civil rights advocates.
The decoy unit began operations again under strict new guide-
lines in March 1991.

In 1988 subway crime rose by 10 percent, with robberies soar-
ing by 21 percent—sharp annual increases that extended, with
monthly fluctuations, throughout the next several years. Free-
lance gunmen like Shorty did most of these robberies. Reports
of gun robberies averaged between 1,500 and 2,000 a year, with
an estimated 41 ratio of actual incidents to reports. Token
booths once again became principal targets. Horrific, widely
publicized crimes made riders more apprehensive than ever.
On June 4, 1988, railroad clerk Mona Pierre was roasted alive by
a man who poured flammable liquid into her Halsey Street-
Wyckoft Avenue Station token booth in Bushwick, Brooklyn,
and then lit her up when she refused his demands for money.
Copy-cat robbers assaulted three more token booths with flam-
mable liquid within the next week, almost killing railroad clerk
James Madden in one attack.

Nearly a year later, on March 15, 1989, at 0050 hours at the old
rickety wooden train station at Intervale and Westchester ave-
nues in the Bronx’s 41st precinct, just as the uptown train pulled

into the station and passengers streamed onto the platform,
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three young men and one woman approached the token booth
of the railroad clerk, a 48-year-old woman, and pushed a note
through the small token window that said “Give us the case [of
tokens| or we gonna burn you down.” The clerk tried to push
the note back when she heard one of the robbers yell: “Let’s burn
the bitch.” At that point, the four splashed a liquid on the booth
and set it on fire. The clerk dashed out and escaped, but the
whole wooden train station burned to the ground in a spectacu-
lar conflagration. Exhaustive work by Detectives John Cornicello
and Jeremiah Lyons resulted in the arrests of four suspects and
eventual guilty pleas.!!

Robberies by groups of youths—a perennial subway problem
since the 1960s—became rampant in the late 1980s as teenagers
born to postwar baby boomers and 1960s-era immigrants peaked
in numbers. The transit police called robberies committed by
five or more youths acting in concert “multiple perpetrator rob-
beries” or, more colloquially, wolfpack robberies. Subway wolf-
pack robberies reached their zenith in 1990 and 1991, with a
thousand incidents in each of these back-to-back years with the
typical estimated ratio of unreported to reported incidents of
4:1.12 By early 1990 the threat to other youths alone had become
so severe that School Chancellor Joseph Fernandez asked for
special police-patrolled subway cars to escort youngsters to and
from schools, particularly in Brooklyn. The transit police, by
then the sixth largest police authority in the nation at 4,000
strong and under the new leadership of William Bratton from
the Boston Police Department, initiated the Central Robbery
Squad (CROB). It was the brainchild of roly-poly, mustashioed
Detective Lieutenant Jack Maple (always clad in bright suspend-
ers and bow tie, complete with spectator shoes and black bowler)

and his whip, Detective Sergeant Tommy Burke, a Brooklyn boy,
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whose remarkable articulateness suggests the quality of a Bishop
Loughlin Memorial High School education in the early 1960s. In
addition to gun and booth robberies, Central Robbery focused
on wolfpacks, adopting a policy of never closing a case until all
robbers in an incident were arrested. This organizational stance
was a source of great pride to the transit police and distin-
guished the force from its hated “Big Brother,” the New York
City Police Department.!® The privately stated policy of the tran-
sit police was to make the subways so inhospitable to crime that

criminals would choose to commit their depredations upstairs.

At 2100 hours on November 15, 1991, Detective Jeff
Aiello called Detective Sergeant Keitel at CROB headquarters
and asked him to come to the Bronx to aid in an apprehension.
Aiello had caught a wolfpack robbery that had occurred earlier
in the evening on the platform of the East 18oth Street station. A
gang had attacked and robbed three 17-year-olds, taking about
$100 in cash in addition to jewelry. One victim, who was black,
had a gold chain snatched. The robbers beat him into uncon-
sciousness and then kicked him in the ribs while he was down
and out. They seized a gold watch with diamonds from another
victim, also black. The assailants then knocked him off the plat-
form and onto the tracks. The third victim, who was Hispanic,
managed to smack one of his assailants before the gang ran off.
The victims reported the incident at the Transit Authority’s
District 12 at East 18oth Street and Morris Park Avenue in the
48th police precinct. The transit police immediately drove the
badly beaten victim to the hospital for treatment. Then a plain-
clothes anticrime cop accompanied the other two kids on an

escort around the immediate neighborhood in a van with dark-
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tinted windows. In a local chicken shack, the pair spotted the
assailant whom the Hispanic victim had smacked. The cop ar-
rested the culprit, 19-year-old “Tiko,” and brought him back to
District 12, along with the two complainants.

Aiello arrived and began to interview Tiko, telling him that, if
he chose to take the full weight of the robbery and assault
charges, Aiello intended to bury him. Tiko crumbled fast and
gave up his whole group, telling Aiello that the gang hailed from
the Melrose section of the Bronx, usually going north to rob
where they were less likely to be recognized. Aiello pressed for
more detailed information. Tiko then mentioned that one of
the ringleaders often parked his black Mustang in front of the
neighborhood video store on Tinton Avenue near East 163rd
Street.

Keitel, accompanied by Detectives Zeke Lopez, Roger Fanti,
and myself, arrived at District 12. Keitel and Aiello discussed the
available options. The police could have Tiko show them exactly
where the gang hung out and identify the participants in the
robbery/assault. This approach required lineups back at the dis-
trict. Or the police could take the complainants out on an es-
cort, identify the culprits right in the street, and go straight to
arrest. Because it was already midnight, the detectives decided
on the latter course. Just as everyone headed for the street, the
anticrime cops brought the badly beaten victim back to his
friends, much the worse for wear and practically immobile with
bandages around his fractured ribs. However, the victim leapt at
the chance to pile into the van to accompany his two friends and
the rest of us in hunting for his assailants.

The police van drove up and down the streets of the Melrose
neighborhood for almost three hours with no luck. Suddenly,
the three complainants yelled that the three kids entering a
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candy store were among their assailants. The detectives parked
the van and waited. But the suspects lingered in the store, play-
ing a video game. So Aiello and Keitel accompanied the com-
plainants into the store. But these were different kids wandering
the streets at 0300 hours.

A few minutes later, the complainants spotted another youth
in a yellow sweatshirt who, they said, resembled one of the gang.
But a closer inspection eliminated him as well. Detective Lopez
drove repeatedly past the video store on Tinton Avenue, but
there was no black Mustang in sight. Around the corner on East
163rd Street, a large group of youngsters clustered in front of a
bodega. Keitel told Lopez to drive slowly. A complainant insisted
that one of several young men in front of the store, this one
wearing a green sweatshirt and a green hat with a pompom on
top and sucking on a lollipop, was part of the gang. Lopez
stopped the van. Detectives Aiello and Fanti jumped out,
grabbed the suspect, and brought him close to the van’s tinted
glass. Aiello asked: “Is this one of the guys?” The complainant
said yes; but his two companions waffled. Aiello asked the com-
plainant who had made the identification: “How sure are you?”
He said: “Seven out ten shots.” Aiello responded that that wasn’t
sure enough and let the pompom kid go. Another complainant
announced repeatedly that he was keen on finding a short guy
with curly hair and also a heavyset guy with dreadlocks and a
wispy peach-fuzz goatee.

The van kept circling the neighborhood, with the cops look-
ing into the chicken shacks, the candy stores, and arcades. Chil-
dren, large and small, were everywhere at 0330 hours, in bare, ru-
ined shells of once-grand buildings or on empty moon-surface
lots. But no good suspects. Getting restive, Keitel ordered the

van back to the district. On the way, Lopez drove past the video
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store one last time. Now a black Mustang was parked in front.
Lopez circled the area quickly and parked a block away from the
Mustang on Tinton Avenue and East 16Ist Street, but with a
clear view of the video store and car. Keitel ran the Mustang’s
plate; it came back to a girl with a nearby address. So the police
sat in the van and waited. Their vehicle immediately became an
object of great curiosity. Although the street was pitch dark, the
scene was lively. Teenagers alternately made out with each other
on a nearby tenement stoop or kidded around on the sidewalk,
making sure to come close to the van to try to peer inside; elders
hung out of sixth-floor windows staring steadily at the van;
passersby made obvious detours to scout the van. But no one
went near the Mustang.

Suddenly, the complainant who had been hospitalized spot-
ted another teenager wearing a green University of Miami jersey
walking down Tinton Avenue toward the van, on the opposite
side of the street, his back to the Mustang and video store. The
complainant yelled: “Boom. That’s it. I forgot completely. One of
em was wearin a Canes jersey and I think that’s him.” Aiello and
Keitel pressed him to be sure. The suspect had an angelic face
and seemed much younger than the complainants’ earlier de-
scriptions of their assailants. But the complainant insisted that
the boy in the Canes jersey was one of the gang. By this time, the
would-be Hurricane had turned right at the corner of East 161st
Street and was walking west, away from the van. To follow him
across East 161st Street meant losing sight of the Mustang on
Tinton. Keitel made the decision to go after him, and the van
lumbered slowly down the street, tailing the quarry.

The suspect headed toward the door of a ramshackle building
on the northeast corner of Trinity Avenue and East 161st Street.

Deafening music blared from the ground floor of the building,
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one of the many unlicensed social clubs in the area. The detec-
tives quickly leapt out of the van and grabbed the suspect before
he could enter the building. They brought him to the van and
asked the complainants if he was one of the gang. Two com-
plainants immediately said yes; the third, the kid who had been
knocked onto the tracks, was hesitant. But Keitel ordered angel-
face cuffed and put into the van. Keitel then told Detective
Fanti, standing at the door of the social club, to demand that ev-
eryone come out slowly into the street.

Fanti held the club door open and ordered everybody out.
One by one, teenagers straggled out of the club. With shouts,
the complainants identified a young man wearing a baseball
hat. When Aiello and Lopez brought him over to the van, he
looked startled when he saw the complainants’ faces through
the open windows. The complainants taunted him as the de-
tectives cuffed him. Then another youngster in a green jersey
walked right past the van, pulling up his sleeve and ostenta-
tiously showing a gold watch with diamonds on his wrist.
The complainant who had lost his watch screamed: “That’s my
watch.” Aiello grabbed the kid and cuffed him. More youngsters
drifted out of the club; the police grabbed all of them and
showed each to the complainants. The complainants identified
one more assailant, whom the police also cuffed.

Suddenly, the scene exploded. An irate crowd poured out of
nearby buildings into the street and swirled around the van, bad-
mouthing the cops, while both berating and yelling encourage-
ment to the youngsters being arrested. Within a few seconds,
hundreds of neighborhood people filled the entire street. Aiello
put a 10-18 over the radio (police officer needs assistance). The
crowd grew and became more vociferous: homegirls and home-

boys in baggy pants and sweat shirts shouted obscenities in
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street-rap rhythm, chests puffed out, hands chopping air; old
men with rheumy eyes yelled and spit at the “goddam DTs”
(detectives); early-thirties mothers of the teenagers under arrest
screamed at the police not to take their sons away. All the detec-
tives by this time had drawn their weapons. The street had be-
come a tinder box.

Fanti put a 10-13 (police officer in distress) over the radio,
upgrading Aiello’s original call. Just then a heavyset man with
dreadlocks sauntered out of the club with a huge pit bull on a
leash. He walked through the milling crowd heading east on
East 161st Street, virtually unnoticed, except by the complain-
ants. The boy who had been kicked began to scream: “That’s the
guy. That’s the guy who kicked me.” Keitel yelled to Aiello to
arrest him. Aiello hurried down the street and, with his gun
trained on the pit bull, cuffed the man at the corner of Tinton
Avenue. The crowd pressed forward, drawing tighter and tighter
circles around the arresting officers. Suddenly wailing sirens, at
first distant, then rushing closer, broke the tension. The cavalry
arrived, complete with paddy wagon and several police cars, a
full six minutes after Aiello’s first call for help, ninety seconds af-
ter Fanti’s upgrade.

With Keitel shouting orders, uniformed officers from the 4oth
precinct took the four teenagers already arrested into custody
for delivery to Transit’s District 12. On the ride back to the sta-
tion, Keitel yelled at everyone, but especially at Aiello, for not
wearing a vest. “I don’t care if you don’t arrest any of these
mutts, but I want you to come home alive at the end of the day.
That situation needed just one spark. One spark. I don’t want to
have to say this again.”

Back at District 12, an old black man came into the house, his
eyes blackened, his face and head battered and cut. He told
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Aiello and Lopez that he had heard on the street that the DTs
had locked up a heavy-set kid with dreads. He said the same guy
had robbed him and beaten him earlier that night in front of the
social club at East 161st Street and Trinity Avenue. The detec-
tives told the old man that, if he could identify his assailant in
a lineup, they would be glad to charge him with another rob-
bery. The old man cordially thanked the police but said that he
planned to shoot the boy himself.

Youngsters who participate in wolfpack robberies
think of themselves as part of a “posse,” the name borrowed
from the fearsome Jamaican gangsters who, Uzis at the ready,
roamed Edgecombe Avenue in upper Manhattan in the mid-
1980s. The Jamaicans in turn borrowed the term from the west-
ern movie shoot-em-ups that gangster wannabes watch by the
hour. But in a symbolic inversion, Jamaican posses and those
who adopted the name prided themselves on being outlaws, in-
stead of newly deputized assistants to lawmen. Youthful posses
still roamed the subways in 2004, though in fewer numbers than
in earlier years. Typically, they beat up their peers. But they also
threaten other “vics” or “herbs” with box cutters, knives, screw-
drivers, clubs, or claw hammers, all for leather, Eight-Ball, or
Starter jackets, baseball hats, gold chains, earrings (often ripped
right from the victim’s ear lobes), flashy watches, or sneakers
that are standard-issue attire for many teenagers in the city.
Posses also go after the occasional big score—a “print” (a visible
wad of money) in the pocket of some hapless rube who, when
approached by the posse’s scout to see if he is “Five-O” (an un-
dercover cop), makes the fatal mistake of betraying the startled

eye-darting fear that invites aggression.
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Many robberies by youth posses become male initiation rites
(“I beat the shit out th kid because, if I dint, Rafael ud call me a
pussy on the street”; or “I not wanna hit the kid but just wanna
fit in, I just wanna not get called a faggot or that I a girl”)."
Youths who get enticed into such rites resist giving up their
comrades when apprehended, because the whole point of such
crimes is making friends. The organizers of these rituals, how-
ever, routinely betray others to save themselves. Other wolfpack
robberies bind youths to one another by attacking rival gangs
or by punishing fake claims to gang membership. Thus on May
10, 1991, “Basher,” “Killer John,” and “Lunatic,” all claiming to
be members of the Decepticons’ Lost Boys legion from Crown
Heights, ran into a teenager on the subway who claimed falsely
to belong to the gang while on the shuttle train at Prospect Park
in Brooklyn.'s Lunatic told the story in his own hand:

“Me and ‘Carlos’ was coming back from the park got on the
train at Caton Ave met some Decepts on strain. This boy said he
a Decepts Killer John call us. He said he was a Decepts we said
are you a decepts he said yes we ask what leand [legion]. He don’t
no so we start hit him Killer John slice he than we though
hem off the train. I was not the gay that cut hem. I was punch-
ing hem and kick once I was Carlos and Killer John ‘Fangreen’
Basher and ‘Rob’ I wasn’t the one that went in his picket. I didn’t
get or see any money one of the guy had it the money [quotation
marks added].”

Incessant struggles over honor and street reputation produce
other wolfpack robberies. Street youths who can claim little dis-
tinction in the established arenas of American society make re-
spect and disrespect the main framework of their lives. In New
York City in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the trains became an

important milieu where black and Hispanic youths, in particu-



STREET STORTIES

54

lar, tested each other’s mettle. Of the 1,002 reported youth-posse
subway robberies in 1990—handwritten into Central Robbery’s
huge bound ledger by officers who recorded victims’ reports
of the time, place, and circumstances of the assaults on them,
along with their descriptions of the assailants—exactly two de-
scriptions by victims pointed to assailants who were not black or
Hispanic, and these two descriptions were ambiguous.!® Many
robberies were precipitated by insults or the smallest slights, real
or imagined: fearful glances, baleful looks, careless words. Other
robberies were inflicted precisely to humiliate perceived adver-
saries and to bolster reputations or self-images.

Growing up in a city that mainlines on celebrity and fame,
youths who feel obscure often seize whatever is at hand to dance,
if only briefly, in the bright lights. The enormously popular
dance clubs of Manhattan from the 1970s through the 1990s,
both legal and illegal, drew not only glittering social elites but
youths from worlds apart, dressed to the nines, claiming glory
through vibrant good looks, dancing or musical skills, or chic
dress. Notorious uptown drug dealers regularly frequented the
downtown club scene. And subway robberies often financed club
excursions. On September 1, 1990, for instance, while two youths
kept lookout for the police, six boys surrounded the Watkins
family from Provo, Utah, who were in town for the U.S. Open
tennis tournament and were waiting for an E train at the Sev-
enth Avenue and s3rd Street station. The youths lacked Roseland
Dance Center’s $15 cover fee. So one boy slashed the father’s
pocket and stole his wallet, with $200 and credit cards. When the
mother tried to intervene, she was punched in the face and
kicked while on the ground. When 22-year-old Brian Watkins re-
acted to protect his mother, Yul Gary Morales stabbed him once

with a chrome-plated butterfly knife. Brian continued to pursue
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Morales but collapsed near the turnstiles. As he lay bleeding to
death in his brother’s arms, with his father murmuring a last
Mormon blessing over him, Brian’s assailants used the family’s
money to go dancing a block away. After the gang was appre-
hended and discovered to be members of a group named FTS
(Flushing Top Society), dedicated to subway graffiti and disco
dancing, Morales’s street mates back in Queens painted a mural
in tribute to their now-famous homeboy, known on the street as
Rocstar.

Youth posse robberies often resemble wanton, senseless me-
lees. For instance, in a handwritten statement one robber de-
scribed an attack on the 3 train at Saratoga Avenue in Brook-
lyn on October 23, 1991: “We was all going train station myself
‘Randy’ ‘Sean’ ‘Opie’ ‘Forever’ we saw a kid on the train Then
Randy start punch the kid punch the kid in the back then For-
ever punch the kid in the Face. Opie kick the did [kid] off the
train sutter. Then we all walk throw the train and saw anther kid
Randy punch kid in face start kick he. I punch the kid in the
face Than people I don’t know start hitting the boy. A girl pick
up the boy thing [quotation marks added].” Violence, not words,
expresses marauders’ most important self-images, even as they
shrewdly attempt to use words to insist that they only engage in
assault, not in far-more-harshly-punished robbery.

Sometimes youth posses attack adults for real or imagined in-
sults, affairs that are often racially tinged but always fraught
with the tension and thrill of dominating others. In a handwrit-
ten statement, a culprit described an incident on the Q train on
May 13, 1991: “We first was going to the beach after school. So we
when down to the beach. And we when to chach the Q train to
go to the beach And . . . the train was stoping Avery 2 memets

and we was gething sick of that so we when to the next wagon
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and my the kid saind the man in that chear look at him so some
of the gays wen to the man and they stared we him sain bad
words to him and meacking him flinch. So the gay gat up and
stud stio [still] and looking at every bady so he tall black kid
snoftem [socked or knocked? him] first and so “Jeimy” noftem
agan. And to more gays snoftem. And I pod my hands in his face
and when against the door I her every Bady sain Kill the white
man Kill the white man sad Kill the White man one time and I
stop and every Body keep on sain et I when to seat whi my Frean
‘Eduardo’ the train stop and the man when out the train to
more minutes the Cup came in . . . [quotation marks added].”

For all their amateur air, subway wolfpacks provide their
members with essential experience, at least for those who decide
to pursue criminal careers. Wolfpacks provide a social arena for
participants to test and display their “balls” in confronting an-
other person, seizing property by force, and sometimes beating
the victim wantonly and savagely to show that they are “down”
with each other. Occasionally, wolfpack robbers engage in op-
portunistic sexual assaults on female robbery victims. In such a
context, participants often dare one another to act wildly. For in-
stance, on November 14, 1991, four boys—“Zombie,” “Two-Z,” “J-
Boy,” and “Harley”—approached a man on the downtown 5 train
between 96th and 86th streets. The other boys dared Zombie to
hurt the intended victim. Zombie pulled out his gun, pointed it
at the victim’s head, and pulled the trigger three times.

Two-Z described the scene: “At 12 noon in the afternoon I met
Zombie at the corner store on 169 Washington Avenue and just
chilled out until 6:00 That’s when we all met up . .. Then we
were 6 deep we started walking and we planned to go this girl
named ‘Sissy’s’ house so we got on the train We rode the two

train from Prospect Ave to 149 Grand Concourse and caught the
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5 train and everybody dared Zombie to pick a herb or take the
dare so the Zombie said yeah OK then he pulled out the gun and
clicked it three but the bullet didn’t come out so he put the gun
away and hit the man on time stopped then hit him again that’s
when the man started to bleed he pulled out a napkin to wipe
his blood and then he got up Harley pulled him back down and
kicked him in the mouth [quotation marks added].”

A reputation for wildness and for wanton cruelty shields one
from others’ encroachments. Few people wish to risk their lives
to confront someone whose whole manner devalues life. But
among those who wish to move on in the occupation of robber—
encouraged, police argue, by youthful experiences of seeing little
connection between action and consequences—wildness is