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Preface

This is a story about teenagers who move in a very fast lane, each one trying to be “the king, making crazy money for as long as I can, any way I can.”

It focuses on the lives of eight young cocaine dealers in New York City. From 1982 to 1986, I spent some two hours a day, three days a week, hanging out with these kids in cocaine bars, after-hours spots, discos, restaurants, crack houses, on street corners, in their homes and at family gatherings and parties.

These studies took me to the Bronx, Harlem and Washington Heights—areas of high unemployment and diminishing resources, especially for young people. But while quality entry-level jobs were disappearing, illegal opportunities were emerging with considerable force because of the growth of a powerful and profitable multi-national drug industry.

In describing the role teenagers play in the illegal drug market, this book touches on a number of problems now much discussed, including drug misuse, the mechanics of distribution, and the sexual behavior of drug-users and drug-sellers. But these are not the true essentials of this account. At the heart of this book are the kids’ own stories of their lives; of their struggles with family problems, high incomes, girlfriends and boyfriends, with running a business and, finally, with making decisions about their own futures.

My intention is to throw light on a major and complex social problem, but without blaming the victims and without placing teenagers in stereotypical roles. Every teen  aspires to make good. In the cocaine hustle, that means to “get behind the scale”—to deal in significant quantities; it is like landing a top sales job in a major corporation, or being named a partner, after a long apprenticeship, in a brokerage firm with a seat on the Stock Exchange. The kids who get that far have some control over prices and selling techniques, direct the work of subordinates, and, above all else, make large amounts of money.

The teenagers in this story are sophisticated cocaine distributors, wholesalers and retail sellers. Their work has been essential to the growth of a major industry; they have helped establish an organizational structure that sustains a regular market and outwits law enforcement authorities. These teenagers have also found a way to make money in a society that offers them few constructive alternatives.

In many ways, these kids and others like them simply want respect: they are willing to risk their lives to attain those prized adult rewards of power, prestige and wealth. Theirs is a difficult and dangerous way of life, one closed to almost all outsiders. Because they must continually make tough decisions in trying circumstances, these young people grow to adulthood with little time to be young.
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“My crimey here thinks the way to go is more drugs. But I know better. I think making money is okay, but not making it just by dealing. You gotta go legit, at least for a minute. You gotta go state of fresh, all the way live, if you wanna do anything worthwhile out here. Everybody thinks they can make crazy dollars, but they confused. It ain’t like that. I’ve seen co-caine bust many a head—they get fucked up and be clocking out after they find out they cannot find the key to understanding the mystery of skied. I say skied. But you know what? But-but-but you know what? They don’t have a clue. Word.”
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Introduction

The apartment is crowded with teenagers, all wearing half-laced sneakers and necklace ropes of gold. Doorbells ring every few minutes, white powder dusts the table tops; jagged-edge matchbook covers and dollar bills seem to flow from hand to hand. The talk is frenetic, filled with masterful plans and false promises. Everybody has a girl. Everybody has cocaine. Everybody has a gun.

This is a book about kids, cocaine and crack. But it is also a book about work and money, love and deceit, hope and ambition. It describes—as much as possible in their own words—the world of teenage members of a cocaine ring: the way they do business, their neighborhood, their families, their highs and lows.

When I first came on the teenage cocaine scene, I was apprehensive, even fearful. I knew these young people were volatile and unpredictable, prone to violence, and not inclined to trust adults—or, for that matter, anyone outside their circumscribed world. Yet I wanted to find out about the kids who sold drugs. How did they get into the cocaine business, and how do they stay in it? How transient is their involvement—can they get out of the business? And where do they go if they do? What are the rewards for those who succeed?

The only way to find the answers to these questions was to follow the kids over time, and that is what I did. For more than four years, I asked questions and recorded the answers without trying to find support for any particular thesis. In the process, I found that the truth was embedded  in a complex, miniature society with institutions, laws, morality, language, codes of behavior all its own. I also found young people whose only shield against fear and uncertainty was a sense of their own immortality.




Doing Ethnography

This attempt to provide a rounded and dynamic portrait of the kids, their work and their world, relies heavily on a form of research known as ethnography.

An ethnographer tries to describe everyday behavior and rituals and, in the process, to reveal hidden structures of power. As this technique requires the researcher to build a close relationship with those being studied, it is necessarily slow: days, sometimes weeks, may pass before the ethnographer can even begin to conduct an interview. These interviews are often “open”; that is, the investigator has key questions in mind, but is willing to let an informant’s responses lead into unanticipated areas as these can provide new understandings of the processes under study.

Ethnography also involves careful observation of individuals in their own social setting, and systematic recording of their action and speech. This can include simple quantitative measures, such as noting the sex, age, and ethnicity of participants, or observing a particular routine. For example, in observing cocaine transactions in a bar or apartment, I might count the number of buyers and sellers; record the techniques used to make (or conceal) sale or use of the drug, the prices paid and the purity claimed; even tally the number of times patrons visit the bathroom, often a favorite place to snort cocaine discreetly.

But ethnographers also record far more subtle information, such as use of language, gestures, facial expressions, style of clothing; and must watch with care to capture exceptional episodes that can be particularly illuminating.

Clearly, detailed and descriptive field notes are essential in this approach, especially as the observer makes every attempt to accurately record the speech of those observed. In my work, this was often very difficult, even after the kids freely welcomed me into their world. For one thing, any tape recording made in the midst of the turbulent business of cocaine would have been unintelligible—there are phones ringing, people coming and going, and often a more or less constant background of family arguments, babies crying, loud music, and other disturbances. In addition, taking handwritten notes during a conversation warps discussion and inhibits the flow of words.

Besides, although the crew fully accepted me and my work, others—their customers, the hangers-on, cocaine groupies—were not necessarily informed about my role: things were fine as long as I was seen as another waiting buyer or a friend; producing a pad or tape recorder would certainly have stirred suspicions. Another compelling reason to avoid behaving like an observer was the potential for violence. With guns openly visible and police raids a real possibility, I felt I had to keep my hands free, my eyes sharp, and my mind clear.

For these reasons, I developed a method of jotting down key words or phrases immediately after each visit, and reconstructing conversations or a scene from those notes the next day. (There were a few exceptions: I did take sketchy notes of some private, one-to-one conversations with individuals I had known for years.) It was not unusual to spend a day or more writing up an hour or two of field observations.

Despite such obstacles, more than 1,200 hours of field work produced six thick notebooks, including drawings and diagrams covering every nuance of the kids’ operation—methods of production and packaging, forms of dealing and the flow of cash—and a great deal of material about the  structure of dealing networks and the rituals of cocaine use.

Although I became close to the kids and people in their world, even grew to think of some of them as friends, some important distances could not be breached: for one thing, they were teenagers; for another, while cocaine use is a routine part of their daily lives, I never consumed any drug stronger than alcohol, and did not participate in any way in the preparation, transport or sale of drugs.




Changes in the Cocaine Culture

In the years I spent with the kids, there were major changes in the cocaine trade: in the ways the drug was prepared and distributed, in the preferred styles of use, and in prices. This book details the effects of these changes on the kids and others who work at the middle level, providing the essential link between big-time importers and smalltime users; here I want to offer a brief overview of the patterns in the larger cocaine culture as background for the stories that follow.

Cocaine is obtained from the leaves of the coca plant. It is an “alkaloid,” one of a large group of substances found in plants. They are usually bitter, and often have drug-like effects: caffeine and nicotine are alkaloids; some, such as quinine, are regularly used for medicinal purposes, often in synthetic form (for example, the dentist’s Novocain is a type of procaine, a synthesized form of cocaine).

As a pharmaceutical preparation, cocaine is usually prepared as a white crystalline powder, cocaine hydrochloride. Hydrochloride is in effect a salt which is added to the alkaloid; the compound dissolves readily in fluid to make an injectable solution, and cocaine hydrochloride was once widely used as a local anesthetic.

In non-medicinal use, the drug in powder form can be  inhaled like snuff (this is called “sniffing” or “snorting”), mixed with tobacco or marijuana (smoking), or injected (“shooting”). All methods produce, more or less quickly, a sensation that is described as intense, ecstatic—and very short-lived, lasting only a matter of minutes.

It is generally agreed that users do not develop a “tolerance” to cocaine; that is, do not need to ingest everlarger amounts to obtain the sought-after effect. However, the desire to repeat the experience can mean that a single user will do everything possible to obtain and use as much of the drug as he or she can.

In the cocaine culture, methods of use have changed over time. At the turn of the century, extract of coca was widely available in tonics, wines, and teas, until the drug was outlawed in 1922. Most early accounts (including those by Sigmund Freud and about Sherlock Holmes) involved injection, and the 1950 edition of the Merck Manual, a popular ready reference guide for physicians, informed its readers that almost all illicit use of cocaine was through intravenous injection—often repeated every few minutes. “Pure cocaine addiction now is almost nonexistent,” the guide went on, because, in large amounts “the effects are so unpleasant.”

In the 1960s and most of the 1970s, snorting was very much the preferred style. However, by the late 1980s a relatively new form had taken hold: some 80 percent of those who use the drug are now smoking it in the form of “base” or “crack”—terms for the basic alkaloidal level of cocaine. This can be made simply by boiling cocaine in water; the residue is placed in cold water where it forms an odd-shaped, off-white, hard mass. Pieces of this mass—the base—are then chipped off; the substance makes a cracking noise when it is smoked.

When base (or “freebase”) first appeared in the late  1960s, users rolled it into marijuana joints and cigarettes; some used the residue (called “‘due” or “con-con”) in the form of an oil to saturate joints. These practices preceded the more elaborate forms of “freebasing”—smoking the base, sometimes mixed with other narcotics, in pipes or in a device made from laboratory pipettes—which arose in the early 1970s among cocaine connoisseurs who believed, mistakenly, that reducing cocaine to an alkaloidal level (removing the hydrochloride) would make it “healthier,” like natural food enthusiasts seeking to free themselves from any adulterated product.

In part, the growing popularity of base reflected deliberate moves at high levels in the cocaine hierarchy. By 1978, importers had stockpiled so much of the drug that they feared prices would drop unless demand increased strongly. So they began to include a small quantity of base in kilo shipments as a “gift” and urged dealers to entice buyers to experiment with the “new” product. This did not find immediate acceptance; it was quite expensive, for one thing, and basing was at first restricted to a small group of big spenders. But around 1980 or 1981, use of base did begin to catch on in New York City.

Dealers were at first reluctant to offer the new product because they actually made more money on the powder—the process of removing the impurities from the drug left them with less weight to sell. With powder, impurity was the key to profit: cocaine brought high returns because it could be adulterated (“cut”) several times. Many dealers also objected to spending the additional time required for processing, and as customers demanded purer and purer cocaine, dealers turned to suppliers and pressed them to provide unadulterated material in kilo quantities for the first time.

Then in 1983, outside forces intervened again. A glut  on the market in the producing countries (Peru, Bolivia, Chile) forced foreign suppliers to cut their prices. This had an immediate, beneficial effect for dealers, who continued to charge their retail customers the old price and realized extraordinary profits for a time. Word did get out eventually, but even at lower prices, sales could not keep up with production and total dollar receipts were down.

At this point, a new product was introduced which offered the chance to expand the market in ways never before possible: crack, packaged in small quantities and selling for $5 and sometimes even less—a fraction of the usual minimum sale for powder—allowed dealers to attract an entirely new class of consumers. Once it took hold this change was very swift and very sweeping. By 1984 or 1985, only a few customers were asking for powder.

One other extraordinarily volatile element is the value of the commodity itself. Over the years of this study, prices for cocaine changed so often and so drastically that it is impossible to write of the dollar value of a transaction in any consistent way. For example, a kilo (2.2 pounds) of cocaine worth $50,000 in 1980 brought only $20,000 in 1988, but this general downward trend included many sharp ups and downs along the way. A complicating factor is that price changes of the raw material at the wholesale level often have little or no noticeable effect on street prices.

In addition, there is strong incentive to inflate dollar amounts involved on every side—not only by law enforcement officials who overvalue seizures, but by dealers at every level who want to impress others in and out of the trade—which makes it impossible to provide any sensible dollar estimate of the trade as a whole. For all these reasons, prices are quoted only rarely in the course of this book, and then only to illustrate the situation at a particular point in time.




The Distribution Network

At the retail level, the distribution and sale of cocaine in New York City involves mostly African-American and Latino boys and girls under eighteen. In general, they come from families whose income is below the poverty line, and from neighborhoods where there is little chance to rise above that line. It is difficult to say how many young people are engaged in this trade, but certainly there are many thousands in the metropolitan area.

Many teenagers are drawn to work in the cocaine trade simply because they want jobs, full time or even as casual labor—the drug business is a “safety net” of sorts, a place where it is always possible to make a few dollars. Teens are also pulled by the flash and dazzle, and by the chance to make big money, and pushed by the desire to “be somebody.”

Those who recruit teenagers are following a tradition that dates back almost twenty years, and was the direct effect of the harsh “Rockefeller laws” mandating a prison term for anyone over eighteen in possession of an illegal drug. This led heroin dealers to use kids as runners, and cocaine importers have followed this pattern: young people not only avoid the law but are, for the most part, quite trustworthy; they are also relatively easy to frighten and control.

 



 



TODAY, teenagers who work at the retail level are expected to sell cocaine and crack for cash in a way that generates repeat business—in other words, to act like sales people in any business. In addition, they are expected to limit their own consumption of the drug, keep accurate records, and avoid arrest. Most of the kids are users as well as dealers, and so cocaine rather than cash has often been  the medium of exchange; the introduction of crack has changed this, as most dealers disdain the use of crack, so cash payment is now more common.

Cocaine is a highly valued commodity, especially among the middle class, but because distribution and sale must be clandestine, reaching users on a regular basis presents problems. Thus there are important roles in the network which do not directly involve selling at all. For instance, there are “runners”—messengers who take cocaine to buyers or let buyers know of a particular dealer; the runner earns a “p.c.,” a part commission or percentage of the sale from the dealer. Where the drugs are sold from a fixed location there are “lookouts” and guards, and often “catchers” standing by in case a police raid or other emergency means drug stocks must be moved swiftly. At this level, there is considerable flexibility, and an individual may shift quickly and easily between several roles: today’s lookout may be tomorrow’s runner; a door guard may eventually move to a selling position.

At the wholesale level, “transporters” move large amounts across state lines to prearranged locations, where a “babysitter” may keep watch over them. Import arrangements may involve “swimmers” who retrieve packages from the ocean and “mules” who transport (sometimes unknowingly) quantities into the country.
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