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For Antron, Kevin, Korey, Raymond, and Yusef




I think that everybody here—maybe across the nation—will look at this case to see how the criminal justice system works. … This is, I think, putting the criminal justice system on trial.


—MAYOR ED KOCH, April 21, 1989




PREFACE


On December 19, 2002, Justice Charles J. Tejada of the Supreme Court of the State of New York granted a motion to vacate the thirteen-year-old convictions in the infamous Central Park Jogger case. He did so based on new evidence: a shocking confession from a serial rapist and a positive DNA match to back it up. In 1990, Antron McCray, Kevin Richardson, Korey Wise, Yusef Salaam, and Raymond Santana, Jr., had been convicted and sent to prison for a combination of rape, sexual assault, and attempted murder of a female jogger named Trisha Meili in Central Park on April 19, 1989. The young men had already completed their sentences, having served between almost seven and thirteen years—but now they finally had the weight of felony convictions and sexual offender status lifted from their shoulders.


That the victim had been a twenty-eight-year-old successful white investment banker and that the five young men who were convicted were black and Latino teenagers from Harlem was not lost on the public or the media in 1989. In the weeks and months after the brutal rape, a media frenzy erupted, steeped in the emotions and fears that circulated throughout a city paralyzed by crime and a country struggling with its own complicated racial history. The media coverage of the crime exposed a racism, rarely acknowledged or examined, rife in American society, and the language used to describe the supposed perpetrators was filled with imagery of savage, wild animals, the same racist language that had been used to justify lynchings earlier in the century. The vicious rape exposed the deepest fears of New Yorkers in the 1980s, and also in the country at large—fears lurking just beneath the surface for over a century: reckless, violent, dark-skinned youths rampaging unchecked, raping and beating a helpless white woman. The outraged response to the crime helped usher in the return of the death penalty in New York State and an era of aggressive law enforcement in New York City.


But even with the convictions vacated, based on a compelling confession and clear forensic evidence and supported by the same district attorney on whose watch the case had been vigorously prosecuted in 1989, many of those who participated in the original prosecutions, including many within the NYPD and one of the ADAs who oversaw the prosecution, still insist on the teenagers’ guilt. They agree that another man raped the Central Park Jogger, but they argue that his culpability does nothing to contradict the guilty verdicts of the five young men, despite the overwhelming forensic evidence and the teenagers’ confused and contradictory confessions.


These arguments, coming from individuals and organizations with powerful voices and a wide audience, have been effective in preventing the true story of the Central Park Five from reaching those who had followed the coverage of the convictions back in 1989. Many people have heard of this case, but most do not know the facts, and that the convictions were vacated. If they do, they believe that a “legal loophole” was responsible for the exoneration, or that because the teenagers gave confessions, they must be guilty.


During the summer of 2003, before my last year of college, I worked as a researcher for civil rights lawyers involved in a civil suit on behalf of Antron, Kevin, Korey, Yusef, and Raymond. The convictions had only recently been vacated, and I was drawn into the stories of the young men who had been wrongly convicted, who had their lives stolen from them. I wanted to know how something like this could have happened. I went on to write my undergraduate thesis about the racism I saw in the media coverage of the case, but the story continued to haunt me, to demand my attention. I wrestled with the many explanations for this miscarriage of justice, and none was simple or satisfying.


The media coverage was certainly not the only reason these teenagers were wrongly convicted. The police, the prosecutors, and the defense lawyers all played a role. But this was not a case of rogue detectives beating confessions out of suspects, or of the police and prosecutors conspiring to frame individuals they knew to be innocent. If that were so, we could blame it all on those bad seeds and move on. Instead, this case exposes the deeply ingrained racism that still exists in our society. It shows us who and what we fear, and how easy it is for us to believe the sensational stories we hear from the media, who often fail to apply the skepticism their profession demands when competition drives them to sell newspapers or attract more viewers.


The false narrative, disseminated by the police and the media, was swallowed whole by the public because it conformed to the assumptions and fears of the city and the country. Everyone bought the story. But the fact that so many continue to promote this narrative tells us that even though we live, as some like to say, in a “postracial” society, the racism that fueled the original rush to judgment persists, and that we have not evolved enough from the days when even the suggestion that a black man had raped a white woman could lead to a lynching.


My goal in reexamining this case is not just to tell the story and explain the facts, to prove wrong those who refuse to admit that a miscarriage of justice occurred, but also to try to understand the broader forces that shaped the outcome of this case, to figure out a simple, but for me a persistent and nagging, question: How did this happen?
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CHAPTER ONE


The day it happened, Wednesday, April 19, 1989, Raymond Santana, Jr., walked over to the Taft Houses in East Harlem to visit a friend. Raymond, whose family had moved to New York from Puerto Rico before he was born, lived with his father and grandmother in an apartment building on 119th Street, a few blocks north of the project, but he often hung out in the courtyard of the Taft Houses, where some of his friends lived. At fourteen, he was of average size—about five six and 130 pounds—with curly hair and small features. He was well liked at school, where his good sense of humor made him popular with girls. Even though there were always kids playing sports around the neighborhood, especially basketball and football in local school yards and the decrepit project courtyards, Raymond was more interested in drawing. He took art classes and spent a lot of his free time sketching.


As Raymond sat with his friend in the Taft courtyard that warm afternoon, a bunch of kids who lived there and in the surrounding buildings arrived. One of the boys in the group was Antron McCray, an exceptionally shy fifteen-year-old African-American from Harlem. Antron lived with his mother, Linda, and his stepfather, Bobby McCray, on 111th Street. He had adopted his stepfather’s name at an early age and always considered Bobby his real father. The McCrays were devoted to their only son and were involved in his activities. Though he was a tiny five three and weighed only ninety-eight pounds, Antron was a good athlete and played shortstop on a neighborhood baseball team that his stepfather coached. They had gone to Puerto Rico together for an all-star tournament, a highlight of his Little League career. Antron was enrolled in a small public school program called Career Academy, where he enjoyed his social studies classes and got pretty good grades. Antron and Raymond had seen each other before, since they went to different schools housed within the same building, but didn’t know each other well.


Over the next hour, the group in the Taft courtyard grew to about fifteen teenagers. Raymond and Antron joined them as they all began to wander south along Madison Avenue, then turned west onto 110th Street, heading toward Central Park. A block ahead, at the corner of the park, was an apartment complex called the Schomburg Plaza. The Schomburg is made up of two narrow thirty-five-story octagonal towers and, behind them, a large, squat, rectangular building. The two towers sit facing the northeast entrance to Central Park on a traffic circle centered at the intersection of Fifth Avenue and 110th Street. They are by far the tallest buildings in the vicinity and dominate, like sentinels, that corner of the park. Built in 1975 as a city development for middle- and low-income families, all three of the unsightly structures are constructed of beige concrete, with deep grooves running vertically like scars up and down the walls.


Yusef Salaam and Korey Wise, both African-Americans, lived in the northwest tower of the Schomburg Plaza complex. Yusef and Korey were good friends but could not have been more different. Yusef was skinny and tall, nearly six three, even at age fifteen. Korey, at sixteen, was only five five, and stockier. Yusef was a talented kid. He had been accepted at LaGuardia High School of Music and Art, a highly selective public school that requires the submission of an art portfolio for admission. Yusef, like Raymond Santana, had been drawing since he was five and was interested in jewelry making and wood sculpture. He also liked to take electronics apart to see how they worked and to try to put them back together. Korey, on the other hand, had had hearing problems from an early age and a learning disability that limited his achievement in school. He was in the ninth grade in April 1989, but his reading skills were nowhere near that level.


Yusef came from a strong family. His mother, a freelance fashion designer and part-time teacher at Parsons School of Design, raised three children on her own, and pushed them to succeed. Yusef was a practicing Muslim and followed the tenets of his religion closely. But he had been kicked out of LaGuardia when a knife was found in his locker. After his expulsion, Yusef switched schools several times; by April of 1989, his mother had placed him at Rice, a private Christian school in Harlem. She had also signed him up for the Big Brothers Big Sisters program, which paired him up with David Nocenti, an assistant U.S. attorney with whom he’d been spending time for the past four years. Yusef, who was gregarious and laid-back, prided himself on having friends from all over the neighborhood.


Korey Wise was also raised by a single mother, Deloris, who was pregnant in April 1989, and he had three older brothers. Korey was a good friend to Yusef, fiercely loyal, and well liked. At that time, he was dating a girl named Lisa Williams, who lived with a foster family in the same Schomburg tower. But his childhood had been especially difficult. Korey had only recently moved back in with his mother in the Schomburg Plaza; before that, he’d been living in foster care, at a group home in the Bronx. He moved there, he said, because his brothers were “coming and going,” and he needed a more stable environment, but Aminah Carroll, a director at the Catholic foster agency that monitored Korey’s case, remembered a much more troubled household. A few years earlier, Korey had been on a trip to an amusement park, where he was molested by a group leader.


At sixteen, Korey was a gentle, emotionally stunted boy, his problems amplified by his hearing loss. Korey’s development was severely delayed and his ability to comprehend his complicated and sometimes dangerous surroundings was woefully inadequate.


That afternoon, Yusef Salaam, Korey Wise, Korey’s girlfriend, Lisa, and their friend Eddie were sitting on a bench near the entrance to Central Park. They were watching out for an older boy and his friends, who, they feared, were coming to start a fight. The young man wanted to date Eddie’s sister, and Yusef and Korey were prepared to help Eddie fend him off. Korey, true to his loyal personality, had offered to fight the offender on Eddie’s behalf. Eddie had taken a metal bar, at least a foot long, from Korey’s apartment for protection, and it ended up in the pocket of Yusef’s long coat. It was a solid piece of metal wrapped with black tape that was used in the Wise household to brace the apartment door against unwanted intruders.


As they headed back toward the Schomburg towers, Yusef noticed a large group of teenagers approaching along 110th Street from the other direction. He was certain it was the other kid and his gang coming back to fight, until he recognized a friend from his building, Al Morris. The group also included Raymond Santana, Antron McCray, and their friends from the Taft and other nearby housing projects.


Using Yusef’s nickname, Al called out to him, “Yo, Kane!” and invited him to come hang out in the park. Yusef saw safety in numbers and joined them. He, in turn, invited Korey, who left Lisa behind and followed Yusef into the park. Still more Schomburg residents joined the crowd that was now headed into Central Park, including a fourteen-year-old African-American named Kevin Richardson.


Kevin lived with his mother, Gracie Cuffee, in the same Schomburg building as Yusef and Korey. Their small apartment was on the thirty-fourth floor of the tower, with a spectacular view of Central Park laid out below the window. Kevin’s parents had split up, but his four older sisters often visited. He was the baby of the family, the boy his mother had always wanted, and the women in his family doted on him and taught him to be polite and thoughtful. Kevin attended Jackie Robinson Junior High School on Madison Avenue at 106th Street, where he played the saxophone and participated in a hip-hop dance troupe called Show Stoppers.


Kevin had started playing football while living in Virginia for a few months when he was twelve, and he had dreams of making the team at Syracuse University. He was quiet and respectful at school and his teachers remembered him as having a good moral compass, though his grades showed that he was having trouble keeping up in class. Kevin looked young for his age, with a round baby face and large features. Kevin recognized Yusef and Korey from the building, but didn’t know them well.


As the group, including Kevin Richardson, Korey Wise, Yusef Salaam, Antron McCray, and Raymond Santana, congregated at the northeast entrance to Central Park in the darkening twilight, Raymond counted thirty-three boys.


That same day, Patricia Ellen Meili woke up early, as she always did, so she could be at her office by 7:30 a.m. Trisha, as she was known to her family and friends, often worked long days at the office. She was employed at Salomon Brothers, an investment bank in downtown Manhattan, as an associate in the Corporate Finance Division. She had been at Salomon since moving to New York after finishing business school at Yale. At five o’clock, Meili decided that she would have to call off her dinner plans because she still had too much to do at the office that evening. She phoned her friend Michael Allen to cancel.


A few hours later, her colleague and former roommate Pat Garrett popped his head over from the adjacent cubicle. He wanted to know about the stereo system Meili had just gotten for her new apartment.


“Why not come over and take a look at it?” she said.


“Sure,” he replied.


“Come around ten. That’ll give me time to go for a run before you get there.”


They made a plan to meet at 10:00 p.m. and Meili went home to her apartment on East Eighty-third Street, near York Avenue, where she lived alone. At ten minutes to nine, with the sky already dark, Meili left for her run, wearing black leggings, a long-sleeved white T-shirt over her sports bra, Saucony running shoes, and an AM/FM radio headset. Her keys were in a small Velcro pouch attached to one of her sneakers. She also wore a delicate gold ring in the shape of a bow.


On her way down the stairs from her apartment, she bumped into her neighbor James Lansing, who was on his way back from the gym. They chatted for a few minutes about jogging in the park, and then Meili left the building at five minutes to nine. She headed for Central Park.


The year 1989 had begun with New Yorkers still in shock over the news of a terrorist attack. A bomb smuggled into the luggage hold of Pan Am Flight 103 had detonated as the plane flew over Lockerbie, Scotland, on December 21, 1988. The 747 had been on its way from London Heathrow to New York’s JFK Airport, and all 259 people aboard, as well as eleven on the ground, were killed when the plane exploded in midair. It was clear from newspaper articles on January 1, 1989, which included obituaries for some of the victims, that people were still trying to piece together what had happened. Many of the passengers on the flight had been New Yorkers heading home.


The New York they were returning to that winter little resembled the prosperous, vibrant metropolis it had once been. Despite the charms that still made it the place of dreams for many, life in the city had become for others a nightmare that recalled the terrifying, gritty, crime-infested, and corrupt Gotham City of comic books. Over the past decades, New York City had experienced a staggering decline and had reached a low point in its history, with soaring crime rates, which no one had ever seen before or could have imagined just a few decades earlier. It was a place people wished they could leave, and in which today’s relative wealth and safety seemed an inconceivable pipe dream.


In Harlem, where Antron, Raymond, Yusef, Kevin, and Korey lived, the streets were filled with thousands of abandoned and burned-out buildings. Bankruptcy for the city had been narrowly averted in the seventies, but funding for many services, especially those most valued by residents of poor neighborhoods, had been severely cut or eliminated. Fire stations, libraries, and rehab clinics had been shuttered. After-school programs disappeared and park maintenance faltered. Graffiti covered the subways and buildings throughout Harlem and other parts of the city. Empty lots became repositories for debris and garbage. New Yorkers, especially the poorest among them, mostly African-Americans and Latinos, were desperately in need of services and protection, but the city lacked the resources to fight the increasing challenges that its ghettos faced.


Citywide, muggings were regular events, and no one felt immune. Cars were broken into with startling regularity, often for prizes as minor as a shirt fresh from the dry cleaner’s hanging inside the window. Falling asleep on the subway could mean waking up and finding that your pants pockets had been slashed with a box cutter and the contents removed by “lush workers,” master pickpockets who preyed especially on drunks. Apartment doors were double-, triple-, and quadruple-bolted, and the “police lock,” a piece of steel several feet long that was wedged diagonally between a lock on the inside of the door and a brace on the floor, was a standard protective measure.


Residents had become desensitized to the indignities of city life. When commuters in the Times Square subway station walked down to wait for their train one day, they found a man, stark naked, passed out on the platform. Most simply stepped over him and on to the express train. One woman covered him up with a shopping bag from Saks Fifth Avenue. When a TV producer sitting on the subway realized that a woman near her on the train was relieving herself, the woman could only shrug hopelessly at another passenger across the aisle.


The subways could also be terrifying. One Brooklyn woman was approached on the train by a brazen group of young men who spit into their palms for lubrication before trying to pull the rings from her fingers.


Women especially feared the subways during the winter of 1989, where, among other dangers, a man was on the loose, attacking and dragging women into the endless miles of tunnels beneath the city and then raping, sodomizing, and robbing them. A flyer handed out by the transit police advised women to travel with others and remain close to the token booths while in the stations.


On average, thirty-six people were murdered every week in New York that year. Gruesome stories of homicides, burglaries, and rapes dominated the headlines and evening news, making it impossible for many New Yorkers to believe that their city could ever recover. In the first months of 1989 alone, the tabloids of New York City displayed on their covers headlines that included: DEATHTRAP: ROOMING-HOUSE BLAZE KILLS 7; HUMAN SHIELD: BOY, 3, SHOT AFTER BEING SNATCHED FROM HIS MOTHER’S ARMS BY YOUTH FLEEING GUNFIGHT; OPEN SEASON ON COPS; PISTOL-PACKIN’ PRE-SCHOOLER; DOCTOR SLAIN: PREGNANT 33-YEAR-OLD BEATEN IN HER OFFICE; and simply, VIOLENCE.


The police seemed unable to combat the growing crime rates. They were understaffed after cuts in the late 1970s, measures that had been needed to keep the city from going bankrupt. Newspapers regularly reported on police officers who had been shot or killed. The New York Times ran articles on at least a dozen incidents that year in which a police officer was stabbed, shot, or killed. When a woman approached a transit officer in a subway station and pointed out to him that a man in front of them was jamming the turnstile and stealing tokens, the officer replied, “Lady, leave me alone. Do you want me to get hurt?”


A new drug epidemic had hastened the decline, as crack cocaine laid waste to inner cities across the country. Crack had shown up in New York around 1984, and it quickly took hold as a scourge more virulent than heroin. Crack, the free-base form of cocaine, was cheaper to produce than its powdered relative, and more addictive. The drug, a rock crystal that makes a cracking sound when heated, is smoked in pipes, allowing the drug to reach the bloodstream faster and creating a more euphoric—but also a shorter—high, one that can lead to twitchiness, anxiety, paranoia, and violent behavior in those who use the drug. Crack addicts desperate for a fix committed robberies to fuel their habit, and dealers, who were often very young men, carried and used automatic weapons as they battled over turf. That January, a sixteen-year-old from the Bronx had stabbed his mother to death with a steak knife after she refused to give him money for crack.


As the drug trade exploded, more women were arrested and charged with felonies than ever before. By April 1989, the number of women in city jails had increased by 33 percent from only a year earlier. In 1985, Rikers Island, the city’s sprawling jail complex, had added a nursery. As the police developed new tactics to target drug dealers, jails became overcrowded, and the justice system as a whole was overburdened. The city couldn’t come up with enough funding for the district attorneys, corrections and probation officers, and Legal Aid lawyers needed to prosecute and administrate all the new cases. Instead, many accused drug dealers were released or sentenced to shorter terms because the system simply didn’t have the means to keep them any longer.


The dealers who plied crack and heroin around the city were centered, for the most part, in the poorest areas. Those neighborhoods—Harlem in Manhattan, Bedford-Stuyvesant and Bushwick in Brooklyn, and the South Bronx, among others—had become crowded ghettos over the last decades.


Housing projects dotted their landscapes. Billed as “urban renewal” and constructed throughout the middle of the century, the tall, spare, ugly buildings clustered on massive plots of land taking up several city blocks had instead created “worse centers of delinquency, vandalism and general social hopelessness than the slums they were supposed to replace,” according to writer and activist Jane Jacobs. They had weakened the sense of community and neighborhood that these areas had once had, pushing out businesses that had encouraged street traffic and destroying the once-vibrant stoop culture of smaller buildings. Children no longer played on the street while their parents watched from the front steps, simultaneously keeping an eye on the whole neighborhood. Instead, ensconced in tall buildings, families were kept separate, and the playgrounds and courtyards of the projects remained abandoned and dangerous.


Drug dealers found safe haven in housing projects; with their often unlocked hallways and vestibules, and courtyards hidden from the street, they provided many routes in and out when the police arrived.


Another new and terrifying epidemic, AIDS, had also hit New York City especially hard. Though only discovered and named in the early 1980s, by 1989 an estimated 200,000 or more people in New York were infected with the virus that causes AIDS. Hospitals, like the city jails, were desperately overcrowded, and many poor AIDS patients found themselves without homes or hospital beds.


More than 25,000 homeless individuals checked in to city shelters that year, but untold thousands of others lived on the streets and in the seven hundred miles of subway tunnels belowground, where they could find shelter and privacy but also risked being hit by trains or being electrocuted by the live third rail. Many were drug addicts or mentally ill, having been deinstitutionalized from state hospitals in the 1970s.


It was common to see the homeless on the streets of midtown Manhattan or in the subways, begging for change, talking to themselves, or passed out in a stupor. Some beggars, known as “squeegee men,” would rush up to cars stopped at traffic lights, quickly wash the windshield with a filthy tool, and then demand payment from the driver, sometimes snapping off a windshield wiper if it was refused.


Schools, especially in poor neighborhoods, were failing. The school buildings themselves were crumbling, with unrepaired broken windows and overly crowded classrooms. At one Brooklyn high school, only one-fifth of those students who had entered as freshmen graduated within four years. A budget proposed by Governor Cuomo for 1989 included between $80 and $90 million in cuts for New York City schools. Students sometimes threatened teachers with knives, and violent fights could erupt between youths. In early 1989, a new program placed metal detectors in five high schools to try to keep knives and guns out of the hallways. After the metal detectors were installed, a security task force found hundreds of weapons stashed outside the five schools, left there by students unwilling to walk to school without protection.


People were giving up on New York City. Governor Mario Cuomo was demoralized: “I don’t see how we can manage this problem with our resources in New York,” he lamented. “It’s possible you won’t be able to solve the problem. That’s how horrible it is.” Pete Hamill, the celebrated columnist and a lifelong New Yorker, wrote that the city was dying, and described his frustration and anger: “In the barbarized city of New York, there is no horror these days. We no longer seem capable of that basic human emotion, which is why so many of us have begun to lose all hope for a more decent future. The cause of this municipal numbness is simple: We have seen too many atrocities.”


Most of those atrocities were happening in the poor and minority ghettos of the city, neighborhoods filled with vacant lots, abandoned buildings, and failing schools, the evidence of years of discrimination, neglect, and hardship. Over the past decades, millions of blacks and Latinos had moved from the South as well as the Caribbean, especially Puerto Rico, to New York City, chasing jobs and opportunity. Despite this influx, the city’s population overall remained fairly stable, as nearly three million mostly middle-class whites fled. They had left the city for the suburbs, which had better schools and lower crime rates, and businesses had followed suit, leaving a shortage of decent jobs for the new African-American and Latino arrivals. The whites who remained, now barely the majority, felt under siege from the twin plagues of drugs and crime they saw as emanating from the ghettos. Many wealthy whites, those who were making fortunes on Wall Street, spent their riches protecting themselves, living in doorman buildings in Manhattan, sequestered from the dangers of the streets. Meanwhile, working-class whites established enclaves along the shores of the outer boroughs, in places like Howard Beach and Bensonhurst, and prepared to defend their neighborhoods from the encroachment of minorities.


The fear and suspicion of blacks as criminals was so powerful that the newly inaugurated president had taken advantage of it in order to get elected. George H. W. Bush, in his campaign for the presidency, had repeatedly bashed his opponent, Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis, as soft on crime. During Dukakis’s tenure as governor, Willie Horton, a black man and a murderer sentenced to life without parole, had been given a weekend pass to leave prison as part of a furlough program. Horton failed to return, and he went on to rape a white woman in Maryland and stab her fiancé before being caught again. Bush raised the story repeatedly on the campaign trail, and supporters of the president’s campaign ran a television ad showing images of Willie Horton with his large Afro and describing his crimes, while words like kidnapping, stabbing, and raping appeared on the screen. Bush eventually distanced himself from the ad, but not before its message had been broadcast for nearly a month. The fear instilled by the image of Willie Horton and the associations the ad conjured—violent, black, rapist, and murderer—helped destroy Dukakis’s candidacy.


The New York news media also reinforced the stereotype of the minority criminal, projecting images of black and Latino men in perp walks or mug shots, confirming the wise decision of those who had left for the suburbs and enflaming the fears of those who remained.


Frustration with crime and violence and the tendency to blame it on African-Americans led to a series of iconic violent encounters that became part of the collective memory of the city’s residents. These famous incidents came to define the city and its problems for New Yorkers in the 1980s.


In several cases, working-class ethnic whites, pushed to enclaves along the outer edges of the city by the growing minority population, lashed out at “trespassing” blacks. In 1982, Willie Turks and two fellow New York City Transit Authority workers, all black men, stopped in the Gravesend section of Brooklyn on their way home from work to buy bagels. They were accosted by a group of Italian-American teenagers, who attacked the three men with sticks and bottles when their car stalled as they were trying to drive away. Turks was beaten to death by the mob.


In 1986, four black men from Brooklyn were driving along the Belt Parkway when their car experienced engine trouble. They exited the highway and managed to drive for a few miles before their car broke down completely, leaving them stranded along Cross Bay Boulevard in Queens, on a small and isolated island called Broad Channel in Jamaica Bay. While Curtis Sylvester stayed with the car, the other three men, Michael Griffith, Cedric Sandiford, and Timothy Grimes, went looking for help. They walked nearly four miles along the boulevard back into Howard Beach, a mostly white, Italian neighborhood near JFK airport. When a group of white teenagers saw them buying slices of pizza, they called some other friends and returned with baseball bats to beat them up. The three black men, now outnumbered more than four to one, ran, but the gang chased down Griffith and Sandiford and severely beat them. Eventually, Griffith managed to escape through a hole in a chain-link fence that led back to the Belt Parkway. He was almost all the way across the busy highway when he was struck by a car and killed.


Three days before Christmas in 1984, Bernhard Goetz, a thirty-seven-year-old white engineer, stepped on to a downtown number 2 express train at Fourteenth Street. He sat near a group of four African-American teenagers, who approached him and demanded five dollars. He pulled an unregistered .38 caliber Smith & Wesson from his pocket and fired four shots, one at each of the teenagers who surrounded him. When one teenager appeared unhurt, he said, “You seem to be [doing] all right. Here’s another,” and fired a fifth bullet, severing Darrell Cabey’s spinal cord and permanently paralyzing him from the waist down.


Goetz fled the scene and remained nameless for more than a week, but in the meanwhile, he became something of a hero to many New Yorkers frustrated with increasing crime and fearful especially of black teenagers. When the NYPD set up a hot line for callers to provide information about the whereabouts of the still-at-large gunman, dubbed the “subway vigilante” by the press, they were deluged with calls from supporters. Untold thousands celebrated his actions, columnists praised his bravery, and many suggested that the police abandon their search. Others offered to help pay for his defense. A few even recommended that he run for mayor. A national poll conducted after the shootings showed that 47 percent of Americans approved of Goetz’s actions and that only 17 percent believed he was wrong.


After he turned himself in, Goetz advocates outside the courtroom during his trial held banners that read BERNIE GOETZ WINS ONE FOR THE GOOD GUYS, and CRIMINALS WATCH OUT. WE’LL GET YOU! An editorial in The Wall Street Journal a few days after the shooting admitted that vigilante justice could not be tolerated, but it raised questions about the effectiveness of the city’s legal system if its citizens felt the need to protect themselves. “If the ‘state of nature’ has returned to some big cities, can people fairly be blamed for modern vigilantism?” the editorial asked, making a coded reference to the race of those seen as to blame for the city’s decline. The assumption was that the teenagers were violent, dangerous criminals. Articles reported that the young men concealed sharpened screwdrivers in their pockets and that each had an arrest record. It was true that two of the boys carried screwdrivers, but the implication that they were weapons was exaggerated by a press eager to paint these teenagers as a violent menace. The screwdrivers were actually unsharpened, probably tools for breaking into arcade games to steal quarters. Goetz, later acquitted of charges of attempted murder and assault, was convicted only for illegal possession of a gun.


The tendency to see African-Americans as violent criminals often extended to the police, who used excessive force against blacks in two separate well-known incidents in the 1980s. In 1983, a twenty-five-year-old black graffiti artist named Michael Stewart died after falling into a coma while in police custody after his arrest for spraying graffiti in a subway station. Experts disagreed about exactly what had caused his death, and though the police officers were charged with criminally negligent homicide, assault, and perjury, an all-white jury found them not guilty.


A few months before Bernhard Goetz opened fire in that subway car, Eleanor Bumpurs was fatally shot by the police while being evicted from her Bronx housing project. The sixty-six-year-old African-American woman had a history of mental illness, and when housing authority officers arrived to remove her from her home, she refused to let them in, allegedly yelling threats through the door. An Emergency Services Unit, not unlike a SWAT team, was brought in. They battered down the door and entered her apartment in full riot gear. Bumpurs was standing inside, holding a kitchen knife. Although police knew she was mentally unstable and were equipped with pepper spray, they chose not to use it. When Bumpurs lunged toward an officer with her knife, he fired his shotgun twice, first striking her in the hand, then in the chest. She died at the hospital.


These incidents and others provoked impassioned responses from all sides and highlighted the ongoing racial divides facing the city. Though the poorest neighborhoods of the city, and those with the highest crime rates, were inhabited by many Latinos as well as blacks, the fear of crime was directed more than anything at black men, who have for centuries been stereotyped as menacing and criminal. Each new event increased divisions within the city, making black residents even more distrustful of the police, and encouraged growing racism and fear of blacks among whites.


Though minorities were regularly portrayed and feared as criminals, it was the black and Latino residents of the city’s poorest neighborhoods who were most at risk of becoming crime victims themselves. In general, crime rates tend to be highest in poverty-stricken ghettos. Because of their desperate circumstances, the poor are most likely to be the perpetrators of street crime, such as assault, burglary, and arson. They are also apt to commit those crimes when opportunity strikes, in their own neighborhoods, making their neighbors the victims.


A study that looked at data from the beginning of the 1980s found that Harlem had the highest mortality rate of any area in the city, and double the rate for whites throughout the country. It determined that men in Harlem were “less likely to reach the age of 65 than men in Bangladesh,” one of the poorest and most desperately needy countries in the world. Young black and Latino men were especially at risk. Pete Hamill pointed out that “blacks kill other blacks at a rate that would make the Ku Klux Klan envious. Black youths are killing or being killed over sneakers, jackets, over the choice of songs on boom boxes, over women and attitude and casual quarrels.” Walks to and from school could be treacherous. The leading cause of death for a young black male was homicide.


The violence and danger of the drug trade was especially present in the lives of the teenagers who lived in the Schomburg Plaza and the blocks surrounding it. Yusef watched one day from the window of his twenty-first-floor apartment in a Schomburg tower as cop cars screeched up to the front of one of the Taft buildings, just two blocks to the north. As people on the street scattered, he saw a man step out of the building with two guns and open fire on the police cars before running back inside the building. “Violence was a part of everyday life,” Yusef recalled.


Many residents of Harlem and other minority neighborhoods saw the police as antagonists rather than protectors. After the deaths of Eleanor Bumpurs and Michael Stewart and countless other harassments and offenses, many blacks and Latinos were fearful and mistrustful of a police force that seemed especially insensitive to their community. Parents would warn their children not to talk back to the police, for fear of them escalating a dangerous situation. Teenagers in Harlem were more likely to be harassed by the police, stopped and patted down or handcuffed in a subway station while the police “checked” on the validity of their transit passes, than to be protected from a gang who wanted to steal their coats or shoes.


Yusef Salaam kept the knife that got him kicked out of LaGuardia for protection. He was afraid of a teenage gang from Brooklyn that called themselves the Decepticons, after the villains in the popular TV cartoon series Transformers, and who preyed on the artsy LaGuardia High School students on their way to the subway after school. By the mid-1980s, New York’s serious gang problem had largely faded, but teenagers remained fearful of gang members and carried weapons, studied martial arts and other ways to fight, or sought safety in large groups as protection. When Yusef joined the boys heading into Central Park on April 19, 1989, he was hoping that the size of the group would protect him from an older boy he feared. And yet it was this very type of behavior that could get kids in trouble with the police, and which helped to encourage their reputation as a criminal menace.


Episode by episode, the media only amplified the sense that the city’s most at-risk population was the source of all crime, that blacks and Latinos, especially male teenagers, were criminals—murderers, thieves, rapists, and arsonists.


It was dark when Kevin Richardson, Korey Wise, Yusef Salaam, Antron McCray, Raymond Santana, and at least twenty-five other young African-American and Latino boys entered Central Park around 9:00 p.m. on April 19, 1989, but the moon was almost full and cast a bright glow on the quiet park. They meandered along a path that ran parallel to Fifth Avenue, heading south, laughing and playing around. Most of the boys were between thirteen and sixteen, and though many didn’t know one another, they had the loose connections of their neighborhood, apartment buildings, and schools. Raymond, Antron, Yusef, Korey, and Kevin did not usually visit the park in such large numbers, and none had ever been arrested or been in serious trouble before, but there were some in the group who had more troublesome pursuits in mind.


Central Park, the vast playground at the teenagers’ doorsteps, is the most famous urban park in America, an iconic symbol of the city itself, featured in scores of films, plays, and works of literature and art. The park, 843 acres of gardens, ball fields, running paths, meadows, playgrounds, and woods, was conceived by Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux in 1858 as a source of pleasure, relaxation, and fascination, a romantic ideal of nature in the city.


But in 1989, Central Park had come to mirror the deterioration of the city around it. Renovated in the 1930s by Robert Moses, the park had fallen into disrepair in the sixties and seventies as the city—in the midst of a financial crisis—could no longer afford its upkeep. Without the money to supervise or repair the park, garbage piled up and graffiti was left unscrubbed on park surfaces. The once-lush green areas of the Great Lawn and Sheep Meadow were now only dirt and dust, and many of the once-elegant structures in the park were crumbling into ruins. A 1980 New York Times article described the city park system as “a dirty, unkempt, vandalized shadow of its former self.”


Central Park had also come to be known for its scandalous crimes, engendering a feeling that danger lurked there at night, and as a new symbol (along with the subways) of a lawless and out-of-control city. When The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson moved from New York to Burbank, California, in 1972, Central Park became the source of many of his jokes and one-liners at the city’s expense: “Some Martians landed in Central Park today … and were mugged.” “It was so quiet in Central Park last night you could have heard a knife drop.” Cartoonists regularly used Central Park as the clichéd site of muggings. The poet Ogden Nash wrote in the 1960s about visiting the park after nightfall:




If you should happen after dark


To find yourself in Central Park,


Ignore the paths that beckon you


And hurry, hurry to the zoo,


And creep into the tiger’s lair.


Frankly, you’ll be safer there.





Any crime in Central Park was highlighted in the media as especially newsworthy, exaggerating the feeling that it was a dangerous place to go, especially at night.


There had been concerns about crime from the very beginning. Even Olmsted himself warned women not to go into the park at night, “and I answer for no man’s safety,” he said, “from its bullies, garroters, or highway robbers after dusk.”


Despite these fears, news of particular crimes and “crime waves” in Central Park, going back a century, have been greatly exaggerated. In reality, Central Park’s crime rates have always been lower than in any other part of the city, largely because no one actually lives there. But it has been hard for people to believe that Central Park is safe when incidents in the park are so overrepresented in the news. The park’s significance as an oasis, a peaceful garden in the middle of a concrete jungle, has always led to inflated media reports on any violence there; it seems scandalous to hear about anything bad happening in such a romanticized and idyllic place. As the captain of the Central Park police precinct noted in 1959, “Crime in Central Park is usually exaggerated. It shocks people like crime in heaven.”


Just after nine o’clock on the evening of April 19, 1989, the series of events that would come to be known, in the following weeks and months, as “wilding” began.


First, the group of teenagers came across a Latino man, but someone indicated that he knew him, so they let him continue on his way. Then a couple walked by and one member of the group suggested that they leave the guy alone because he was with a “lady.”


Officer Raymond Alvarez was driving through the park that night on his way to the West Side to deliver mail to another precinct when he spotted the group of boys around 106th Street. He shone his spotlight on them, and they scattered, heading south. Alvarez continued west on his errand.


As the teens began to regroup, a young man named Michael Vigna was riding a racing bike north on the East Drive, headed in their direction. It was 9:05 p.m. When they saw him, some spread out across the East Drive, forcing Vigna to swerve to his left to get around them. As he passed the group, one boy took a swing at him, narrowly missing his head as he sped by.


As the group of teenagers continued south along the East Drive, they came upon a middle-aged Latino man, Antonio Diaz, who was rumpled and dirty. They assumed he was homeless. Diaz was carrying a container of food and four bottles of beer. He was already drunk and still drinking from an open beer bottle as he stumbled through the park. Someone knocked him to the ground and a few of the boys started hitting and kicking him in the head and back. Many of the other teens were scattered around the same area but did not participate. Yusef Salaam stood nearby on a rocky outcropping across the road and saw another teenager eating. He asked him where he’d gotten the food. “From the bum,” he said. After hitting and kicking and robbing him of his food, several boys dragged Diaz into the grass on the side of the road and left him there, bleeding from the head.


A few hundred feet farther south, the loose confederation of boys saw a couple on a tandem bike heading toward them along the East Drive. The group was in a grassy area just east of the road. At 9:12 p.m., as the cyclists, Gerry Malone and Patricia Dean, approached, several boys moved out onto the road, their backs to the bikers. The couple angled to their left, trying to avoid hitting anyone in the road, but as they got within one hundred feet, some of the teenagers scattered across the road, then turned around and faced the couple with their knees bent and their arms outstretched; some had hoods or hats pulled low over their faces.
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