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PRAISE FOR LAW AND DISORDER AND ROBERT H. SILBERING


“I knew, respected and worked with Bob Silbering in the family court in the 70s. We were both prosecutors. The justice system was trying to find its legs. A mix of good judges and bad. Good lawyers and bad. Some dedicated. Some not. Bob was one of the dedicated ones. He chronicles the justice system with impeccable recall in this book. Sadly, the more things change, the more they stay the same. The system has not learned from history. Read this book and you’ll understand.”


— Judge Judy Sheindlin


“Law and Disorder chronicles Bob Silbering’s extraordinary and unparalleled career as a prosecutor for many decades successfully battling the dual plagues of rising crime and drug fueled violence and disorder that threatened to overwhelm New York City. Silbering takes you on a high-speed roller coaster ride through those turbulent and exciting times, recounting his experiences working for the legendary Manhattan DA Bob Morgenthau and then as the Special Narcotics Prosecutor for New York City as they confronted many of the crime stories that dominated the front pages of NYC’s famous tabloids. It’s a must read. You won’t be disappointed.”


— Bill Bratton, Former New York City Police Commissioner (1994-1996, 2014-2016)


“Bob Silbering had a front row seat directing the prosecution of major international drug dealers who were destroying the quality of life in New York City. His ‘low key’ style and ‘easy going’ personality allowed him to move seamlessly and effectively among the many levels of law enforcement: federal, state, and local.


Bob’s story is a New York City story where hard work, a sense of humor and determination will position you to succeed. This is a must read for everybody interested in drug enforcement and the criminal justice system in New York City.”


— Lew Rice, Former DEA Special Agent in Charge, New York Division (1997-2001)


“Law and Disorder is a must read for prosecutors and law enforcement leaders alike charged with tackling today’s most pressing and complex issues. Pursuing justice is a team sport and Bob was the quintessential coach who brought the best players together to work collaboratively and effectively to bring criminals to justice. As a former Assistant District Attorney and FBI special agent, I am forever indebted to Bob for his leadership and wisdom.”


— Michael C. McGarrity, Assistant Director Counterterrorism, FBI (Retired); Director of Counterterrorism, White House National Security Council (Retired)
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You’re the best!
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“The prosecutor has more control over life, liberty, and reputation than any other person in America.”
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CHAPTER 1



A KILLING IN QUEENS


On the early morning of February 26, 1988, a rookie NYPD officer named Edward Byrne was parked in his radio patrol car. The block of Inwood Street in South Jamaica, Queens, had become infested with drug crews selling crack, a form of purified cocaine that had the entire city in its deadly grip.


A Guyanese immigrant, who went by the single name of Arjune, lived in a gray clapboard house at Inwood Street and 107th Avenue. An upstanding citizen, he had resisted the plague of narcotics trafficking in the neighborhood. But he’d paid for his bravery, as his home had been firebombed twice. One time, he picked up a flaming Molotov cocktail and tossed it back at his attackers, severely burning his hands in the process.


Still, Arjune didn’t back down. He was set to testify against the drug lords who were threatening his life and disrupting the peace on his block.


To protect the witness, the command at the 103rd Precinct in Queens assigned round-the-clock surveillance on Arjune’s home, which was why the rookie cop was stationed on the corner of Inwood and 107th that night.


Byrne, the son of a cop, had celebrated his twenty-second birthday only four days before. Relieving Officer Nancy Stefan a little after midnight, he climbed into the driver’s seat of the marked Ford Impala squad car and battled boredom during the early morning hours of that cold, cloudy night.


 Two gunmen crept up on Byrne’s radio car, acting on the orders of their boss, a drug kingpin named Howard “Pappy” Mason, who was intent on intimidating not only Arjune but also the entire NYPD.


One of the gunmen, Todd Scott, tapped on Byrne’s passenger side window. Startled, the rookie cop turned his head, instinctively placing his right hand on the duty gun in his belt.


“I’ll come around,” Todd Scott mumbled, attempting to distract Bryne.


Atthesameinstant,theothergunman,DavidMcClary,sneaked up on the driver’s side, leveled a chrome-plated .38 revolver eight inches from Byrne’s head, and fired.


The window glass shattered, sending splinters into the rookie’s face. The copper-jacketed bullet ripped into Byrne’s jaw. McClary kept shooting. Four more bullets effectively destroyed the skull of Officer Edward Byrne, tragically ending his young life.


The duo boasted about the murder as they fled from the scene.


“That shit was swift,” crowed Todd Scott.


“I seen his blue eyes,” said McClary.


I wasn’t there.


The words spoken by the murderers of Officer Edward Byrne were documented from a trial transcript. The facts of the crime were established only in its aftermath in a court of law. This is my world—the justice system—where we seek to determine what actually happened in all criminal matters, large and small. Officer Byrne was one of the many people whose victimhood cried out for vindication. As a prosecutor in New York City, I came to know this story and thousands of others throughout my career.


My professional life was devoted to establishing truth in this admittedly flawed and imperfect system of justice. To paraphrase Winston Churchill’s famous line about democracy, the system of judge and jury is the worst form of justice there is, except for all the others that have been tried.


Why am I bringing up a murder that took place decades ago? What possible relevance could such a crime hold in the present day? Who now recalls the name Edward Byrne?


I remember. A lot of other people remember too. When Edward Byrne was assassinated in cold blood, I was serving in the Office of the Special Narcotics Prosecutor in New York City. The city was in a terrible state back then, plagued by chaos on the streets, and ordinary citizens lived in fear.


I spent almost twenty-five years as a prosecutor in New York City, and I learned all about crime, violence, drug abuse, the criminal justice system, and the people who break the law. I faced off with some of the worst examples of humankind. At the same time, I was working with the best and most dedicated prosecutors and law enforcement officers in the country, tasked with the job of ensuring public safety.


For seven years, I held the position of the New York City Special Narcotics Prosecutor, heading up the only office in the nation solely dedicated to investigating and prosecuting felony drug cases. Prior to that role, I had worked for seven years as the Chief Assistant in Special Narcotics, and before that, I spent a decade as an Assistant District Attorney with the Manhattan District Attorney’s office, the country’s premier prosecutor’s office.


But before all that, I came from rather humble beginnings.










CHAPTER 2



MY HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


Both sets of my grandparents came to the United States with the hope of escaping poverty and the pogroms they faced as Jews in Russia. My paternal grandparents and their three-month-old son, Morris, my father, left Russia in 1907 and somehow got to Southampton, England, where they boarded the HMS Saxonia and headed to Boston. Eventually, they made their way to the Lower East Side of Manhattan before finally settling in Brooklyn. My mother’s family came from a town in Russia known as Kalmica, or Kalmykia. It was a small town straight out of Fiddler on the Roof. Most of my mother’s family left for the United States around 1912 when she was an infant. My grandmother was one of eight siblings who had made it to America. According to my relatives, four of my grandmother’s siblings died in early childhood due to the poor medical care in Russia. My mother’s family and some of her aunts and uncles settled in the Bronx. The rest of her family settled in Brooklyn. All my great-uncles worked hard while the mothers took care of the children.


My father was a classic underachiever. Although very bright, he was not very ambitious. He never learned to drive and never made much money in his work as a supervisor for the Miller-Wohl company, which sold women’s dresses. After they married, my parents moved in with my grandparents in the Bronx in a three-bedroom apartment on Rochambeau Avenue. My older brother Steven and I shared a bedroom. It was not a good situation because my father never got along with my mother’s parents. They resented the fact that my father never tried to move up but settled for a fairly low-paying job.


Aside from my grandparents, everyone liked my dad. He had a good sense of humor, was always polite, and he rarely cursed. He read the newspapers every day and was well versed in politics and current events. He was also a very honest man and would get upset when he read about politicians being convicted of taking bribes or committing other dishonest acts. He always said that most politicians were “crooks.” I think it was his dislike of dishonest politicians and other lawbreakers that got me interested in criminal law and prosecuting the bad guys.


My father was the oldest of his four siblings. After finishing high school, he went to work to help support the family and allow his younger siblings to continue their education. One of his brothers, Sam, died in an accident as a teenager when he was riding his bicycle in the street and got hit by a truck. Another brother, Irving, worked for U.S. Customs. My father’s sister, Ray, the youngest of the siblings, went to college and got a degree from Brooklyn College. It was unusual for a woman in the 1940s to attend college. She lived a long and happy life and passed away in March 2023, a few weeks shy of her 104th birthday.


My mother, Tessie, was a housewife. She always had a lot of energy, and she needed it to deal with my grandmother, who had no education, spoke barely any English, and loved to get into arguments with people. Tessie was very creative. When she was in her seventies, she started writing poetry about people and places. She composed witty poems about me, my brother, and my kids. She actually submitted a poem to Reader’s Digest and won a prize for it. She loved being around people and family.


My mother had a sister, Ann, who lived in our apartment house, and a brother, Daniel, who lived in Manhattan. Daniel was a doctor, and was regarded as the prince of the family, mainly because he treated all my relatives for free.


I was born Robert Howard Silbering in the Bronx on June 6, 1947. I have only one sibling, my brother Steven, who is seven years older than me. Steven and I are quite different. My brother was a brilliant student. He graduated from City College and went on to achieve a master’s and PhD degree in organic chemistry from Rensselaer Polytech University in upstate New York. He furthered his education at the University of Minnesota with a post-doctoral degree in pharmacology, then went on to a successful career working for a number of pharmaceutical companies. Unlike me, he did not have an outgoing personality or a big interest in sports. We were members of the same family, but we had very little in common. My mother always raved about how smart my brother was and that he was an excellent student. She continually asked me why I couldn’t be more like him and study and get good grades. She was thrilled when he got his PhD and proudly referred to him as “ My son, the doctor.”


We never did very much as a family. We never went out to eat, and we didn’t own a car. The only vacations we ever took were to the Catskill Mountains for a week where we stayed at a small hotel called the Youngsville Inn. I was the poorest kid of all my friends. While they went to summer camp, I had to make do with hanging around the schoolyard. Their parents all had cars, and they took trips and ate out. I had to work for everything I had. I worked to pay for college and law school, as well as my first new car, a 1970 Plymouth Barracuda. I was never afraid of hard work.


I never felt disadvantaged. I was a happy kid with lots of friends. I felt lucky to be surrounded by loving parents, lots of friends and relatives, and a neighborhood where I felt like I knew everyone who lived in the apartments and worked in the stores that lined the streets. It was a very comforting feeling.


I was blessed to have a reasonable amount of smarts, a good sense of humor, an excellent memory, and the two most important traits to succeed in life and work: good judgment and common sense. I also had an approachable, down-to-earth personality and got along with everyone. I couldn’t afford to be arrogant, and in truth, I had no reason to be arrogant about anything. I had a self-deprecating sense of humor and made people laugh when I made jokes about myself. I never had a big ego and didn’t get embarrassed easily. I was not sensitive to criticism and could handle the unkind remarks of others.


School became a home away from home for me, not because of anything that happened in the classroom, but due to the goings-on in the schoolyard. I attended Public School 80 for both elementary and junior high, with a student body that was over fifty percent Jewish. A Public Works Administration building created in the 1930s, the school remains a touchstone of my youth, but not for the classes I took there.


I was attracted to the sports fields in the schoolyard like a magnet. I would hurry out the door of our apartment building, turn right, and after a short walk along Rochambeau Avenue, I was there. Pick-up softball, basketball, and touch football games were always being played. At home, I would watch a lot of sports on TV, and because I lived in the Bronx, the kids I knew were all big Yankee fans.


That was the golden era for the Yankees, with Mickey Mantle, Roger Maris, Whitey Ford, and Yogi Berra, so it was a great time to be a fan of the Bronx Bombers. I had pictures of the players up on the wall in my bedroom. When I went to Yankee Stadium with friends, we usually sat on the top deck behind home plate, paying $1.30 for a grandstand ticket. I spent a lot of time in the House that Ruth Built.


I took the subway everywhere, including Yankee Stadium and Madison Square Garden. When I was a teenager, my friends and I rode the subway all over the place and never really thought about crime or danger.


In my early days, I wasn’t much interested in school. I never had an interest in reading books. Academics didn’t mean anything to me. Even when I graduated junior high and went on to nearby DeWitt Clinton High School, I was only excited because Clinton had a history of excellent athletic teams.


DeWitt Clinton was an all-boys high school that was located a short distance from Mosholu Parkway and P.S. 80. Burt Lancaster had gone there, as well as the Get Smart actor Don Adams. A guy named Ralph Lifshitz attended Clinton a few years before me, who later changed his name to Ralph Lauren. Many other actors and politicians have gone to Clinton as well.


P.S. 80 might have been majority Jewish, but Clinton in my day was pretty diverse, with many Puerto Rican and African American students making up the seven-thousand student body. I might be looking at the past through rose-colored glasses, but I remember us all getting along pretty well.


Whatever subjects I didn’t like, I avoided. I cut geometry all the time because there was nothing I hated more in life than geometry. My truancy got my mother summoned to Clinton to meet with the dean.


“Your son is cutting classes,” he informed her. “He’s a smart kid, but he’s not applying himself.”


She was called to these kinds of meetings so often that she became disgusted. “I think I’m in school more than you are!” she shouted at me one day. Back then, I had a baseball card collection that probably would have been worth real money today. She took all my cards and threw them out.


When I graduated from Clinton in 1965, I did not know what career I wanted to pursue. Well, actually I didknow what I wanted to be in junior high: I wanted to play second base for the Yankees. I gradually came to realize I wasn’t in the same league as Mantle, Maris, and the others. It was a hard day when I faced the sobering reality that I just wasn’t going to be good enough.


My next passion was to be a sportscaster. From watching Yankee games, I knew the language of sports, the play-calling, the patter, and the routines. I knew how the game was supposed to be played and who all the characters were. Mel Allen, the great Yankees announcer, was who I aspired to be, and I could imitate his style with uncanny accuracy.


But a career in sports broadcasting wasn’t in the cards either. My grades were not stellar; they were okay, but not great. I went to the required senior-class interview with the school guidance counselor.


“I can suggest the colleges you should apply to,” he said. “Since you don’t have the best grades, you’re not going to get into City College, and you’re probably not going to get into Lehman or Baruch. What about a solid SUNY school like New Paltz? Or maybe you should consider private schools.”


In the end, I chose Fairleigh Dickinson University, across the Hudson River from the Bronx in Teaneck, New Jersey. It seemed to me I was simply settling for the best school that would have me, but the school turned out to be a lot more than that.
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I came to the realization that I had to take school seriously and not goof off anymore. Fairleigh Dickinson University—affectionately referred to as “Harvard on the Hackensack”—lit a fire under me. I had more or less wandered through high school, but as I started college in 1965, I felt myself emerge from intellectual limbo. I began to get interested in the material I was learning. I managed to finish my freshman year as an A student, a status that I had never achieved in my life. My curiosity about the world woke up. Maybe I had just matured a bit. Everything about studying and learning just seemed to click. It was during my freshman year, after taking a Constitutional Law class, that I started to think about a career in law.


While I was in college, I had virtually no spending money, and my parents certainly had none to give me. A boy with empty pockets needs to work. Thankfully, my uncle Daniel, the doctor, helped me out in that respect. He had a second home in Bridgeville, a small town in the Catskill Mountains near Monticello, New York. During his time in the area, my uncle had met the owner of the Salhara Hotel in nearby Woodbourne. He was able to land me a summer job.


This was the mid-1960s, marking the tail end of the golden age of the Catskill resort culture. The entire region was already dwindling from its peak in the 1950s, when over five hundred hotels, bungalow colonies, and summer camps dotted the landscape of upstate New York. “The Jewish Alps,” we called it, and the clientele was, in fact, overwhelmingly made up of Jews from New York City and the larger metropolitan area. Businessmen sent their families to the Catskills to beat the summer heat and would join them for the weekends.


If you’ve ever seen Dirty Dancing, read the Herman Wouk novel Marjorie Morningstar, or watched the TV series The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, you might have a good sense of what the scene was like. But the real phenomena was ten times as intense as any writer could portray. It was a different era, the heyday of the Borscht Belt, with nightly entertainment from comics, singers, and dance bands.


In the summer of 1966, at the age of eighteen, I started out as a bellhop, schlepping luggage and on occasion helping out as a busboy in the dining room. The next two years I moved up to be a busboy and a waiter. It was a long workday. I got up at seven in the morning, had a quick breakfast, then helped prepare breakfast for the guests. By the time breakfast finished, it was ten-thirty and time to clean up and set the tables for lunch, which started at one. After a short break in the afternoon, the dinner rush was on at seven o’clock.


I loved the job. I had a great time schmoozing with guests and making good tips. Almost every night after work, the waiters, bellhops, and other staffers went out together. I was in college boy heaven.


After that first summer, the Salhara went out of business—a harbinger of the decline of the Catskill scene. But I was hired at a place called Green Acres the next summer. A year later, in 1968, I was hired as a waiter at Esther Manor hotel.


In 1968 it was the Summer of Love, when the flower child craze was in full bloom, but I was pretty much oblivious. The revolution would have to happen without me. The owner’s daughter at Esther Manor was married to the singer Neil Sedaka. That’s about as close as I ever got to rock and roll.


That year I was a waiter, and because I had such a good memory, I didn’t have to write anything down. I did well in that role. I was able to remember all twenty-four separate orders for three tables of eight. That meant I could be the first waiter in the kitchen and was able to get everything taken care of early on.


The mountain air of the Catskills encouraged relaxed attitudes, the loosening of belts, and the corny comic routines of kosher comedians (“My doctor said I was in terrible shape. I told him, ‘I want a second opinion.’ He said, ‘All right, you’re ugly too!’”). Everyone, staffers and guests alike, seemed to be some sort of character.


I had a customer who I always addressed formally as “Mr. Fox.” Every day after dinner, he would take me aside.


“Bobby,” he said, “firstly, if I can put my finger in this coffee, it’s not hot enough. And secondly, do you have an extra steak or lamb chop you can give me to take back to the room for my dog, Tiny?”


He was at the resort for a week, and every evening it was the same routine: hotter coffee and a chop for his pet. When the weekend rolled around, I ran into Mr. Fox for the last time while he was packing up his car and leaving with his wife.


“Hi, Mr. Fox,” I said. “Wait. Where’s your little dog?”


He grabbed his bulging belly with his hands. “You wanna see Tiny? I’ll show you Tiny!” His wife cackled like a banshee and they drove away.


I worked in the Catskills for three years, during summer breaks. I consider it a great, entertaining time of my life, a period that also taught me to be independent. Those summers represented the first time I was really ever away from my family. I also made a few bucks, which helped pay for my education.
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In my senior year at Fairleigh Dickinson, I was doing so well that the school granted me a partial scholarship. Majoring in American history and government, I took my degree and graduated with honors.


After I graduated from Fairleigh Dickinson, my first thought was to continue my education and go to law school. But the Vietnam War was raging, and law school offered no protection from being drafted into the military. I was no peacenik, but I didn’t want to be used as cannon fodder either.


Luckily, Jeff Cohen, a college classmate I am still close with today, pointed me in the right direction. He told me that educators who taught in underserved neighborhoods could get an exemption from the Selective Service. Following Jeff’s lead, I landed a job teaching sixth graders in Paterson, New Jersey, even though I had never taken a single education course in college.


While teaching in Paterson, I got my first taste of violent, impulsive tendencies in juveniles. This would become all too familiar to me later when I was working in Family Court. Paterson was a decaying mill town, rough around the edges and rough in the middle too. The students were a mix of white, Hispanic, and Black. The one thing they had in common was that they all came from poverty-stricken backgrounds.


Most of the teachers in Paterson Public School 8 had basically resigned themselves to the idea that this was just a job and these kids were not going to be educated. The administration occasionally brought in substitute teachers who wouldn’t last a day in the tumultuous school environment. One time, I left my classroom for all of two minutes and returned to find one of the students had been knocked out cold.


I have to say I surprised myself. I enjoyed the experience. I met a lot of memorable characters. The principal was definitely not the right guy for a place with an atmosphere like P.S. 8. One day, I heard a squawk from the intercom in my classroom, and it was the principal.


“I have just apprehended one of your students,” his disembodied voice informed me. “I found him tap dancing and doing other un-American activities on the stage in the auditorium. I’m giving him twenty lashes with a wet noodle and sending him back to your classroom.”


Discipline was hit and miss. In a nod to their deprived home environments, the students all received a daily ration of milk. A kid named Fernando used to come to class with snacks his first-generation immigrant mother baked. Fernando called one snack “squirrel nut cookies,” while another was a smelly kind of onion cookie. He’d eat the onion-flavored one and then run around the classroom breathing into the faces of his classmates, grossing them out.


“Fernando, you can’t do that,” I told him.


“You’re not my mother,” he sassed back. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”


He wouldn’t quit. Day after day at milk time, it was the same routine. Finally one day, as he dashed around breathing onion fire, I had had enough.


“That’s it, my friend,” I announced. “You’re going to the principal’s office.”


I opened the door to usher him out of class. He leaped up from his seat, ran to the back of the room, opened the window, and jumped out. It was a ten-foot drop to the ground. The whole class, me included, rushed to the window and watched the little kid scurrying away into the distance.


That was it for Fernando. P.S. 8 never saw him again.
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Around that time, and without really realizing it, I began another phase of my education, just as vital as anything I ever learned in class. I met my future wife, Shelley, on August 15, 1970.


On that day, I went on an outing with a friend of mine to Orchard Beach, the “Riviera of the Bronx.” We encountered a group of people he knew. Among them was young Shelley Melamed, who sat in the sand doing a crossword puzzle. I wanted to help her out with the clues, but I was comically bad at crosswords. She was very good, and we both had a laugh at my ineptitude.


Shelley came from a similar background to mine. She grew up in the Bronx in a lower middle-class family. Her parents, like mine, didn’t drive. Unlike me, she was an excellent student and graduated at the top of her class in high school and City College. After she graduated from college, Shelley and I got married in November 1972. She was twenty-one and I was twenty-five. She became a secondary school math teacher and eventually became the Upper School Director at a private school. I was smart enough to marry a woman much brighter than me who kept me grounded and provided wise counsel.


Shelley would also be the key to raising our two wonderful children, Jill, born in 1978, and David, born in 1983. They inherited her smarts and my ability to deal with people. She was the disciplinarian who kept them in line. I never raised a finger to my kids or rarely my voice, for that matter. All I had to do was look at them and tell them that I was disappointed in them when they did something wrong. It would immediately bring my daughter to tears, causing them both to feel as if they had committed a capital crime.


I jokingly tell people that Shelley came to my rescue when we first met, that she’d saved me from bullies who were kicking sand in my face at Orchard Beach. We starting dating in the fall of 1970, about the same time that I began night classes at Brooklyn Law School.










CHAPTER 3



MY LIFE IN CRIME


Sometimes I jokingly refer to my professional experience as “my life in crime.” I did not develop my perceptions in the airless confines of a think tank. I’ll take you into “the rooms where it happens”—the inner sanctums where decisions are made, where policy becomes practice, where the twin values of public safety and justice get thrashed out in the real world.


I received my education as a prosecutor by way of the courtrooms of 100 Centre Street in New York City. Even if you might not be aware of it, you’ve seen this building. Featured in countless movies and television shows, the New York County Criminal Court at 100 Centre stands as an enduring symbol of the justice system in America.


Built in the late 1930s by the Public Works Administration of FDR’s New Deal, the seventeen-story courthouse served as my home away from home for almost a quarter century. I have a great fondness for the structure with its Art Deco architectural touches.


The courthouse rises amid a thicket of other grand government edifices in the neighborhood known as the Civic Center. The buildings located in this area accommodate the Federal District Court, the New York Supreme Court (Civil Term), and such additional adjuncts as Family Court and Surrogate’s Court. If the justice system glowed, this little section of Manhattan real estate would be visible from space.


History haunts the neighborhood as well. Across the street from 100 Centre is Collect Pond Park, the name of which commemorates the original body of water on the site, a spring-fed lake used by the Lenape tribe and the Dutch colonists of New Amsterdam. Down Lafayette Street is the Tweed Courthouse, built by the corrupt administration of Boss Tweed, the chieftain of the Tammany Hall political machine.


The area’s narrow, busy streets feature countless shops and eateries that cater to the cops, clerks, lawyers, judges, and other staffers who work in the courts. Nearby Columbus Park hosted the DA’s softball league, where I played second base on the Special Narcotics Prosecutor’s team that won the championship for four straight years.


A little farther afield is Little Italy and the city’s dense Chinatown neighborhood, with its restaurants, fish markets, and funeral parlors. The Brooklyn Bridge, once up for sale to the gullible, feeds a constant flow of bicycles, pedestrians, and vehicle traffic back and forth across the East River.


This was the “Centre of the world,” so to speak, my turf, my stomping ground, the place where I drew my lines in the sand and fought my battles. This is where “my life in crime” started.


In the spring of 1973, I was finishing my next to last year at Brooklyn Law School, which was located in downtown Brooklyn around the corner from Borough Hall. A classmate of mine casually mentioned an employment opportunity at the district attorney’s office across the bridge in Manhattan.


“You know they’re hiring interns over there,” he said. “Paralegals.”


“Really? At the Manhattan DA?” The potential job opening “over there” was news to me. “You know, that’d be interesting.”


My classmate nodded. “The word came through that they’re looking to fill positions, and they’re taking applications from law school students.”


The physical distance from downtown Brooklyn to downtown Manhattan, from Borough Hall to the Municipal Building, measured almost exactly a mile, but it might just as well have been calculated in light-years. For many people at that time, Manhattan represented the center of the world. Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island were considered the outer boroughs. In a quirk of local speech, residents of the other boroughs would say, “I’m going into the city,” whenever they spoke of heading into Manhattan. This was common usage even though folks from the other boroughs also lived in “the city.”1


Growing up in the Bronx, I expressed myself exactly that way. “We’re heading into the city,” I’d tell my childhood friends, which we didn’t do all that often.


The prospect of working in the important office of the Manhattan District Attorney was enticing, no matter what the position. I learned that the job’s formal title was not intern, not paralegal, but “trial preparation assistant,” which sounded a little grander and more serious. At the time, I was making $8,000 a year teaching in the Bronx while going to law school in Brooklyn at night. The trial preparation assistant (TPA) job paid around $7,800.


The difference in pay was negligible, but as a newly married couple just starting out, just scraping by, every penny counted. The deciding factor was that the job offered me entry into a career that fascinated me.


The court system divides itself into two realms. Civil actions involve one party suing another, seeking redress for harm. On the other hand, the criminal courts deal with individuals violating the rules contained in the penal law, directives that protect public safety and direct, shape, and limit individual actions. Simply put: it’s the world of people behaving badly and getting caught.


[image: Image]


I had always had an interest in the nitty-gritty side of the legal world. The extremes of human behavior always fascinated me. I was drawn to books, TV shows, and movies depicting crime and punishment. I’m a crime buff, with a lifelong interest in that area.


I applied by letter for the TPA job and was called in for an interview at what was then 155 Leonard Street in Lower Manhattan. The District Attorney then was a legendary figure named Frank Hogan (so legendary, in fact, that 155 Leonard Street was renamed One Hogan Place after he died). Connecticut born, Columbia University educated, Hogan had already been in office for over three decades when I showed up with my hat in hand, a humble job applicant for a paralegal position.


I was interviewed by Joan C. Sudolnik, a tall, thin, hardworking, chain-smoking dynamo with short brown hair. Then serving as an Assistant District Attorney in the Supreme Court Bureau, Sudolnik later went on to become a New York County Supreme Court Justice. The interview went well, and she offered me the position, which I quickly accepted.


I knew her boss, Frank Hogan, mainly by reputation, an old-school guy whose golden rule was civility. If anyone in his office got a call from an attorney, they had damn well better return that call. Hogan upheld a simple motto, emblazoned on all of his campaign posters: “Don’t play politics with people’s lives.” His tenure at DANY (District Attorney New York) went back to Thomas Dewey’s time as a celebrated racket-busting district attorney who later became the governor of New York. Dewey is best remembered now as a popular “almost” president. Some might recall the erroneous 1948 headline, “Dewey Defeats Truman.”


As a DA, Frank Hogan followed in Dewey’s footsteps and took down a few prominent gangsters himself, including the corrupt Fulton Fish Market kingpin Joe “Socks” Lanza, pretty-boy killer Joe Adonis, and gambler Frank Erickson, right-hand man to famed oddsmaker Arnold Rothstein. The office prosecuted The $64,000 Question scandals that were featured in the 1994 film Quiz Show, went after government corruption, and targeted comedian Lenny Bruce with obscenity charges.


By 1973, when I joined the DA’s office, Hogan was aging and sick. In the midst of swirling allegations that Hogan had been soft on corruption, a Kennedy-family protégé named William Jacobus Vanden Heuvel challenged Hogan in the primary election for NY District Attorney. In Democratic New York City, the primary is usually the whole ball game.


Vanden Heuvel had a lot of weight behind him. He served under CIA founding father William “Wild Bill” Donovan in the Thai embassy during the run-up to the Vietnam War, and was involved in various power positions in New York State politics. Nevertheless, Hogan won the election for district attorney one last time. I never would have much personal interaction with Hogan, but he left an indelible mark on the office, shaping it for years to come.


Hogan headed up the Manhattan District Attorney’s office with multiple layers of bureaucracy beneath him. He functioned as the CEO and rarely appeared in court to argue a case himself, but instead orchestrated the thousands of cases that flowed through the office. He had numerous executives assisting him. The most important staffers for the smooth dispensing of justice were the cadre of assistant district attorneys, the ADAs. When I joined as a trial prep assistant, there were around one hundred fifty ADAs in the district attorney’s office compared to over five hundred today.


The ADA is the workhorse of the justice system. Assistant district attorneys—often referred to as “assistants”—prepare the cases, present them to the grand jury, work out plea bargains, deal with judges, and ultimately take the case to trial if it is not disposed of by defendants admitting their guilt. The Manhattan District Attorney—and it has always been a “him,” as a woman has never held the job at the time of this writing—represents the public face of the office. He is responsible for setting the tone, establishing overall policies and procedures, and making hiring and firing decisions, but he doesn’t really get involved in the day-to-day operations of the office. If you want to really understand the justice system, speak to an ADA.


The year I toiled as a trial preparation assistant proved invaluable. I was pretty much at the bottom of the totem pole in the DA’s office. When I started out, I was like the Greek philosopher Socrates, in that the only thing I knew was that I knew nothing. I was assigned to work alongside three ADAs in the Supreme Court Bureau. As far as I could tell, the assignment was random, as if the powers that be merely pulled three names out of a hat. At that time, there were a few dozen assistants who worked out of the offices of the New York County Supreme Court Bureau at 100 Centre. I learned the basics of scheduling court dates, assembling evidence, preparing witnesses, and keeping track of the voluminous amounts of paperwork that the justice system generated. In the process, almost without realizing it, I learned the ins and outs of how the office operated. The three ADAs were Jack Frost, Mike Nadel, and Mark A. Meyer.


I would have to say Frost lived up to his name somewhat, with a slight chilliness to his personality. He was soft-spoken, quiet, and slightly aloof. He wasn’t someone you’d get personally close to, but he was professional in all the right ways. He went on to hold the position of Trial Bureau Chief in the office.
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