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For the wondrous Andrea Domanick and Ashley Hendra




Out of the blue he mentions Chinatown, the noir classic of prewar Los Angeles political corruption, graft, and police repression.


“You know,” he says, “everyone thinks the last line of Chinatown is ‘Forget it, Jake, it’s Chinatown.’ But it isn’t.”


“What is it?”


“ ‘Get off the streets.’ ”


—William Bratton to a reporter, shortly after being named chief of the LAPD





KEY PLAYERS


Charlie Beck: An antigang cop and a sergeant during the ’92 L.A. riots. Beck would rise to become chief of the LAPD in 2009.


Tom Bradley: Los Angeles’s first black mayor, Bradley served in that capacity for twenty years, including during the ’92 riots.


William Bratton: A renowned reform chief from Boston and New York, Bratton was hired to reform the LAPD in 2004, afterward returning to New York in 2014 to again lead the NYPD.


Andre Christian: A black native son of Watts and a gang-banging member of the notorious Grape Street Crips.


Daryl Gates: Chief of the LAPD for fourteen tumultuous years, Gates’s policies precipitated the L.A. riots, during which his leadership proved disastrous.


Alfred Lomas: A Florencia 13 gangster and hired muscle for Florencia’s drug dealers.


William H. Parker: Chief of the LAPD from 1950 to 1965. Parker started as a reformer and then built the LAPD culture that sparked both the ’65 Watts riots and the ’92 L.A. riots.


Bernard Parks: Chief of the LAPD from August 1997 to May 2002. Parks presided over the Rampart scandal.


Rafael “Ray” Perez: A drug-stealing, drug-dealing LAPD CRASH antigang officer, Perez’s revelations of a nest of dirty, abusive cops broke open what would become known as the Rampart scandal.


Connie Rice: A civil-rights lawyer, activist, and critic turned supporter of the LAPD.


Willie Williams: A former police commissioner of Philadelphia and the first African-American chief of the LAPD, Williams was hired after the ’92 riots to reform the department.





AUTHOR’S NOTE


I first became interested in the LAPD when I moved from Manhattan to Los Angeles in the mid-1970s. I was then a public school teacher working in a junior high deep in the South Bronx, where the frenzied halls reflected both the chaos of the time and the wild discord of the streets outside. At dusk, on the subway back to Manhattan, the vibe turned edgy as my subway car ground through some of the city’s most violent neighborhoods without a cop ever in sight.


Back then, NYPD officers and their counterparts in the Transit Police seemed never to be around when you wished they were, and when they were, you couldn’t help but notice how the weary slump of their shoulders and their disheveled appearance announced their disillusionment with their jobs.


When I arrived in Los Angeles I was astounded by how different LAPD officers were. First, it was clear that they hadn’t given up. The department’s jackbooted, superbly tailored motorcycle officers had the look and bearing of the prototype models they actually were for the film RoboCop, and acted the part.


Like the rest of the LAPD, they’d been trained to aggressively seek out crime and to “confront and command” a “suspect” in an aloof, intimidating, and often arrogant manner, even if that “suspect” had committed only a minor infraction, or done nothing wrong at all.


That attitude alone seemed to start more trouble than it stopped. And if you were black, the experience was astonishingly worse, and exponentially more frequent.


Every politician in town, moreover, seemed to kowtow to the LAPD, afraid of getting into a public spat with a succession of chiefs who, paradoxically, were not afraid of offending anyone. I wanted to understand the source of the department’s extraordinary power, and wrote my first LAPD book, a character-based, historic narrative of the department called To Protect and To Serve, as a way to find that understanding.


I discovered that for the first half of the twentieth century a small oligarchy of right-wing business interests, led by the Los Angeles Times, had used the LAPD not only to rigidly control the streets but also to serve as a private goon squad, unapologetically maintaining the status quo by breaking the heads of union organizers and left-wing dissidents.


That changed in 1950, when Chief William H. Parker—the godfather of the modern LAPD—wrestled supremacy over the department away from the oligarchs and gave it to himself and his successors. In the process he created a faceless paramilitary police force that would dominate the streets of Los Angeles virtually independent of elected civilian control for the next forty years.


During those years, L.A.’s population dramatically transformed from a white, Protestant, conservative majority to a liberal, increasingly black, Latino, Asian, and Jewish population demanding that the LAPD’s repressive policing change along with the city and the times—a demand the department both scorned and fought every step of the way.


In 1991, the tension finally snapped when four white LAPD officers were caught on videotape beating a black motorist named Rodney King. The grainy footage then found its way to CNN and became a cause célèbre around the world. A year later the four officers were acquitted, sparking the bloody insurrection known as the L.A. Riots. In response, a new chief from outside the department was hired, and City Charter reforms, including limiting the power of LAPD chiefs, were overwhelmingly approved by voters. Nevertheless, for the next decade, little changed on the street.


Wanting to understand why reform was proving so hard to implement, and then how it finally got started, I decided to revisit the LAPD’s history starting with the ’92 riots and, ultimately, to write this book.


I knew from the start I had to tell the tale through the lives of the people who’d lived through the crack-filled, violence-laden nineties, and then through the reforms that finally began taking hold in the first decade of the twenty-first century. Four such people immediately came to mind. Each illuminated an essential piece of the story.


Two were cops—one a police reformer and stranger to L.A., the other a chief-in-training with LAPD roots stretching back half a century. The others were L.A. gangsters who embodied the fraught relations between the LAPD and the beleaguered communities they policed.


The stranger in town was William J. Bratton, who in 2004 was hired to spearhead the reformation of the LAPD, as he’d done in the early and mid-1990s with both the New York City Transit Police and the 35,000-strong New York City Police Department. Before his tenure in those departments, New Yorkers had been obsessed with a crime wave that saw 2,245 murders in the city in 1990 and 700,000 serious crimes committed in 1989. Bratton changed that trajectory while building the launchpad for New York’s currently unbroken string of more than twenty years of continuous crime drops (although not without some of the policies he pioneered also setting the stage for the NYPD’s present conflicts with a new generation of black and liberal New Yorkers, as we shall see).


As in New York, once Bratton became L.A.’s police chief, he did what no one else had been able to do: put the LAPD on the long, still unfinished road to transformation. Before leaving L.A., Bratton pushed hard and successfully for his replacement—Charlie Beck, a street-toughened former gang cop who, under Bratton, rapidly became one of the department’s foremost reformers.


The experiences of Alfred Lomas and Andre “Low Down” Christian demonstrate the impact of L.A.’s gangs on the city. Lomas was once a hard-core member the massive Mexican-American gang Florencia 13; Christian belonged to the fearsome black, Watts-based Grape Street Crips. Both are now gang intervention workers. Their stories illustrate both what it was like to be at the mercy of the LAPD, and the extraordinary violence with which the LAPD had to contend.


Other players also take center stage in Blue. One is Daryl Gates, Chief Parker’s protégé, who headed the LAPD from 1978 to 1992. During those years Gates was a racial lightning rod, a white man implacably condoning the violent, humiliating excesses of his troops, who roamed L.A.’s poor black and brown neighborhoods as though they were an army of occupation, accountable to no one.


Gates’s adversary should have been Tom Bradley. Elected in 1972 as the first black mayor of Los Angeles, Bradley was an early champion of the city’s liberals and minorities. For the next twenty years he presided over Los Angeles as it matured into a major American metropolis. But Bradley also wanted to be California’s first black governor, and consequently refused to alienate white voters by confronting Gates’s LAPD in a high-crime era—a failure that directly contributed to the ’92 riots and the tarnishing of his legacy.


Following Daryl Gates’s resignation in 1992, Philadelphia police commissioner Willie Williams stepped in as L.A.’s first black police chief. The city had high hopes, but his tenure demonstrated the difficult reality of transforming a big-city police department, especially when the forces aligned against reform are so deeply entrenched and the determination and skills needed to overcome them are so immense and multidimensional. Williams possessed almost none of those skills, and was dismissed five years after being hired, having changed almost nothing.


Bernard Parks succeeded Williams. Tall and handsome, the African-American Parks was known within the department as a smart, knowledgeable, efficient technocrat. Like William Parker and Daryl Gates, however, he thought he could run the LAPD as his own private fiefdom. But by 1997, when he took office, times had changed, and so had the city. And Parks, like Gates, was the last to see it.


He fought bitterly with the mayor, the press, two LAPD inspector generals, the DA, and, most especially, his own troops, who were in open revolt when Parks was dismissed at the end of his five-year term.


There is one other character to mention: LAPD officer Ray Perez. Both con man and sometime truth teller, Perez was at the heart of the 1999 “Rampart scandal,” which involved drug-dealing cops and regular police frame-ups, beatings, and shootings on the watch of both Williams and Parks. The actions of Perez and the accusations he made about his gang-suppression unit, Rampart CRASH, would launch investigations by the Los Angeles Times, the LAPD, and the FBI. As a result, the U.S. Justice Department sent a team of lawyers to L.A. and forced the city and the department into a federal consent decree for violating the civil rights of residents. It was Perez’s accusations, ultimately, that made the sins of the LAPD once again a national concern; as a result, Parks was driven out of office, and Bratton was hired as the department’s new chief.


The stories of these men led me to ask essential questions about what constitutes good and bad policing, and how best to prevent crime, control police abuse, ease tensions between the police and the powerless, and partner with communities of color to enhance public safety. In that respect, Blue tells the much larger saga of big-city American policing over the past quarter century, and identifies the challenges we still face today.


Blue begins on Wednesday, April 29, 1992, at 6:30 p.m., as Alfred Lomas is watching on TV as history unfolds in the South L.A. intersection of Florence and Normandie Avenues. Watching as his city goes up in flames.


—Joe Domanick


West Hollywood, California


May 2015







PART ONE






SOMETHING OLD






Alfred Lomas, Wednesday, April 29, 1992



It all started for Alfred Lomas as he was sitting in a Florencia 13 crack house and across the TV screen flashed an image. That of blond-haired, white-skinned Reginald Denny lying on his back, arms outstretched, on the black-tar South L.A. intersection of Florence and Normandie Avenues.


A big-rig truck driver, Denny had just been dragged from the red cab of his sand-hauling eighteen-wheeler and thrown to the street by a group of raging young black men. One had then placed a foot on the back of Denny’s neck as others took turns slamming an oxygenator into his back, pounding his head in with a hammer, and smashing a concrete block into his face.


High above, TV news helicopters circled, broadcasting the real-time scenes into half a dozen local stations and on to CNN, announcing to the world just after 6:30 p.m. on April 29 that the 1992 Los Angeles Riots had begun.


Before that moment, the Wednesday afternoon air had been warm and sweet, L.A. bucolic. Then the “not guilty” verdicts hit Los Angeles’s airways with all the kinetic energy of one of those old 1930s movies with Extra! editions rolling rapid-fire off the presses.


The events of the day had been set in motion fourteen months earlier, shortly after midnight on March 3, 1991, when four white Los Angeles police officers had beaten a black motorist named Rodney King fifty-six times in eighty-one seconds with their two-pound, twenty-four-inch, solid-aluminum Monadnock PR-24 batons.


By chance, that beating too had been caught live on a grainy, smoking-gun video that CNN had then likewise broadcast worldwide, making Rodney King a household name, and the LAPD the shame of a nation. Now those officers had been acquitted of all ten counts against them but one—which had been quickly dismissed by the judge.


The four officers had been zealous in their work, using their batons to break Rodney King’s cheekbone and ankle and eleven bones at the base of his skull, damaging his facial nerves and knocking the fillings out of his teeth. Each blow, said Rodney King, felt like “when you get up in the middle of the night and jam your toe on a piece of metal.”


But the four cops were nonetheless now walking free. Freed by a jury in Ventura County, about an hour’s drive north of Florence and Normandie. Freed in Ventura’s Simi Valley, a then semirural, overwhelmingly white community, with a black population of 2 percent. Known as Cop Heaven by the cops themselves, Simi Valley, along with its sister city Thousand Oaks, had a population of about 4,000 active police officers, many of whom were part of the LAPD’s 7,900-member force.


The new trial venue had been selected by a genius of a judge named Stanley Weisberg to ensure, he declared, that the trial would be fair and impartial and not influenced by local press coverage. But the new Simi Valley trial location was just twenty-five miles from the scene of King’s beating, and thus part of Los Angeles’s vast media market. By changing the venue, Weisberg had placed the trial into exactly the kind of community where Rodney King’s actions—not those of the four LAPD officers who’d assaulted him—would be scrutinized. And that’s the way it had played out.


In the courtroom, the defense team for the four officers collectively totaled about one hundred years of expertise in representing officers accused of abuse of force. They were the A-Team. In comparison, the District Attorney’s Office had sent in a team from its Class-C farm club. Before long the A-Team was using the video of King’s beating to deemphasize the vicious nature of the crime. They played the video over and over in slow-mo, frame by frame, making the cops’ baton blows look like caresses and King look like he was resisting, when in fact his body was simply reacting to the blows that he was trying to ward off. Ultimately the jury not only acquitted the officers, it effectively endorsed their behavior.


The image that Alfred Lomas, his Florencia 13 vato locos and his crackhead customers were now watching on TV, however, was not that of Rodney King. They were watching Reginald Denny.


Meanwhile, other unlucky white, Asian, and Hispanic motorists, crossing the same intersection where Denny still lay, were busy ducking chunks of concrete, rocks, bottles, and baseball bats shattering their car windows. Clusters of young black men then surrounded their vehicles, pulled open doors, dragged out occupants, and robbed and mercilessly beat them.


Earlier, just after the not-guilty verdicts were announced, outraged local residents had run into the street screaming “Rodney King! Rodney King!” Soon a crowd began to form, quickly attracting LAPD patrol cars to the scene. When two officers tried to make an arrest, they were encircled by a crowd hurling rocks and bottles at their patrol car and chanting “Fuck the police.” The lieutenant on the scene responded by ordering his cops to beat a hasty retreat, thereby leaving a void where hundreds of people were now either watching the corner show or were the show themselves. Dressed in L.A. spring garb—that is, thigh-length shorts, jeans, T-shirts, tank tops, hoodies, cheap nylon windbreakers, and baseball caps—they were busy gulping beers, sipping Cokes, and milling about the intersection like it was some kind of urban beach party. “Fuck y’all, we killin’,” one snarled into the lens of a TV camera. “Cops gonna die,” promised a second. “Tonight it’s Uzi time,” shouted a third.


“Uzi time” was just another way of saying payback time. That’s what all those bats and beatings—and the looting and burning of Tom’s Liquor and Deli on the intersection’s corner—represented; that and the brutality of living life on the lowest economic rung of America’s increasingly slippery ladder of opportunity. Payback time for Rodney King.


Alfred Lomas, a Chicano U.S. Marine Corps veteran and gun-totin’ enforcer of Florencia 13’s drug deals in the age of crack wars and easy money, had understood that rage. Understood it in the way that one underdog understands another. So he should have been primed to vicariously feel the thrill of the brothers who were acting out their hatred of the LAPD on the head of Reginald Denny.


But Lomas and the others now watching the scene on a crack-house TV were not down with what was happening to the bleeding and now unconscious Denny. Smashing a concrete block into some innocent guy’s head and then dancing around in celebration while pointing and spitting on him solely because of his skin color—that was just wrong. Not to mention the guy who’d rolled Denny over and methodically rifled through his pockets, stealing his wallet and taking off. What kind of shit was that?


Nevertheless, what the twenty-six-year-old Lomas and every gang banger in the room could relate to was the farce that was the acquittal of the cops who’d beaten Rodney Glen King.


A semi-illiterate high school dropout who worked at Dodger Stadium, King had a Baby Huey image on the street and penny-ante criminal aspirations. Once a $200 robbery of a 99 Market—during which he was chased out of the store by its irate Korean owner, who beat him with a three-foot metal rod he’d yanked off a display case—had landed him in prison for a year.


They could feel for King, a guy still on parole who’d downed a forty-ounce Olde English 800 malt liquor and was speeding down the freeway in the outer reaches L.A.’s San Fernando Valley, lost in the music of the night, when his reverie was suddenly interrupted by two highway patrol officers ordering him to pull over.


Scared of being sent back to prison on a parole violation, the twenty-five-year-old King took the officers on a high-speed chase instead. Finally pulling over, he peacefully exited his white economy-sized Hyundai, only to be twice zapped with 50,000-volt Taser darts, brutally beaten, and then hog-tied by the four LAPD officers from the local Foothill Division who’d arrived on the scene and decided to take the collar.


Twenty-seven other responding cops, meanwhile, casually stood around and watched the show while rubbernecking passengers in cars and buses drifted by, and a plumber named George Holliday, wielding a handheld video camera, stood on his condo balcony and recorded it all.


The crack-house crew, in short, understood exactly what had happened to Rodney King. They weren’t black, but they weren’t white either. They were Mexican-Americans who’d grown up hard in a gang-infested dump of a neighborhood in Huntington Park, just across Alameda Boulevard from the vast, impoverished, 650,000-strong black and increasingly Latino area known as South Los Angeles—an area better known by the name of one of its sections: South Central L.A. They knew about L.A. cops, and they knew about ass-kicking, L.A. cop–style—which, as Alfred Lomas would later tell it, “basically consisted of three or four cops handcuffing a person, and just literally beating him, often until unconscious . . . punching, beating, kicking.”


Several actions, if taken by anyone like Alfred Lomas, would essentially guarantee an ass-beating. One was talking back. Another, as Lomas put it, would be “if they had to get out of their patrol car, or if you crossed over into a white neighborhood—that was always a surefire ass-beating.” In short, Lomas and the crew did not need some guy on TV droning on and explaining how what was happening now was related to what had happened to Rodney King fourteen months ago. They knew.


Stacey Koon, he knew too. The veteran LAPD sergeant, who’d directed the Rodney King show as the other indicted cops whacked away, had seen it as nothing particularly noteworthy, just a routine job, well done. Or as he later put it: “We take Rodney King into custody, he doesn’t get seriously injured. We don’t get injured. He goes to jail. That’s the way the system’s supposed to work.”


And not coincidentally, that was just the way that Alfred Lomas understood both the beating and the system as he’d first watched George Holliday’s video fourteen months earlier.


In fact, Lomas and his crew’s first words as they watched the video were not “Wow! The cops are beating his ass so bad!” but “Wow! The cops are beating his ass just like they always beat ours, so why are all these people [on television] acting like this is something new, some big surprise?”


The reality was that the officers had done “a lot more than just whack Rodney with their batons,” according to now retired LAPD assistant chief David Dotson, who’d been among the first to see the video and read the officers’ reports. “The arresting officers at the scene did not fully report what happened—that they had dragged him across the street, hog-tied, and Tasered him.


“And once their report was handed in, nobody said, ‘Wait a minute, King’s injuries are not consistent with what was written in the report [which was falsified], because nobody thought that what happened shouldn’t have happened. They knew what they were doing was wrong and against policy and regulation, but the officers went to trial and said, ‘Well, that’s the way we do things.’ And, in fact, that was the way things were done then in divisions like Foothill”—in divisions with concentrations of poor blacks and Latinos who were moving, unwelcomed, into otherwise white areas and who needed to be taught the rules of the game.


The rules of that game had also been well taught inside the department, according to Dotson. “You told the story you thought would sell, and covered everything else up, knowing nobody would dig into it, because before the tape surfaced nobody thought that Rodney’s beating was anything out of the ordinary, much less a huge scandal or a landmark incident.”


Yet Alfred Lomas felt a twinge of excitement as he watched the King beating video. He realized that the misty clouds shielding the truth about how the LAPD actually dealt with people in L.A.’s ghettos and barrios were finally being lifted.


Now occupying his attention, however, was the scene of Reginald Denny’s battered body still lying at the intersection, beaten, battered and unrescued. Earlier, LAPD patrol officers had been present at the location. But when things started heating up, they’d been ordered to flee the scene and report to a police command center thirty blocks away. As a result, viewers all around the nation started asking a variation of the question Alfred Lomas was now posing to no one in particular: “Where the fuck are the cops?”





Tom Bradley, Wednesday, April 29, 1992, First African Methodist Episcopal Church; Bill Parker, Present in the Ether



As dusk settled across the L.A. basin that Wednesday evening, two thousand people strode into the main chapel of South Central’s First African Methodist Episcopal Church. “Brothers,” a banner above the entrance proclaimed, “Come Help Us Stop the Madness.”


The crush of the crowd had already spilled into the church’s packed, sweltering anterooms, basement, and foyer, and out into its parking lot, where about one thousand African-Americans from across Los Angeles had gathered after the church doors were shut. Some were in suits and ties; others were young brothers in Jheri curls, Raiders gear, and do-rags, standing beside elderly church ladies and families with children. They’d come to participate in the evening’s announced goal of developing a peaceful response to the Simi Valley acquittals—an endeavor already being mocked by the looting taking place just blocks away.


Inside the church, Los Angeles mayor Tom Bradley rose and walked toward the podium. The man who had once been hailed as L.A.’s black savior, the six-foot, four-inch man with the winsome smile, preternatural physical grace, and effortless charisma, appeared—for perhaps the first time in his remarkable nineteen-year tenure as the city’s first African-American mayor—to be bent and weary, and not just from the weight of his seventy-four years. He was, after all, aware that while responsibility for the calamity building outside the church’s Passion of the Christ stained-glass windows fell squarely on the shoulders of the LAPD, the fault was also partly his.


**************


Raised a poor black boy in Depression-ravaged 1930s America, Tom Bradley was born the son of a humble, churchgoing housemaid, two generations removed from slavery, and a former Texas sharecropping cotton farmer who deserted the family in Los Angeles. Despite that, Bradley had managed to beat the long-shot odds in a nation still deeply in the thrall of Jim Crow, going to integrated Los Angeles public schools, becoming an All-City and All–Southern California high school track star, and attending UCLA for three years before leaving in 1940, at the age of twenty-two, to join the racially segregated LAPD.


Over the next two decades he graduated from law school, passed the bar, and made lieutenant—then the glass ceiling for black LAPD officers—before retiring after twenty-one years, with head held high, never agreeing to condone the department’s deeply racist, brutal treatment of its black citizens or to play the role of token, showcase Negro apologist for its abuses.


In 1965 he’d become one of Los Angeles’s first elected black city councilmen and, during a city council hearing on the causes of the Watts Riots, had electrified the black community by challenging the legendary architect of the modern-day LAPD, Chief William H. Parker.


Parker had testified that the riots had been caused by black radical conspirators inflaming the area’s criminals against the police, while the good Negroes of South Central had stood by aghast. Bradley, working as watch commander in a tough black district, had heard the pre-riot rumble in the streets and knew that the community’s rage against the LAPD was widespread, and not just the work of some malcontents. But he’d waited his turn to reply to Parker.


Raised in the hard Black Hills and bleak Badlands of South Dakota, Parker was a man in constant struggle to reconcile his notorious alcoholism with his deeply ingrained nineteenth-century Victorian morals—a struggle that resulted in a disposition so cold that former LAPD sergeant turned TV writer Gene Roddenberry was said to have based the Star Trek character of Spock on him.


Pale, thin, and ailing with a bad heart that would kill him within a year, Parker was also famously short-fused. And now Tom Bradley was questioning his veracity. It was unheard-of for a white city councilman to question him in such a manner, much less a newcomer, a black man, and a former LAPD officer.


He was, after all, Bill Parker, El Jefe of L.A.’s criminal justice establishment. On becoming chief in 1950, it was Parker who had conceived and set in motion the policies, events, and departmental culture that culminated not just in the ’65 Watts Riots but also those that would explode twenty-seven years later when the Simi Valley acquittals were announced.


Parker had decreed that his new LAPD would be a small, mobile force of faceless officers in patrol cars and on motorcycles able to rapidly traverse Los Angeles’s sprawling 465 square miles. The department he created would be a top-down paramilitary organization steeped in the precepts of the United States Marine Corps and trained to aggressively seek out and often jack up “potential” criminals—a wide-ranging category focused mainly on young black and Latino men who had happened to be out on the street or behind the wheel of a car at the wrong moment and come into a cop’s view.


On the ground in L.A.’s black neighborhoods, the LAPD acted as if it were an army of occupation. L.A.’s black population had skyrocketed from 62,000 in 1940 to 170,000 by 1950. Just fifteen years later, as the Watts Riots shocked L.A., Bill Parker would make the case for his army on a local television show. “It is estimated that by 1970, 45 percent of Los Angeles will be Negro,” said Parker. “If you want any protection for your home and family . . . you’re going to have to support a strong police department. If you don’t, God help you.”


The subtext behind Tom Bradley’s challenge to Bill Parker in the city council chambers that day in ’65 was therefore all about who would control the historical narrative of the causes of the riot. The LAPD’s role in precipitating the rebellion was at stake and Parker knew it in his gut.


Parker’s theory of a small group of outside agitators propelling the riots was simply wrong, Bradley told him, causing an enraged Parker to fire back, “I think you are trying to pin this [uprising] on the police, [and] I’ll go to my grave thinking this was your intention. . . . This is not any inquiry,” he added. “It’s an inquisition!”


That day Tom Bradley earned the undying enmity of the LAPD while ennobling himself to black and liberal Los Angeles for years to come, not just for his courage, but for speaking the truth: a UCLA study would later reveal that at least fifty thousand people had participated in the Watts Riots.


But all of that was back in 1965. Now, twenty-seven years later, Bradley was addressing a throng of overwhelmingly black Angelenos at the First AME. Below the raised platform where Bradley was leaning his long body into the podium, small TV monitors were flashing shots of Reginald Denny still lying semiconscious at Florence and Normandie Avenues.


“I was shocked, I was stunned, I had my breath taken away by the verdict . . . ,” he told them.


Soon, however, it became embarrassingly apparent that it didn’t matter what he was saying; the fidgeting and whispering audience was utterly uninterested in what he had to say.


Once L.A.’s great symbol of racial harmony, Bradley was now watching his shining legacy becoming forever stained by a rapidly metastasizing racial insurrection.


“I don’t know where they were,” Bradley continued on, speaking of the Simi Valley jury while eliciting more catcalls and pointed indifference from the First AME audience. “They certainly weren’t watching that videotape. . . .”


**************


Defeated in his first run for mayor in 1969, Bradley had endured a classic campaign of race- and red-baiting laughably linked to the Black Panthers and other “radicals,” and had been labeled an enemy of the LAPD by his incumbent opponent, “Mayor Sam” Yorty. Mayor Sam was a small, wavy-haired native Nebraskan with a pleasing smile and the gauche salesman’s sheen of a mid-century, small-town, middle-American rube. He represented the city’s rapidly fading, frightened, pre-Watts old guard: white Protestant conservatives who constituted a middle and ruling class born of a transplanted, corn-fed Midwestern bourgeoisie and a blue-collar working class of Dust Bowl Okies.


Running against Yorty again in ’73, Bradley emerged the victorious leader of a new liberal political majority of African-Americans, Jews, Chicanos, Asian-Americans, organized labor, and voters of all stripes inspired by the idealism of John and Robert Kennedy, the righteous passion of Martin Luther King, and the promise of a leader like Tom Bradley.


Despite the American Nazi Party picketing his inauguration in uniform and carrying signs reading “No Nigger Mayors,” the voice of the city’s wealthy elite, the Los Angeles Times, welcomed his victory. Under the new, moderately liberal leadership of the scion of the family-owned newspaper, Otis Chandler, the once ultraconservative Times happily got behind Tom Bradley, a politician with whom they could do business, and who made an excellent front man for their dollar-sign dreams of Los Angeles as a powerful international port city and Pacific Rim center of communications and finance.


Bill Parker would die in office in 1966, but his legacy, and the department’s deeply reactionary paramilitary culture, would continue on unquestioned by his two long-term successors, Edward M. “Crazy Ed” Davis and Daryl Gates. Both simply refused to accept Bradley’s—or anybody’s—right to exercise civilian control over the LAPD or to dare criticize the department.


It was Parker, in fact, who’d been the first to use the city’s new, ironclad civil-service statutes—statutes that amounted to lifetime tenure—for Los Angeles police chiefs. It was Parker who’d acted as if the LAPD was an operationally independent city agency. And it was Parker who had declared that he and he alone would be the sole arbiter of his and his troops’ actions. Soon that notion would become gospel within the LAPD and accepted as reality by Tom Bradley’s predecessors, and then by Bradley himself once he became mayor.


The reason was simple. Fear was in the air. The ’65 Watts Riots were still a searing memory in a still predominantly white Los Angeles now led by a liberal black mayor. In six days of rioting thirty-four people had been killed, over one thousand injured, almost four thousand arrested and over $40 million in damages done—a huge sum in 1965 dollars that would amount to several hundred million dollars today. Moreover, in 1967, just two years after Watts, racial riots had broken out in 150 American cities, followed in ’68 by the assassination of Martin Luther King and rioting in over a hundred American cities.


Then the 1980s had brought the city the crack-fueled gang wars of the Bloods and the Crips, marking the beginning of another era when no politician wanted to engage in a fierce protracted battle with a combative LAPD chief—particularly a politician like Bradley with aspirations not just to lead California but to secure the honor of becoming America’s first elected black governor.


It wasn’t until he’d lost both his bids for governor in the 1980s, and the King beating had become a worldwide cause célèbre in early 1991, that Bradley had finally had enough and took action by impaneling a blue ribbon commission to investigate the LAPD’s use of force and abuse of power.


It was chaired by Warren Christopher—President Bill Clinton’s future secretary of state and then the chairman of L.A.’s most powerful and prestigious law firm, O’Melveny & Meyers. The Christopher Commission issued a unanimous 228-page report four months after King’s beating, documenting a pervasive pattern of excessive use of force by LAPD officers.


Calling the results of its investigation “astonishing,” the commission declared that there existed “a significant group of officers who repetitively misuse force” and that the top leadership of the department and the Police Commission “had failed to . . . monitor [or to] control the use of excessive force.”


Stingingly, they also indicted Tom Bradley for failing to “exert leadership” or to use “the inherent powers of his office” to appoint police commissioners willing to challenge chiefs like Davis and Gates, and to insist that the department halt its brutality and abuse of the public—thus “contributing to the Police Commission’s ineffectiveness.”


Nor was that all. The commission also noted that while the LAPD’s civilian complaint system was “unfairly skewed against complaints” from the public, the same officers who “repeatedly used excessive force were often [being] rewarded with positive evaluations and promotions,” and “patrol officers [were being] rewarded for hard-nosed” policing. “It is apparent,” the report summed up, “that too many LAPD patrol officers view citizens with resentment and hostility; [and] too many treat the public with rudeness and disrespect.”


Tom Bradley had had a choice during his almost twenty years in office: tack to the right, refrain from engaging in battle with the LAPD, and run for governor—or become a truly transformational mayor and fight the battles that needed to be fought, especially with the LAPD. His decision was to twice run and lose bids for governor in the eighties—the very decade in which the animosity toward the LAPD was again building to a boiling point.


By appointing the Christopher Commission, Bradley had finally acted. But it was too late for him. And too little too late for the folks at the First AME. They didn’t require some report to tell them that Bradley, the Police Commission, and the city council had failed to do their oversight of the LAPD for decades. Like Alfred Lomas and the crack-house boys, they too had lived it.


“We have come,” Bradley gamely continued, “to say tonight that we’ve had enough, and to encourage you to express your outrage verbally.”


Meanwhile, the television cameras rolled on, showing live footage of an LAPD guard shack outside the department’s Parker Center Downtown headquarters going up in flames.


Finally finished with his weary speech, Tom Bradley exited the stage, bent and almost shuffling. Huddling with his aides in an anteroom, he received word that the riot was spreading. Huge swatches of South Los Angeles were now up in flames. Darting past demonstrators, Bradley and his entourage were soon hustled into his limo. As his car was pulling out of the lot, protesters screamed at him as they pounded their fists on the vehicle’s roof, hood, and fenders.




Charlie Beck, Wednesday, April 29, 1992, Parker Center


“Where are all your patrol units? Can’t you call somebody to help this poor guy?” Cindy Beck asked her husband, LAPD sergeant Charlie Beck, as he walked through the door of their home early Wednesday evening. She was referring to Reginald Denny, whose terrible fate she’d been watching on television.


A street-hardened veteran gang cop, Charlie Beck too was appalled. Hoping to get some cops down to Florence and Normandie, he quickly phoned the watch commander at the adjacent 77th Division, where he’d once worked. But he couldn’t even get his call through.


So he sat with his wife to watch the cavalry arrive in the person of his fellow LAPD officers. But they never came. Not one. Finally, Beck had had enough and decided to drive back to the LAPD’s downtown Parker Center headquarters, where he’d been working in Internal Affairs for the past several years.


The Internal Affairs detective who’d been assigned to investigate the King beating had been on Beck’s squad. Back then Beck was a self-described “type-A personality whose attitude had been: ‘Hey, give me the biggest piece of meat on the plate and I’ll finish it.’ ” The King case was certainly the biggest chunk of beef thrown at any LAPD IA investigator for decades, and Beck wanted it badly.


But he hadn’t gotten it—a random twist of fate for which he would later be eternally grateful. The case was so politically charged within and outside the department—and so fraught with career-damaging cognitive-dissonance possibilities—that Beck later realized how “it would have consumed and squeezed the life out of [him].”


**************


Tall and swarthy, with jet-black hair and a full mustache, Beck made his bones as a charter member of a group of LAPD gang-suppression units with a name and acronym that both advertised and preordained its tactics: Community Resources Against Street Hoodlums, or CRASH. That alone made him one of the department’s cultural hotshots.


But he was also a member of a budding LAPD dynasty: His father was a retired LAPD deputy chief, his sister an LAPD officer on her way to becoming a detective, and his wife a Los Angeles County sheriff. In time his then young son and daughter would both also join the LAPD. But it wasn’t in his nature to play that card.


Instead he was very much one of the troops, one of the boys bound together by that sardonic camaraderie so common among street cops experiencing terrible things while nothing appears to ever change. He also possessed the ability to think both strategically and analytically; a charismatic warmth that could put people at ease; and a self-discipline that enabled him to mask a tough-as-nails cop’s competitive determination to never be played for a chump.


Beck had first set out to be a professional close-track, off-road motocross racer, wrestling crude, 250-pound machines over roads pockmarked with high moguls and deep, treacherous holes. That fact didn’t tell you everything needed to know about him, but it did tell you a lot about the fire in his belly.


He’d spent much of the eighties being one of the cops that N.W.A so blisteringly rapped about in “Fuck Tha Police.” In the harsh, unforgiving confines of the Southeast Division, Beck had been part of a narcotics task force that roamed black South L.A., busting open crack houses, three or four a day, arresting thousands of sellers and customers. Four sergeants and their squads—about forty cops in all—would burst through a door and capture some hapless fourteen-year-old who’d been given fifty or a hundred vials of crack to sell, some cash to make change, and a gun to defend the stash.


Once, responding to a raid on a drug house, Beck arrived to find that his fellow gang officers had handcuffed and sprawled out a group of children on the street. It caught Beck up short, like a new line was being crossed. “They weren’t evil people,” he’d later tell the L.A. Times, referring to his fellow officers, “they were just doing what they were taught. There was [just] no room for independent thought in the department.”


Sometimes after a raid, when they were cleaning up, customers would knock on the door to buy dope, and the undercover guys would make the sale and then the arrest. Having recovered thousands of dollars in small bills, they’d then go back to the station house, book the money, the kid, and the customers, and go out again the next day to repeat the same drill. “That,” says Beck “was the LAPD’s crack-war strategy”—a reminder that while the official motto of the LAPD might be “To Protect and To Serve,” the unofficial motto was always “Hook ’Em and Book ’Em.”


**************


As dusk was settling in, Charlie Beck drove his Ford Bronco west, back to Parker Center. Along the route, he could see plumes of smoke spiraling up from South Central as he listened to the staccato beat of riot news on his car radio. He couldn’t understand why the LAPD wasn’t flooding officers into the riot’s hot zones to nip the violence in the bud. He could readily fathom the reality of the riot. What he’d never imagined was that his department would fail to respond. If anything, the LAPD had long and famously been guilty of overreaction, as they had shown, for example, during the infamous 1988 raid on two small, adjacent apartment buildings on South Central’s Dalton Avenue.


There, eighty LAPD officers had stormed the buildings looking for drugs on a bullshit tip. After handcuffing the terrorized residents—including small children and their grandparents—they then spent the next several hours tearing all the toilets from the floors; smashing in walls, stairwells, bedroom sets, and televisions with sledgehammers; slashing open furniture; and then sending it all crashing through windows into the front yard and arresting anyone who happened by to watch. As they were leaving, the officers spray-painted a large board located down the street with some graffiti. “LAPD Rules,” read one message; “Rolling 30s Die” read another. So completely uninhabitable were the apartments rendered that the Red Cross had to provide the occupants with temporary shelter, as if some kind of natural disaster had occurred. No gang members lived there, no charges were ever filed. In the end, the city paid $3.8 million to the victims of the destruction. A report later written by LAPD assistant chief Robert Vernon called it “a poorly planned and executed field operation [that] involved . . . an improperly focused and supervised aggressive attitude of police officers, supervisors and managers toward being ‘at war’ with gang members.”


The attitude too had come right from the top. In 1986, two years before the Dalton Avenue raid, LAPD chief Daryl Gates was videotaped giving his end-of-year address, which was then broadcast to his officers at roll calls throughout the department. In it, Gates laid out the operational template, the black-and-white world—both literally and figuratively—in which his officers should operate. “It’s like having the Marine Corps invade an area that is having little pockets of resistance,” he told them. “We can’t have it. . . . We’ve got to wipe [the gang members] out.”


It was no wonder that, of the over eighty LAPD officers who took part in the Dalton Avenue raid, nobody ever stopped to ask, “Wait a minute, what the hell are we doing here? What’s the end goal?”




Daryl Gates, Wednesday, April 29, 1992, LAPD Headquarters


When the “not guilty” verdicts were announced at 4 p.m., Charlie Beck had agreed with the general consensus at LAPD headquarters that despite the pounding in the press since King’s beating, “the department still maintained enough community support to head off any significant protests, and it could now get back to business as usual.”


It was an astounding misreading of the situation, a catastrophic failure of intelligence gathering at the most basic street level, coupled with the inability of the LAPD high command to grasp the pulse and mood of the city it policed.


Earlier in April, in anticipation of possible trouble following the verdicts, Daryl Gates had earmarked $1 million for police overtime and to make a contingency plan. But according to then Assistant Chief David Dotson, “There never was a riot contingency plan. The Police Commission was never able to get Gates to tell them what it was, because it was nonexistent.”


In fact, on Tuesday, April 28—the day before the verdicts were announced and the riots began—the Los Angeles Police Commission had convened its weekly meeting in Parker Center. During a break, then police commissioner Anthony De Los Reyes privately asked Gates about the contingency plan. “The jury was still deliberating in Simi Valley, so I said to Gates, ‘You know, I have been practicing law a long time, and you just can’t predict what a jury is going to do. What if these officers are acquitted?’ And he said to me in that drawl of his, ‘Well, Commissioner, we have a plan to take care of this.’ And I said, ‘Okay. Well, that sounds good.’ But we never saw it. . . . Later, just after the riots, he was interviewed by [CNN talk-show host] Larry King, and King asked him about not having a plan, and Daryl came out with this big sheaf of papers and said, ‘There it is.’ And I thought, ‘No, that’s not it.’ ”


“Nobody believed those officers were going to be acquitted,” Reyes’s fellow police commissioner Ann Reiss Lane would later recall, “so we never asked to see the plan he said he had in writing. . . . He assured us that everything was in hand, but it turned out it wasn’t.”


At a news conference early on April 30—the second day of the riots—Gates would nevertheless maintain that the department was “as ready as we ought to be” and that “we deployed all that we could have deployed at that particular time without going in[to] some mode that allowed us to build our resources.”


Not having adequate resources at “that particular time”—just as the riots broke out—was precisely the problem. Prior to the riots, in fact, Gates had failed to even declare a tactical alert despite a court news release issued by 10 a.m. that morning announcing that the verdicts would be handed down that afternoon. Instead, the department’s one thousand detectives, who worked from 6 a.m. to 2 p.m., were allowed, like Charlie Beck, to clock out and go home at the end of their shifts. Moreover, many of the department’s field captains, the critical ground-level operational decision makers in any police department, weren’t even in Los Angeles—they were forty miles away, attending a seminar.


In addition, Dotson, one of the LAPD’s most experienced assistant chiefs, was then considered persona non grata and went unused during the riots as part of his punishment for being critical of the department’s leadership when he testified before the Christopher Commission in June 1991.


Simultaneously, Assistant Chief Robert Vernon was on leave pending his retirement. Earlier, he had been excoriated by the city council for preaching strict Christian fundamentalist practices to department officers, including, among other things, the benefits of using strict corporal punishment to discipline children and adolescents—advice that cumulatively would end his career.


Vernon had been in charge of field operations long enough that Daryl Gates and his command staff had grown accustomed to him being their operational go-to guy. It was a big job—the overseeing of about 85 percent of the department’s cops, including patrol officers and detectives. But after Vernon had gone on leave, no one seemed able to pick up his mantle. A lot of people may have disliked Bob Vernon, but nobody had ever accused him of being afraid to make a decision on the spot—a command characteristic that was sorely missing as the riots began exploding.


Along with the leadership vacuum was the problem of communication. There was little between Gates and the Police Commission, and none between Gates and Mayor Bradley, with whom he hadn’t spoken for over a year.


Most astoundingly, there had also been no coordination with the Los Angeles Fire Department—a particularly grievous act of arrogance and ineptitude, given that Gates had personally watched Watts go up in flames during the ’65 riots. Six hundred buildings had been burned, damaged, or destroyed by fires and looters in those riots.


“One of the things that overwhelmed us,” Gates would say at that April 30, 1992, news conference, “was the number of fires that occurred and the attacks on the firefighters. It simply became impossible for the firefighters to go out and do their job without police protection. . . . Our resources were [consequently] engaged with the Fire Department and protecting the Fire Department.”


But it soon became clear that Gates had been making it all up as he went along. In a postmortem following the ’92 riots, the city’s fire chief bitterly complained about the LAPD denying his fire department’s initial requests for escort service into South Central to fight the fires because, as the firefighters were told, it was “not a top priority.”


Rumors would later abound in the black community that Gates and the LAPD had simply let the initial rioting explode so that, as Bill Parker had suggested twenty-seven years earlier, the white public would later get out and “support a strong police department.” But the truth was far more complex.


Morale in the department was at an all-time low. Its leadership was in disarray and feared being accused by critics of escalating the violence if it responded forcefully. As Gates put it the morning after the breakout of the riots, “I think there was a lot of discussion that we [the LAPD] were being provocative . . . and so we were very, very, careful not to show that provocativeness.”


But above all, the failure lay with Gates’s contempt for outside voices and his stubborn determination to continue policing and running the department the way Bill Parker had decreed. All these traits had become deeply embedded in the LAPD’s culture as well. Officers in station houses across the city literally cheered as the “not guilty” verdicts were announced. At the department’s Foothill Station, a young officer named Corina Smith pumped her fist in the air and told the Los Angeles Times, “I’m elated, absolutely elated. It’s like this sick feeling is finally going away.” Another officer offered a similar view: “I feel the truth came out,” he said, “and that the verdicts are a reflection of the truth.”


That was how a lot of LAPD officers, perhaps most, felt: that the officers had really done nothing wrong, and that Rodney King had gotten what he deserved. Of course, if you dwelt in a blue cocoon of cops in lily-white suburban enclaves like Simi Valley, how could you relate to the outrage others would feel at a “not guilty” verdict? Or as Police Commission president Stanley Sheinbaum put it, “I don’t think [Daryl Gates] understood the ramifications of acquittals, because he was so sympathetic to acquittals.”


But it also had to do with how Parker’s legacy and Gates’s beliefs filtered down, operationally, on the street and at Parker Center. “The people who get promoted [within the LAPD] don’t have differing points of view,” Thomas Windham, Daryl Gates’s former chief of staff, once pointed out. “The department is very slow to change, and rank structure from top to bottom thinks along the same lines, no matter what the situation might be.” Or as former Police Commission president Stephen Reinhardt summed it up: in the LAPD “you can’t bring in new people and get a cross-fertilization. Everyone is trained by the last generation [and] a certain bunker mentality has resulted.”





Charlie Beck, Wednesday, April 29, 1992, Parker Center



Charlie Beck finally arrived back at Parker Center sometime in the early evening. Stopping first at his locker, he changed into his LAPD blues and then went upstairs to try to figure out what to do next.


Much had happened since he’d left police headquarters that afternoon. A small crowd of demonstrators had morphed into a large enraged mob—many of them white, including contingents from the Progressive Labor and the Revolutionary Communist Parties. They’d massed in the heart of the city’s downtown Civic Center, a four- or five-block expanse that was home to both the midcentury Bauhaus box that was Parker Center and the Los Angeles Times’s cement mausoleum of a headquarters. Across the street stood the majestic neoclassical city hall, and a short block away were Los Angeles’s principal Superior Court and District Attorney’s Office and various other criminal justice edifices.


Soon, about three hundred of the protesters peeled away and strode down the Civic Center’s streets, chanting “No justice, no peace,” throwing rocks, rolling over and setting fire to an LAPD patrol car, demolishing a Rolls-Royce, and torching small, cheap coffee shops and taco stands. Nearby, they smashed display windows, looted a bridal shop and a Radio Shack, and shattered every ground-floor window of the Times’s city-block-square building.


Others remained at Parker Center, facing off against a disciplined, stone-faced line of LAPD officers in riot gear, members of the department’s fearsome Metro Division—known as “the shake and bake boys” for their attacks on protesters for the slightest provocation.


But not that evening. Demonstrators hurled eggs, bottles, and aluminum cans at the officers, who impassively held their positions as they were hit by the projectiles. Protesters screamed in their faces, and a kiosk in front of the entrance to Parker Center was set ablaze. One enraged young African-American mockingly denigrated a black cop in front of an LA Weekly reporter. “You should be out here with us throwing stones,” he told the officer. “You can’t hide your color behind that uniform. You take that off and you’re just another nigger to the LAPD.”


Then an American flag was stomped on and burned, and as dusk settled in, protesters began heaving rocks through the windows above Parker Center’s entrance doors.


Meanwhile, police commissioners Anthony De Los Reyes and Ann Reiss-Lane were passing by in an unmarked police car just as the kiosk outside Parker Center was going up in smoke. Deciding to play it safe, they headed to the mayor’s city hall office across the street. “It was,” recalls De Los Reyes, “the most sobering, somber experience I can ever remember.” Sitting there with Mayor Bradley, Lane, and a couple of other people, the silence was so complete, remembers De Los Reyes, that he could hear the air-conditioning system humming and smell the smoke from the burning kiosk outside.




Daryl Gates, Wednesday, April 29, 1992, Brentwood, California


Just as the downtown protest crowd was exploding, sixty-five-year-old LAPD chief Daryl Francis Gates, looking trim and tan, had slipped out of a rear basement door of Parker Center and emerged into the building’s tumbledown parking lot. He was headed to a fund-raiser in Brentwood, a Beverly Hills–style west L.A. community of multimillion-dollar homes located far from the escalating riots.


The event was to help defeat a forthcoming city charter ballot amendment to limit an LAPD chief’s lifetime tenure and make it easier to replace him—reforms that had specifically been recommended by the Christopher Commission the year before.


It would say an enormous amount about Daryl Gates, a forty-three-year veteran of the LAPD, that he chose to attend the gathering rather than stay at the helm and direct his department at such a fraught moment in the history of Los Angeles.


Nevertheless, his decision at least had the logic of self-preservation. Daryl Gates was in trouble. Following the King beating, the Christopher Commission had bluntly called on him to resign, as had Mayor Bradley, the Los Angeles Times, La Opinion, the Los Angeles Daily News, the local CBS television affiliate, then U.S. Senate Judiciary chair Joseph Biden, three of L.A.’s most powerful U.S. congressmen, California senator Diane Feinstein, the UCLA Law School faculty, and Gates’s favorite columnist, George Will.


Meanwhile, the Congressional Black Caucus; California’s African-American assembly speaker, Willie Brown; the NAACP; the Urban League; Jessie Jackson; and a coalition of black churches and ministries were all pressuring Mayor Bradley to encourage his police commissioners to at least suspend Gates while figuring out a way to permanently get rid of him—an action that even two years earlier would have been unthinkable.


Ever since Bill Parker was named chief in 1950, L.A. mayors had come and gone, but its police chiefs had remained as long as they wished. “I don’t want to be mayor of Los Angeles,” Gates’s predecessor as chief, the bombastic Ed “Crazy Ed” Davis had once famously said. “I already have more power than the mayor.”


But now, with the fallout from the King beating and a riot gathering steam, Gates could sense that power slipping away. This Christopher Commission charter-amendment proposal was the first step in that process. Heading to Brentwood, Gates rightly understood that he was in the fight of his professional life.


**************


Daryl Gates’s tumultuous reign as chief had begun in 1978, when Los Angeles was still deep in the throes of a second remarkable demographic and generational shift that would utterly transform the social and political architecture of the city, along with its ethnic and racial composition, size, culture, and sophistication.


The first had begun with a trickle in the 1920s and ’30s, before exploding during and after World War II, when hundreds of thousands of migrating black, Jewish, and various other white Americans joined the relatively small numbers of Japanese, Chinese, and Mexican minorities already in Los Angeles. Together, they would form the backbone of the coalition that would elect Tom Bradley as L.A.’s Democratic mayor.


Unfortunately for L.A.’s African-Americans, just as they were seeing a black man in charge in city hall, their fortunes in other ways were fast declining as America’s corporate titans began shutting down their unionized factories with their well-paying jobs in the 1960s. By the mid-eighties they’d completed their task, setting up their production facilities in the sweatshops of Mexico and South Asia, and sending black unemployment soaring as the Bloods and Crips were birthed and the city’s crack wars ignited.


Meanwhile, a second extraordinary new wave of immigration was erupting. Starting in the early 1970s and running well through the 1990s, about eight hundred thousand immigrants from the developing world would pour into the city from Mexico and Central America above all, but from Thailand, Taiwan, Korea, Pakistan, Russia, Israel, and other parts of the Middle East as well. By 1990, 87 percent of Los Angeles City’s public school students were Latinos and/or other minorities.


Desperately poor rural Mexicans moved into low-income and working class neighborhoods throughout the city, searching for jobs and scratching out a living doing L.A.’s service work. By the late eighties Latinos would comprise a rapidly accelerating 40 percent of the city’s population.


Simultaneously, just west of downtown, the district known as Pico-Union began overflowing with tens of thousands of equally impoverished Salvadorans and Guatemalans crammed together in substandard pre–World War II apartment buildings. Farther west, in the historic Mid-Wilshire district, Koreans were also arriving in numbers so high that a large section of the area would later be officially christened “Koreatown.”


Concurrently, a generational revolution was also hurtling forward, one that began in the mid-1960s. Initially it featured civil rights and antiwar marchers and skinny college students with radical hair throwing off the corseted social constraints imposed by aging white men with beer guts and buzz cuts. By the early 1990s those students were middle-aged and now part of a social revolution being spearheaded by a new generation of Latinos, blacks, women, gays, and political and social liberals demanding equal rights, opportunities, and the right to be free of police repression.


At the same time, older white, conservative supporters of the LAPD were continuing to beat a rapid retreat from the city that had begun soon after the Watts riots.


What emerged from the historic turmoil was a city where race and class tensions pervaded the atmosphere. The very rich were mostly walled off in hidden mansions, and much of the white middle class remained living in hyper-segregated neighborhoods. The brown, black, and immigrant working class and poor—who were becoming the bulk of the city’s ordinary people—were rarely seen by well-off, white L.A. unless they were cleaning houses, weeding gardens, working nonunion construction, driving buses, parking cars, stocking shelves in big-box factory stores, or cooking food and mopping floors in every restaurant in town.


By the early nineties L.A. was still being billed, along with New York, as the capital of American style and glamour. But in reality, over the last two decades of the twentieth century, Los Angeles was a city awash in crisis, led by people without answers, and filled with residents suffering the consequences.


Disastrously, no organization was less prepared or less willing to adjust to this transformation than was the LAPD and its leader, Daryl Gates.


**************


Named chief in 1978, Daryl Gates entered office with a choice: to buck the headwinds of America’s social revolution, or to try to accommodate it. His decision was never in doubt.


The son of an alcoholic and absentee father, Gates was raised in abject poverty in Glendale—a small city adjacent to Los Angeles—during the 1930s and ’40s. It was a time when L.A., sans Hollywood, was still Peoria with Palms, still a city that billed itself as America’s pure “White Spot,” still a place where a mainstream mayoral candidate would proudly declare Los Angeles “the last stand of native-born Protestant Americans.”


Though shaped by the legacy of that time and place, Daryl Gates would be required to police a new Los Angeles whose residents were demanding dramatic change in its institutions.


First and foremost that included an LAPD that was so notoriously racist and homophobic that it would take a court-mandated federal consent decree to force the department to start hiring more than a token number of women, blacks, and Latinos.


Daryl Gates, in short, was not just opposed to any changes to his LAPD; he was appalled by the very idea. For decades the LAPD had been portrayed on network TV as America’s quintessential police department—sharp, trailblazing, efficient, effective, and admired by law enforcement organizations around the world.


In large part that image had been a PR coup fueled by the department’s own skillful self-promotion and crafted by movie industry and public relations veterans. But there was also reality to the myth. Initially, Bill Parker had been a much-needed reformer. Entering office in 1950, Parker had been among the first to eliminate the kind of systemic, on-the-take corruption that had been part of the DNA of the LAPD and many other big-city police departments since their inception. And he did so at least a decade or two before other police forces in cities like New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia. Curbside courts where traffic cops would shake down bribes from errant motorists quickly vanished. And so did the routine black-bag payoffs to vice-squad detectives so perfectly personified by the all those brass-knuckled police detectives played by Ward Bond in the film noir 1940s.


Under Parker, the LAPD also became independent from the big-business downtown oligarchy that for more than half a century had used the department like a private army to muzzle dissent.


Parker himself had a hand in the creation of the LAPD myth. Not deliberately—at least, not at first. But he wanted to protect and project the department’s newfound reputation (in white L.A.) for upright professionalism. His chance came in the early fifties, when radio/TV producer/actor Jack Webb sought the department’s cooperation in mounting a TV series based on a fictional LAPD detective. Parker’s approval came with a price: the department would have to approve all scripts and monitor the filming on the set. He used his office’s oversight not just to ensure that his organization was portrayed as he wished but to reshape Ward Bond into Webb’s signature Dragnet LAPD detective, the righteous Joe Friday.


And when Webb needed the department’s cooperation to introduce a new series about a couple of LAPD patrol officers, Parker again got what he wanted with Adam-12: actor Martin Milner playing a toothy, all-American model cop—white, clean-cut, athletic, with a moral code far superior to the people he policed. In all these things Bill Parker seemed nothing if not the police reformer for whom the city had yearned.


But in real life his model patrolman would quickly fall victim to Parker’s extremely bleak, conflicting view of human nature. The department’s Martin Milners were required to view their jobs not as one of service to the community but as a “thin blue line” protecting a venal public against the evils of “man, the most predatory of all in the animal kingdom” while policing in an America that was “the most lawless nation on Earth.” By intent, his officers would therefore be distant and divorced from the city’s social fabric. People are nice to cops only when they want something, Parker believed, and having professional relationships with the public could only corrupt them.


No one bought into Parker’s policing philosophy and worldview more than Daryl Gates. And as the LAPD’s new chief, Gates would regard himself as nothing less than the guardian of that legacy, the perpetuator of that myth, the keeper of Bill Parker’s revered flame.


Early in his career, Gates had been fast-tracked by the childless chief, who treated him like a surrogate son. As an awestruck, impressionable twenty-three-year-old rookie, Gates had served as Parker’s daytime chauffeur and bodyguard, and later as his adjutant and executive officer. Frequently in ugly, hungover moods during which he’d viciously berate unlucky members of his command staff, Parker nevertheless would heap praise on his superbly conditioned, sharply tailored young driver during the speeches cum sermons he’d deliver almost daily to his large, 1950s-conservative political base. “Now, look at him,” Parker would sometimes tell his audiences, pointing to Gates. “Stand up,” he’d say to him, “I want you to stand up!” And when Gates stood up, he’d say: “Now, this is a policeman . . . look at him!”


Unfortunately for the LAPD and Los Angeles, Gates remained frozen in that moment, unable to put himself in the shoes of those outside his narrow background, learn from experience and failure, or grow with the times. Instead, he became an uncompromising defender of the status quo, emerging in the process as a tough-talking symbol of the counterrevolutionary forces fighting against the transformational sixties and seventies. In the process he became among the last incarnations of the audacious, angry, socially divisive white police chiefs who rose to power during the era’s historic turmoil.


On the East Coast the breed was best exemplified by Francis “Blackjack Frank” Rizzo, the former police commissioner who became mayor of Philadelphia in the 1970s. Rizzo was beloved by the white working class, who hated and feared black Philly. They cheered when Rizzo proclaimed that the best way to treat those who broke the law was “Spacco il capo”—break their heads—and applauded his department’s crime-reduction strategy, which was to “make Attila the Hun look like a faggot.”


Gates too sent messages to his troops and conservative supporters. “Casual drug users,” he said, “should be shot.” Of the demand that the department hire openly gay cops, he replied disgustedly, “Who would want to work with one?” Of a man who was awarded $170,000 by a federal jury after LAPD officers had broken his nose during a search of his home, Gates countered that the victim was “lucky that was all he had broken,” and then asked and answered his own question: “How much is a broken nose worth? I don’t think it’s worth anything.” During a 1985 interview on CBS he lauded Philadelphia’s first black mayor, W. Wilson Goode, as “an inspiration to the nation” after Goode had approved dropping a bomb from a helicopter onto a row house in a densely packed, black, residential Philadelphia neighborhood. The aerial bombing resulted in a massive wall of flames that caused the death of eleven residents, including five children, and the incineration of sixty-one surrounding homes. In response, a federal jury awarded over $12 million to the homeowners. Nevertheless, Gates told wide-eyed reporter Lesley Stahl that Wilson Goode had “jumped on [his] heroes list,” and “by golly,” he added, “that’s not a long list.”


That same year, as the crack cocaine epidemic began to sweep across L.A., Gates searched his arsenal for a weapon to knock down fortified crack-house doors. He found an armored military personnel carrier with a fourteen-foot protrusion that the department then christened the “Battering Ram.” Acting on an unsubstantiated tip to narcotics officers, he decided to ride shotgun on its maiden voyage. The vehicle geared up and smashed a giant, gaping hole into the suspect house while the invited press looked on. As officers poured in, they found only two terrified black women, a couple of kids eating chocolate-swirl ice cream, and a small amount of grass for personal use.


Despite all this, Daryl Gates was nevertheless taken very seriously by supporters and critics alike. Crime was high and fear was rampant, and the city’s politicians had no stomach for the fierce, polarizing battle it would take to get rid of a ready-to-rumble law-and-order chief with no legal limits on his tenure in office. Statutorily, the part-time civilian Police Commission, appointed by the mayor, had the power and duty to set department policy and hold the chief accountable for its implementation. But in reality, the commission was simply ignored by Parker and his successors, who ruled the department unchallenged. Gates had even bragged about his job security in his 1992 autobiography, Chief: “To fire a police chief,” he wrote, “a public charge [is] required and must be proven at a hearing of the Board of Civil Service Commissioners. Even if the board can demonstrate ‘good and sufficient cause’ for removal, the chief may appeal to the California Courts.”


And “good and sufficient cause,” Gates failed to mention, would be extremely hard to come by in his case, thanks to a bizarre act of political obsequiousness on the part of Mayor Bradley’s part-time civilian police commissioners. In an effort to buy peace with Gates, they had allowed him to write his own civil service performance evaluations—which unsurprisingly, were uniformly “excellent.” So any move to fire him, even in wake of the King beating, would directly contradict the favorable civil service evaluations on which the commission had already signed off.


Consequently, while most police chiefs served at the pleasure of elected officials, Daryl Gates was, in effect, accountable to no one. He used his independent status to cater to the two constituencies he cared most about: Los Angeles’s dwindling conservative white voters and, most especially, his own troops—whose brutality he fiercely defended. In return, his officers gave him what he seemed most to crave: their adoration.


For the city, however, the price of love was steep. Camaraderie and esprit de corps are the glue that binds together paramilitary organizations like police departments. But under Gates those concepts were carried to such an extreme that they distorted the department’s core mission of public service by placing the desires of his cops and the dictums of their culture above the public good.


A competitive runner, Gates would tool off with the troops to police department competitions throughout California and the Southwest. Among those he ran with were many special-unit macho guys infamous for getting into trouble on and off duty. Gates instinctively protected these officers, subverting the disciplinary system in the process. “In a lot of cases . . . an officer will appeal to the Chief,” David Dotson would later testify to the Christopher Commission in 1991, “and the Chief [would] mitigate whatever the situation may have been . . . based on the officer’s appeal. And he frequently did that without informing the chain of command that had been involved in the [initial discipline] recommendation.”


Most importantly, Gates’s acts of dispensation were having a direct effect on officers’ behavior on the streets of Los Angeles, particularly in the sprawling black areas that were part of South Bureau. There, the spirit of Gates’s disciplinary actions had filtered down to the captains, who were recommending slap-on-the-wrist penalties for serious use-of-force violations.


When Jesse Brewer, the department’s first black assistant chief, assumed command of South Bureau, he began overruling the captains and imposing stiffer penalties before sending them on to Daryl Gates for final sign-off. And “in every case—every case”—as Brewer would later emphasize, Gates overturned his recommendation and imposed the lighter penalty; and within a year the officer was again in trouble for a similar or identical use-of-force violation. Gates’s disciplinary leniency, as Brewer would later point out, was not just indicative of the department’s use-of-force problem but “the essence of the [LAPD’s] excessive force problem.”


**************


Bill Parker had never liked brutality for brutality’s sake. It was amateurish and unlawful, and did not fit the new LAPD image. But he recognized both its utility and perceived necessity when used in the department’s number one mission—keeping order. For Parker, order was everything. He was a man with values and perceptions forged in nineteenth-century South Dakota, when South Dakota was still the Wild West, and law and order had been hard-won. Loosen the screws even a little bit and all hell could break lose.


So when Parker became chief, he’d added a new twist to the old unwritten LAPD credo, one that would henceforth govern an LAPD officer’s conduct: If you beat, shoot, or otherwise abuse a suspect because you felt that’s what it took, we may not always condone it, but publicly we’ll always have your back. But if you steal even one penny, your ass is ours. And that’s the way it also was under Ed Davis, who’d served as chief throughout most of the seventies.


Daryl Gates’s contribution had been to take the first part of that credo and apply it in a wider, deeper, astoundingly audacious manner. By doing so, and by proudly thumbing his nose at elected civilian authority and departmental critics, “Gates made himself a martyr within the Los Angeles Police Department—the guy who’d stepped up and died for their sins,” as Charlie Beck would later say. “He seemed to never realize he was already holding that suit of cards. In an organization with a huge belief in physical fitness, sharp appearance, and esprit de corps, he was an athlete with immense personal charm who could walk into a room and command it. They would have loved him anyway. But he thought he didn’t need the other cards, the other constituencies. He didn’t see that he could win a hand with that suit, but never the game.”


White conservative voters in areas of the city such as the San Fernando Valley loved him too. About two months after the King beating, they’d held a boisterous luncheon rally for their beleaguered chief in a Valley ballroom. In attendance were blue-haired matrons from the mansions of Hancock Park, members of Encino Republican Women, Valley real estate brokers and salespeople, housewives and concrete-faced LAPD officers—essentially the same people who served on the Simi Valley jury that had acquitted Rodney King.


When Gates walked in, the place broke into an ear-shattering standing ovation. Women rushed up to kiss him and men to shake his hand. The intensity of their emotions went well beyond political support. It was visceral, tribal. He was the defender of a city that was once theirs—a city that was now fading as surely as were they themselves. If they had still constituted a viable, influential majority in Los Angeles, no political force could have gotten rid of Daryl Gates. But they didn’t. Los Angeles politics were now was dominated by the white and black liberals who had put Tom Bradley in office, along with a rapidly growing base of Latino voters. Gates’s cops and a conservative white base that was fast becoming irrelevant could no longer shield him.


For over a decade Gates had ignored, suppressed, and made enemies of his department’s other constituencies. Together they comprised a virtual Who’s Who of much of Los Angeles’s civic establishment: Mayor Bradley and his police commissioners, city council members, the black establishment, the ACLU and Latino civil rights organizations, women’s and gay organizations, social-service nonprofits and academics, civilian organizations trying to decrease gang violence, and the local press corps, led by the Los Angeles Times.


It had not always been that way with the press. From the start of Bill Parker’s tenure through the early 1980s, in fact, the local media had been what former Police Commission president Stephen Reinhardt had famously described as a “patsy for the police.” By the early seventies, however, the once deeply right-wing, fiercely anti-union Times—the paper of record—had liberalized most of its coverage. But it was still failing to do hard-eyed, investigative reporting of the LAPD. The Times, after all, had been the embodiment of the ruling Los Angeles oligarchy that had made astounding fortunes in land speculation and selling real estate to middle-class, Midwestern immigrants flocking west to invest their savings in the happy home of sunshine and palms. News of local corruption and scandal was therefore studiously ignored. Consequently, the Times never developed a tradition of doing big, systemic investigative journalism. Bad news was bad for business.


But reporters who’d come of age during the 1960s were now being hired at the Times and other local media outlets. Young and unwedded to local assumptions, they were filled with questions about why the LAPD was going uncriticized for actions that would get them lambasted in other cities.


In 1976, newly arrived KABC reporter Wayne Satz produced a Peabody Award–winning series about the astounding number of unarmed people shot and killed by LAPD officers. The reports questioned not only the department’s whitewash investigations but the lack of oversight by the DA, the coroner, the Police Commission and the city council.


Outraged, LAPD chief Ed Davis denounced Satz as “an enemy of law enforcement” over the LAPD’s closed-circuit TV station. “Satz Sucks” bumper stickers began appearing on LAPD patrol cars, and Satz’s picture popped up on targets at the police academy firing range. “Their arrogance was incredible,” Satz would later say. “They didn’t think they had any public accountability.” And “they”—Ed Davis and the LAPD leadership—were right. Despite Satz’s searing broadcasts, nothing changed.


In 1979, the now-defunct Los Angeles Herald-Examiner began covering the LAPD with new intensity. By focusing on the police-shooting death of thirty-nine-year-old South Central housewife Eulia Love over a $22.09 unpaid gas bill—and on dozens of other shoot-first-and-ask-questions-later police killings and inexplicable choke-hold deaths—the Herald-Examiner embarrassed the Times into action, and the paper began reporting on similar incidents.


But they would still pull great investigative reporters like David Cay Johnston off stories that dug too deeply into the LAPD’s clandestine inner workings. Working for the Times, Johnston had found out amazing things. That, for example, undercover LAPD officers were having sexual affairs with peaceful political activists in order to gather political information; that an LAPD lieutenant had posed as a Communist and traveled to Moscow and Havana; that LAPD agent provocateurs had infiltrated black and Hispanic organizations and were constantly calling for violent action; and that Gates had over two hundred officers working for his spy division. Johnston’s stories got printed, but usually in just one edition, without background or explanation. Eventually he was forced off the beat.


After his departure, however, the Times finally started covering officer-involved brutality and shootings, and stayed with the coverage year after year, breaking scores of investigative articles and holding the LAPD’s feet to the fire in ways that the city’s politicians simply would not. It was the Times, in fact, that broke the Brentwood fund-raiser story, establishing how long Gates had stayed at the event. On Face the Nation the weekend after the riot, Gates said he remained at the fund-raiser for ten minutes. An audio of his Brentwood speech obtained by the Times, however, revealed that he had in fact stayed at the gathering for about twenty minutes. Factoring in his travel to and from the event, Daryl Gates left his post for at least an hour and twenty minutes at the very moment when the riots might have been limited with a disciplined, centrally directed show of force. He may have been monitoring radio calls as he traveled, but if he was making decisions, they certainly weren’t being reflected on the street.


Reginald Denny and other motorists were being beaten at Florence and Normandie during that time. And nobody from the LAPD even ordered the blocking-off of feeder roads into that chaotic intersection. Leaving the fund-raiser that night, Gates was asked about Denny and the others caught without police protection. “There are going to be situations where people are without assistance,” he replied. “That’s just the facts of life.”




Bill Bratton, New York City, Early 1990s


As L.A. continued to burn on Daryl Gates’s watch, three thousand miles away another police chief was taking center stage in another renowned American city. His name was William J. Bratton. And unlike Gates, Bratton liked new, outside-the-box ideas. Studied them, invited them, championed them; recognized that new crime prevention strategies were desperately needed by police departments across an urban America seething with racial fear and animosity. Nowhere was this truer than the agency that Bratton had taken charge of in early 1990: the New City Transit Police Department (NYTPD).


The NYTPD was then independent of the New York Police Department, and its primary mission was to protect the three and a half million daily riders of New York’s heavily traveled subway system—a mission in which it was failing. Transit crime had risen by 25 percent a year for the past three years—twice the rate of crime in New York City as a whole—and robberies were growing at two and a half times the rate of those in the city, which itself was experiencing record-high crime numbers. The department’s 3,500 officers, moreover, were demoralized, and looked it.


They were also ill-equipped, as well as ill-used, by an old, tired leadership cadre whose policies focused on reacting to crimes after they occurred, as opposed to trying to systematically reduce or prevent them.


Meanwhile, thousands of homeless people were living in cardboard packing-box bedrooms on the far ends of subway platforms, and hundreds were becoming sick or dying after being bitten by rats, bitten by frost, or killed by speeding trains.


Simultaneously, subway riders were jumping over turnstyle subway entrances at the rate of about 170,000 a day. Often panhandlers and hustlers would cover turnstyle token-slots with gum or wet paper so tokens couldn’t be inserted. Then they’d hold open the entry gate and demand tokens from the already harried riders.


Aboveground, New York and the NYPD were absorbed in their own ongoing crisis. The city’s 1989 homicide rate of 1,905 had set a sorry record, one promptly broken the following year with an astounding 2,245 murders. Nor was that the whole story. In 1993, a year of 1,946 killings in the city, a total of more than 5,800 people had been shot.


Seven hundred thousand serious crimes had been committed in New York in 1989—one crime for about every ten residents. Increasingly, New Yorkers were feeling overwhelmed by muggers, street corner crack dealers, crackheads, and crack wars, a record number of auto break-ins, in-your-face street hookers, sometimes violent, often mentally ill homeless people urinating and defecating on the city’s sidewalks, and menacing squeegee men demanding a buck at every red light for rubbing your windshield with a rag that was often dirtier than your windshield.


All of this was compounded by the city’s geography. Unlike car-centric Angelenos, New Yorkers of all working and professional classes and races converged in the city’s subway cars or on its crowded streets. Mostly black and brown young men living in improvised areas of the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens were hopping on subway trains and “going to work,” as they called it, robbing and terrorizing their fellow riders. At the same time African-Americans entering white ethnic neighborhoods in Brooklyn and Queens were being viciously beaten by impromptu gangs of raging young white men.


Few of the city’s residents had any faith in the city’s police to effectively intervene. In many ways the NYPD had never recovered from the self-inflicted blow it suffered in the late 1960s and early 1970s when it was racked by a deeply rooted corruption scandal. Hundreds of thousands—perhaps millions—of dollars in graft was being paid by heroin and other drug dealers to street cops, but most especially and most systemically to narcotics detectives. It flowed up to captains and field commanders, a fact that then was ignored by high-ranking police and city officials wanting to avoid the kind of embarrassing, epoch-defining police scandal that eventually erupted despite their best efforts to contain it.
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