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PROLOGUE

American law enforcement is broken. Local and state governments spend more than $100 billion annually to operate eighteen thousand police and sheriff’s departments, yet crime remains an intractable problem. Millions of people are arrested each year, filling the world’s largest network of prisons and jails, but meaningful rehabilitation has never been achieved. Even when this system operates optimally—when police abide by the letter and spirit of constitutional law—it still produces disturbingly unequal outcomes. Black communities, in particular, have been harmed by policing since the dawn of the institution.

Corruption, brutality, secrecy, and racism have always shaped policing. Because of the inordinate power bestowed on law enforcement, these abuses cause immense damage to society.

This is why tens of millions of Americans, and people around the world, marched in the streets in the summer of 2020—amidst a global pandemic—to call for an end to police killings of Black people, and a reimagining of public safety. The street demonstrations following the murder of George Floyd, a forty-six-year-old Black man whose neck was knelt on by a Minneapolis police officer for over eight minutes because he was suspected of buying cigarettes with a counterfeit twenty-dollar bill, were estimated to be the largest in the nation’s history.

Without a doubt, Americans want fundamental change. But can policing be fixed?

Since the mid-1990s, the primary tool to reform law enforcement has been the consent decree: a court-enforced agreement requiring a police department to overhaul itself under the supervision of external “monitors.” This legalistic mechanism, authorized by Congress in the wake of the outrage over Rodney King’s beating by Los Angeles cops in 1991 and the devastating riots following their acquittal a year later, focuses on reducing uses of force, police shootings, racial profiling, choke holds, and more. The results have been distinctly mixed.

Some of the first consent decrees in cities such as Pittsburgh (1997), Washington, DC (2001), and Cincinnati (2001) showed promise by changing long-held police practices and reducing police shootings. More recent interventions in cities like Portland, Oregon (2015), Albuquerque (2015), Ferguson, Missouri (2016), Baltimore (2017), and Chicago (2019) came on the heels of controversial police killings and verified the lived experiences of overpoliced communities by revealing the multitude of ways that law enforcement systematically abuses the poor.

But ask residents of these cities if they would consider their police forces “fixed,” and many will tell you that real change remains to be seen.

These cities and others have struggled with violent, bigoted, unaccountable police whose behavior is often sheltered, protected, and even condoned by police brass, local politicians, prosecutors, and judges. When reforms do happen, they are rarely incorporated into an agency’s culture, which is often driven by a reactionary ethos passed down through generations of rank-and-file cops. Most of the dozens of consent decrees pursued by the US Department of Justice ran their course in just a few years. Policies were rewritten, officers retrained, and the monitors packed up and left. Resistance to change imposed from outsiders, especially civilians, is baked into police culture in the United States. Backsliding is commonplace. New abuses constantly surface.

Outside the halls of government, policing has been challenged by protest movements against law enforcement corruption and brutality. Led by those most impacted, including Black, Latino, and LGBTQ communities, most major cities have seen sustained campaigns demanding change. At times, these have taken the form of riots—“the language of the unheard,” as per Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. The Los Angeles neighborhood of Watts exploded in 1965. Detroit in 1967. San Francisco in 1979. Miami burned in 1980. Los Angeles in 1992. Cincinnati erupted in 2001. The more recent flare-ups in Ferguson and Minneapolis are only two of the latest examples of the thousands of rebellions against police abuses in small towns and big cities since the mid-1960s.1

More often, community resistance to police violence is less explosive, involving grueling campaigns by grassroots activists advancing demands such as the prosecution of violent officers, stripping departments of militarized weapons, and the establishment of strong civilian oversight boards.

Still, the police remain unreformed. Each year, new scandals erupt in cities large and small, exposing more than just a few bad apples. A rotten system continues to degrade the US Constitution by brutalizing and abusing marginalized communities. The stakes are incredibly high. Although many Americans still believe the police are necessary to defend life and property and to apprehend violators of the law, confidence in law enforcement dropped to a record low of 48 percent in 2020.2 The crisis of policing is a crisis of governmental legitimacy. And the results of this crisis are the ruined lives of victims of police brutality and corruption, and the intractable public safety problems that police can never solve on their own.



The city of Oakland is the edge case in American law enforcement, its police department having been placed under court oversight in 2003. More has been done to try to reform the Oakland Police Department than any other police force in the United States.

The saga of Oakland and its scandal-plagued police department illustrates the still-unfulfilled promise of reforming law enforcement. The OPD is by no means the only corrupt or brutal law enforcement agency in the country, but because of unflinching efforts by local activists, attorneys, the courts, and a few brave whistleblowers, more of the Oakland Police Department’s secrets, failures, and scandals have finally been exposed.

This is the story of one police department and one city, but it’s also a history of American policing and a look at where it’s headed. The collective experiences of these Oaklanders—from a wide-eyed rookie cop realizing the depth of his superiors’ sadistic behavior, to two attorneys hell-bent on seeing reform implemented despite obstacles thrown their way by a rotating cast of obstinate police chiefs and politicians, to the countless innocent victims of police brutality—hold parallels for other communities that have struggled to rein in the coercive arm of the state.






1 DOGWATCH, GHOST TOWN


Nobody really knows how Ghost Town got its name, but the moniker fits. Walled off from most of Oakland by freeways on its northern and eastern borders and warehouses to the west, Ghost Town—known formally as the Hoover-Foster neighborhood—has been haunted since the mid-twentieth century by the combined forces of racism, deindustrialization, and chronic unemployment. It was always a working-class community, but for most of its existence, Ghost Town residents could find decent-paying jobs on the East Bay’s burgeoning industrial waterfront. That changed starting in the 1950s as factories closed, and Oakland’s economy descended into a multidecade decline.

White residents left the neighborhood, and much of the rest of Oakland, for the prosperity of expanding suburbs such as Pleasanton and Walnut Creek. Downtown Oakland’s once bustling commercial corridors on both Broadway and Telegraph Avenue began emptying out in the 1970s, with the closures of major department stores. At one point, a high proportion of houses and storefronts in Ghost Town were vacant and boarded up. Huey Newton, cofounder of the Black Panther Party (BPP), referred to West Oakland in his autobiography as a “ghost town but with actual inhabitants.” Newton’s sour comment stuck in the minds of locals, who started using the epithet themselves. If there was any doubt about whether the area should be called a ghost town, it was settled by the 1980s.

The federal “War on Drugs,” launched the previous decade by President Richard Nixon, transformed Ghost Town into a battlefield between rival dealers, and between dealers and cops. For the Oakland police, Ghost Town was hostile territory—a place to drive through cautiously while on patrol, meandering back and forth between West Street and San Pablo Avenue on long, numbered streets crowded with parked, semi-operable cars. In the 1990s Ghost Town truly felt abandoned. Darkness enveloped entire blocks of dilapidated bungalows, run-down apartment buildings, and weathered Victorians illuminated only by the neon glow of corner liquor stores. The sounds of gunfire and sirens were common. Murders were frequent. By this point, the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s were spent, no longer a counterforce offering hope and some measure of order to the mostly Black residents of Oakland’s flatlands. The social decay of racism and poverty could not be held at bay.



This was where Keith Batt found himself after having graduated from Oakland’s 146th police academy on June 2, 2000. Just twenty-three years old, Batt hailed from the small, liberal, mostly white Northern California city of Sebastopol—about as far away from the mean realities of West Oakland as could be. But he’d wanted to be a cop in a place unlike his hometown. He’d heard good things about the Oakland Police Department. It was a professional, hardworking agency in a challenging environment. It was also the first police department that offered him a position.

Boyish, clean-cut, and straitlaced, Batt majored in criminal justice at Sacramento State University. He was a top student in OPD’s academy and earned a reputation as one of the few trainees who would raise his hand to answer questions and volunteer for exercises. He was smart, confident, and energetic.

Batt got into policing for idealistic reasons and felt he could make a difference in a place like Ghost Town. What was obvious to him and other rookies was the scourge of gun violence, fueled by Oakland’s drug trade. The solution, accepted by most of society at the time, was to throw police at these complex social problems. Arrest the bad guys, lock up the dealers, and make the streets safe for the average person. Batt believed in this mission, and he felt certain that it could be accomplished with integrity and compassion for the community.

The recently appointed chief of police, Richard Word, had told the eager rookie that he was among the best of the best. For this reason, he and other fresh-faced cops equipped with the latest training from OPD experts would work shifts under the tutelage of veteran officers in one of America’s urban archetypes of segregation, poverty, and violence.

Batt’s field training officer, Clarence Mabanag, was an entirely different breed. “Chuck,” as he was known to other officers, sported a military-style buzz cut. Short, wiry, tough-talking, he had a reputation for arresting drug dealers by the dozens, often after foot chases that ended in scuffles. Although he was just a patrol officer, Mabanag was admired widely by other street cops and looked up to as a leader. However, many also felt intimidated by him. In the locker room, Chuck led boisterous, foulmouthed shit-talking sessions that created an atmosphere similar to a high school football team’s inner sanctum. Police generally cultivate a sense of fraternity through ritual, language, and intense shared experiences. Mabanag, and OPD officers like him, created an in-group within this in-group. Their crew projected an overabundance of masculine confidence, and a sense among a few acolytes that they belonged to something special.

By any standards, Mabanag was also a problem officer, with the paper trail to prove it. Since he joined the department in 1988, dozens of citizens had filed complaints against Mabanag, including nineteen allegations of excessive force, several complaints over false arrests and false reports, and a 1998 accusation that he used a racial slur. Those arrested by the live-wire patrolman called him quick-tempered, violent, and insensitive.1 Whereas most officers catch less than a handful of misconduct complaints in their entire careers, Mabanag collected them like baseball cards.

One man, Antonio Wagner, filed a complaint with the city’s Citizens’ Police Review Board (CPRB) claiming that Mabanag punched him in the mouth and handcuffed him during an arrest. Then Chuck lifted Wagner off the ground and dangled him like a yo-yo by the cuffs. Mabanag had also been sued three times in federal court over accusations of brutality. He was also a killer. In 1992 he fatally shot a twenty-six-year-old man who allegedly pointed a gun at other officers (the shooting was ruled in policy by OPD). By 1999, so many people had filed complaints and sued the OPD over Mabanag’s misconduct that his superiors removed him from the field training program after six years.

But in September 1999 Chief Word reinstated Mabanag to the FTO program aft he’d participated in the department’s early intervention program, a series of training courses intended to straighten out the behavior of “high-risk” officers.

Word wasn’t particularly distinguished as an officer. In fact, virtually no one outside the agency had heard of him when Mayor Jerry Brown appointed him to lead the OPD in 1999. Even so, the new chief—at thirty-seven, the youngest in department history—was liked by many old-timers. He had his own reputation as a leathery cop’s cop, and, like Mabanag, Word had worked in the Special Duty Unit (SDU), an antinarcotics program that, at the time, formed the core of the Oakland Police Department. SDU was one of the force’s hardest-charging units during the chaotic 1980s and 1990s. Its members were known for busting down the doors of cocaine and heroin dealers, and SDU squads racked up thousands of felony arrests over the span of a few decades. At one point in the 1990s, these specialized units overwhelmed the Alameda County District Attorney’s Office with so many felony drug and weapons possession cases that it simply couldn’t charge them all. Word’s rise to chief signaled a return to a more aggressive brand of policing, one that had waned slightly in the late 1990s under the previous chief, Joseph Samuels, and the previous mayor, Elihu Harris. And Mabanag’s reappointment to the FTO program further cemented this shift in attitude.

In a speech before Batt’s graduating class, Word described Mabanag and his peer group of FTOs as the “cream of the crop.” What the chief meant was that Batt was privileged to have the opportunity to train with one of the OPD’s elite patrol officers. Mabanag and his crew epitomized the department’s style of law enforcement and would turn soft rookies into hardened, streetwise officers capable of surviving “Croakland,”2 as some police referred to it cynically. During the academy, a few senior OPD officers working as trainers gave Batt a sense of what kind of trainer Mabanag was. One officer told him not to worry if Mabanag teased him ruthlessly and cruelly. “If he’s making fun of you, it means he likes you,” the cop explained. “If he doesn’t talk to you, that means he doesn’t like you.” In the locker room one day, several of the other trainees told Batt that Mabanag had asked about him, remarking disdainfully that “he better not be some kind of pussy.”

Mabanag and many other senior officers weren’t just physically aggressive. They were openly contemptuous of the idea of constitutional rights for suspects. As soon as they started patrolling together, usually with Mabanag driving and Batt seated shotgun, Mabanag told the rookie to forget what he’d been taught in the academy. Real police work was different. Real police work wasn’t pretty. It was physical, ugly, and dangerous.

True to his reputation, Mabanag bullied Batt incessantly. It began the day they met, with Mabanag dismissively calling his charge “Ike”—short for “I know everything.” It was his way of shutting down the rookie’s concerns about following department policy and abiding by the letter of the law. Mabanag wanted Batt to know that only a few methods worked on Oakland’s streets. He wanted to humble the newcomer, who had performed well in the police academy but was genuinely naïve about Oakland’s dangers. Batt, Mabanag also said, needed to show that he was a “soldier.”3

This wasn’t just Mabanag’s view but a message that field training officers throughout the department were getting from the top. New cops needed to be seasoned properly. Criminals in West Oakland were heavily armed and contemptuous of law enforcement. Cops had to be even more dangerous than the bad guys. Another message was that it was time to take back West Oakland from drug dealers. Some local residents who led several of the city’s politically influential neighborhood crime prevention councils—effectively pro-police lobbies that also campaigned for their favored politicians—were calling for more hard-nosed tactics.

To impart this lesson about how he felt Oakland should be policed, Mabanag turned field training into a showcase of OPD methods. On their first night out that summer, Mabanag promised Batt he’d get him into a street fight. Batt initially thought his FTO was joking but soon found out that Mabanag was dead serious.



All police academy graduates are permitted to take a well-deserved short vacation before their first official day in uniform. On June 18, a rested Batt showed up at the Police Administration Building ready to work his first “dogwatch” shift—the inherently dangerous hours from dusk to dawn. He was riding with Mabanag in a well-worn Ford Crown Victoria, the OPD’s standard patrol car. A call came over the radio for a 10851: California police code for a stolen vehicle.

When they arrived at the Adeline Street address given to them, they were greeted by two men. The owner of the stolen car stood in his front yard, clutching his vehicle’s paperwork and ready to give the officers a report. The man’s cousin, Kenneth Soriano, was there, too, with his pet Rottweiler tied up behind a waist-high chain-link fence. The dog was barking at the officers.

Mabanag began by asking about the missing car, but then switched his line of questioning to the Rottweiler. “Is that dog tied up?” Before either man could answer, he provided his reason for asking: “I don’t want to have to shoot your dog if he bites me. I’ve done it before.”

Soriano, confused and wanting to discuss his cousin’s missing car, took offense and told Mabanag in a slightly slurred voice, because he was drunk, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. If you did that, I’d do you, too.”

De-escalation was not in Mabanag’s vocabulary. He responded by telling the twenty-year-old that he was under arrest for public intoxication, even though he was standing on his family’s property. Soriano refused Mabanag’s questionable orders, so the officer began wrestling with him. By this time, a small group of neighbors had gathered; they seemed stunned at how what was supposed to be a routine stolen car report had erupted into a physical confrontation. Batt, too, was surprised by the speed at which Mabanag moved to arrest Soriano, but he knew he had to protect his partner, so he tried holding back the onlookers from approaching. Mabanag, meanwhile, was still grappling with Soriano and barking, “Forty-eight!” into his shoulder radio—the code for requesting backup.

The owner of the stolen car pleaded with Mabanag to stop, but this was the fight the seasoned FTO had promised his rookie, and he wasn’t about to back down. Taking cues from his supervisor, Batt attempted to help Mabanag restrain Soriano. Not that the young man was fighting back. Instead, he tried to avoid being arrested by going stiff and holding on to the fence. Mabanag wrapped his arm around Soriano’s neck and attempted a carotid hold to cut off the flow of blood to his brain, but the hold slipped, choking off Soriano’s breath. He released his grip on the fence and sputtered, “I give up, I give up.” Mabanag responded by throwing Soriano to the ground face-first. The young man’s head and chest slammed against the pavement.

Swiftly, two other officers appeared. Francisco “Frank” Vazquez and Jude Siapno ran up from their patrol car and immediately began punching and kicking Soriano as Batt attempted to cuff him. After pummeling him, the officers stuffed him into the back seat of a patrol car.

Mabanag, dusting himself off, ordered Batt to write the arrest report and to be sure to add that Soriano elbowed him, even though the detained man hadn’t thrown a blow at any of the four officers. Nevertheless, the trainee complied and scribbled the report. In a separate arrest report that Mabanag later wrote himself, he withheld the fact that he, Siapno, and Vazquez forcefully subdued Soriano. Mabanag showed this passage to Batt, explaining that the omission would help them avoid scrutiny from supervisors and the Internal Affairs Division. This was how you did the job and avoided the paper pushers and rats in the PAB: Oakland’s Police Administration Building.

Mabanag and Batt then drafted a statement for Soriano to sign. The two officers then drove Soriano to the Oakland City Jail on Seventh Street next to the Police Administration Building for booking. Not long after, Mabanag pulled over, parked the car, and took out his clipboard with Soriano’s signed statement. He looked over at Batt and said, “Hey, kid, let me show you a trick.”

At this point, Soriano’s partially filled-out statement said only that he had resisted arrest. On several blank lines at the bottom, just above the man’s signature, signed under duress, Mabanag wrote in Soriano’s voice the following: “I’m sorry for giving the police a hard time. The officers were not the ones who beat me. I guess I was just mad cause somebody threatened my family earlier, and my temper got the best of me. That’s why I took it out on the police. This is a true statement.”

It was utter fiction, but Batt understood immediately that this was his FTO’s way of concealing the brutal beatdown and humiliating Soriano by forcing him to sign a false confession exonerating the officers. The large cut and bruise on Soriano’s forehead, caused when Mabanag threw him to the sidewalk, and any other injuries he might have sustained from both the chokehold and Vazquez’s and Siapno’s punching him, were explained away as being due to a fight earlier in the evening with someone else.

This was Batt’s very first taste of the real OPD, and it didn’t sit well with him. Although Soriano was never charged with a crime, seeing him prosecuted was never the point. The punishment the OPD officers wanted to exact was meted out on the street in the form of a demeaning assault. It was a stark warning to Soriano, his family, and the entire neighborhood that someone like him—a Black man offended by a threatening remark—should never challenge an Oakland police officer.



A few nights later, Mabanag decided that he and Batt would accompany a group of officers to serve a search warrant on a Chestnut Street house where a drug dealer had reportedly set up shop. Frank Vazquez wrote the warrant and led the raid. He pounded on a metal security door. Then, without giving anyone inside a chance to open up, officers used “the hook,” a large pry bar–like tool, to force it open.

A woman inside the house, Janice Stevenson, began screaming, asking the police what was happening. The hook failed to rip the door off, and she opened it. The officers poured inside. Vazquez promptly drew his gun and pressed it against Stevenson’s head.

“Bitch, we got you now,” one of the cops gloated.

The officers tore through the house and threw the occupants’ belongings on the floor. Batt was stationed out front in case anyone inside the house tried to escape. Beside him was Jerry Hayter, a grizzled sergeant who was in charge of overseeing the dogwatch squad. Not much time had passed when a single gunshot from behind the house pierced the air. Batt was alarmed. Even Hayter raised his eyebrows at the noise, but moments later, Officer Jude Siapno’s voice came over the radio stating that the “K3,” police code for shots fired, was a dog he had just killed.

Siapno and Mabanag had found the woman’s dog tied up to a post in the basement. It wasn’t threatening anyone. However, Siapno wrote in his report that the animal was untethered and lunged at him, and that he fired a single hollow point bullet into its brain in self-defense.4

Batt’s discomfort with the senseless killing of the dog was evident to others at the scene. But Mabanag bragged to Batt that he’d shot six dogs before. The remarks were a none-too-subtle way of telling the trainee that he should get used to putting down dogs. All through the 1990s, OPD officers frequently killed dogs in what can be described only as sport. Occasionally, they were justified in killing an unleashed and menacing pit bull. But many times, the animals were leashed. Cops were often accused of cutting the leashes afterward to cover up the needless loss of life. The animal killings served another purpose: as punishment for people the officers suspected of operating drug houses or hiding fugitives.

Batt and another rookie, Steve Hewison, were made to dispose of the dog’s carcass later that night. The officers, having discovered crack cocaine and a sawed-off .22-caliber rifle in the basement, arrested Stevenson. Frank Vazquez stole some of the crack, which he used later to pay an addict for information about another drug supplier—this, according to a conversation that Keith Batt witnessed. The drugs were used to make yet another controlled drug purchase that served as the basis for another search warrant.

At a lineup the next evening, before they started their shift, Sergeant Hayter joked in front of the assembled group of officers, including Siapno, Vazquez, Batt, and Mabanag, that there were “two versions of the story” regarding the killing of the dog. One version, he chuckled, was that the dog was just “licking Jude’s hand” when Siapno put a bullet between its eyes. The other was that the dog had growled and lunged at him.

Batt’s first week on the force continued like this, filled with vulgar displays of power, impunity, and dishonesty by his training officer and half the other cops they worked with. He followed Mabanag around West Oakland, sometimes just the two of them, but often with others, chasing down narcotics suspects in chaotic pursuits that frequently ended in beatings. In the small hours of the morning before the sun came up, Batt and the rest would change out of their uniforms and drive home to sleep away the first half of each day. However, the newbie cop was losing sleep over the transgressions he witnessed. It wasn’t just that officers were brutalizing people and filing false reports; some of them appeared to take pleasure in these crimes.

On the night of June 26, Mabanag and Batt were driving along Thirty-Fourth Street in West Oakland when they spotted a man who seemed to be acting strangely. In Ghost Town, the mere fact that he was walking down the street at ten thirty was enough to raise suspicion. During the height of the OPD’s version of the stop-and-frisk policy, simply being Black was cause enough for officers to detain a person and search for weapons and drugs. Mabanag pulled up alongside the pedestrian and hit the brakes.

“Grab that guy,” he ordered his trainee.

Batt rushed from the car and cuffed the man, who was already protesting that he’d done nothing wrong. They placed him in the back seat, then searched the area for drugs. Mabanag explained that panicked suspects usually tossed their contraband into weeds or over fences. After briefly scanning the ground and bushes, he came up with two small rocks he claimed were crack cocaine. The patrolman took out his notebook and began scribbling a report as Batt looked on. Then Mabanag handed the rookie his notes and told him, “Copy it.”

It was a strange command, but Batt dutifully began copying the report word for word in his own handwriting. However, when he got to the part that said that he had witnessed the man throw contraband on the ground, Batt paused.

“I didn’t see that,” he said.

To write it would be a lie. Cops are supposed to tell the truth, even if it means not having the complete, ironclad evidence needed to charge someone for a suspected crime.

Mabanag ignored the rookie’s complaint and explained that in order to send the man to prison, they needed to link him directly to the narcotics. The best way to do that was for Batt to write that he’d seen the man drop the crack cocaine that Mabanag recovered almost immediately.5 If his decade on Oakland’s streets had taught the veteran anything about the law, it was that prosecutors needed particular kinds of evidence and statements in order to secure a guilty plea or conviction, and Mabanag was eager to provide these gifts.

But Mabanag’s dishonesty bothered Batt in a deeper way. It wasn’t even clear to Batt whether his superior had actually discovered the narcotics on the ground that night. He could have planted the evidence there. Mabanag and many other officers would later be accused of having planted drugs on numerous suspects over the years and also paying informants with drugs they’d confiscated from others. Batt hadn’t been on the job for even a week, but his mind swirled with suspicion.

Mabanag certainly wasn’t the only FTO who had trainees copy falsified police reports. Frank Vazquez had also recently ordered Hewison, another graduate of the 146th police academy, to copy an arrest report stating that he’d observed a suspect toss a bag filled with forty-eight crack rocks between two houses just before he was captured. Hewison had seen no such thing, but, fearing a bad write-up, which could put a quick end to his police career, he agreed to falsify his report.

Much of what the Oakland PD did in Ghost Town and other predominantly Black and Latino areas of the city in the late 1990s and early 2000s involved this kind of policing. Between responding to calls such as car thefts and domestic violence, cops would jump out on anyone who might be buying or selling weed, cocaine, and heroin or other narcotics. Anyone they recognized as being on probation or parole was also an immediate target for a stop-and-frisk.

West Oakland cops such as Mabanag, Siapno, Vazquez, Hayter, and many others had become so zealous in their mission that, by the late 1990s, they’d earned a nickname: the Riders. It came from a favorite story that was told and retold in OPD locker rooms and went something like this: A Black man was driving through West Oakland one day when a policeman stopped him and cited him for a traffic violation. Pleasantly surprised by the officer’s courteous and businesslike demeanor—no insults, no brutality, no requests to search the car, just a simple ticket—the driver thanked him for being “nice.”

This puzzled the officer. “Why are you thanking me for being nice?” he asked.

“Because you all aren’t always so nice,” the man explained. “Like at night. This isn’t at all what it’s like at night. At night, the Riders come out.”



The Riders—Mabanag, Siapno, Vazquez, another officer named Matthew Hornung, and multiple other Oakland cops—might have gone on with their illegal and brutal tactics for years to come had they not stopped Delphine Allen, an unassuming twenty-one-year-old Black man with a thin criminal history. But arrest him they did, and what unfolded from this encounter on June 26, 2000, would go on to change the course of Oakland history and ignite the longest sustained police reform effort in the United States.

Allen was simply walking home at the wrong time: a quarter to two in the morning. He had no drugs or weapons on him. He claimed he was tired and just wanted to go to bed. But Vazquez, a passenger in a green minivan that the OPD used for undercover operations, spotted him. Siapno was at the wheel, and Batt was in back, poised to jump out and apprehend the suspect if necessary. Meanwhile, Mabanag drove behind them in a patrol car equipped with an arrest cage in back for detainees snagged by the van. This was part of a “special narcotics enforcement project” that Vazquez, Siapno, Mabanag, and other officers had been running on their own initiative, without supervision, for some time. Their strategy wasn’t sophisticated. They simply cruised around West Oakland in the minivan, or other unmarked cars, and then bum-rushed anyone who so much as fit the description of a drug dealer.

“There goes one of those motherfuckers right there,” said Vazquez, pointing to Allen’s silhouette as he crossed under a streetlight on Market Street and headed toward Thirty-Fourth Street, where his mother lived.

Siapno pulled up alongside Allen and ordered him to freeze, but the young man continued to walk away from the officers, dodging between gaps in a boarded fence and slipping into a yard. It’s possible Allen didn’t even know the van was filled with police.

“Get him,” Vazquez ordered Batt, and the two of them scrambled out of the vehicle. They chased the suspect a short distance before catching him. Allen didn’t really try to run once he realized they were police.

Vazquez threw Allen to the ground and slapped him hard across the head before cuffing him. Allen knew who Vazquez was and wanted nothing to do with such a dangerous and corrupt cop. Vazquez’s pockmarked face and pronounced scarring on the left side of his profile made him easily recognizable. Stocky, muscular, built as solid as a football running back, he was well known in the community as a crooked officer with a penchant for random violence.

Vazquez had spent the 1990s patrolling East Oakland, a vast expanse of neighborhoods far from the nascent gentrification of downtown and West Oakland. His abusive behavior came to the attention of one sergeant, Ricardo Orozco, who kicked Vazquez out of his squad because, too, many of his prisoners showed signs of having been slapped, kicked, punched, and choked. Vazquez also failed to show respect for commanding officers. Like Mabanag, he had a long list of IA complaints against him: twenty-six separate incidents alleging brutality and dishonesty. And he too had been decertified as a field training officer, only to regain his certification under Chief Word. Vazquez had recently been transferred to West Oakland, where he quickly made friends and allies with Siapno, Mabanag, and other aggressive officers who were part of the Riders clique.6

Batt took hold of Allen and led him in handcuffs back to the street, where Mabanag and Hornung were waiting to transport him to the city jail. Vazquez and Batt placed Allen in the back of the car, but the young man, in frustration, mouthed off and told Vazquez that one day he would “slip.”

Vazquez, wise to the street meaning of that word (to let your guard down), paused and asked Allen, “What’s your problem?” Once again, a seemingly routine arrest was about to spiral out of control. “Do you want to fight me?” he demanded. “I’ll whip your ass right now. Do you want me to take those handcuffs off and whip your ass right now?”

Allen didn’t back down from the challenge, so Vazquez hauled him out of the car and began marching back toward the dark yard, away from the streetlights, so that neighbors peeking from behind curtains wouldn’t be able to see what was about to happen. Allen, perhaps sensing that the handcuffs weren’t going to come off before Vazquez decided to unleash on him, began to panic. A woman walking by on the sidewalk glanced their way, and Allen pleaded with her to intervene somehow. “They’re going to beat me,” he stammered.

The pedestrian’s mere presence may have spared him—momentarily, at least. “Oh, you pussy, you’re a piece of shit,” Vazquez muttered. He promptly turned Allen around and put him back in the car.

Vazquez then suggested the other officers start searching the area for drugs, so Batt began scanning the ground where Allen had been standing. “Why don’t you look right over there?” Vasquez said, pointing to a patch of sidewalk. The young trainee knew already what was expected of him: to pick up a crumpled ziplock bag filled with fragments of crack rock that Vazquez had taken from his breast pocket and dropped there for him to find. Sure enough, there it was. Batt noticed immediately that the rocks were broken into small pieces and powdery—a clear sign that they had been handled by someone for a long period of time. He doubted that any dealer would have such poor-quality product on him. The implication was especially clear this time. Frank had “put a case” on Allen: planted drugs for the rookie trainee to recover and justify the illegal stop and arrest.

Meanwhile, Vazquez was standing behind the locked patrol car. When he told the young man in back that he would be taken downtown and booked for possession of crack, Delphine lost his head.

“I didn’t have no motherfucking rock!” he yelled, kicking the patrol car’s rear seat divider with both feet. As Allen would later claim at a pretrial hearing, this was at least the fourth time that an OPD officer had planted drugs on him.7 Handcuffed, he spun around on the seat and kicked the side windows and back window. Vazquez yanked open the passenger-side door and shoved his right thumb into one of Allen’s eyes like a bowling ball, while using his other hand to empty the better part of a can of pepper spray into Allen’s face and mouth. With that, the others piled on; first Mabanag, then Matt Hornung, a three-year veteran of the force who’d been one of Mabanag’s trainees, pummeling Allen with fists and boots. Siapno, not to be left out, beat the soles of Allen’s bare feet with his baton.

The one-sided melee took place in full view of concerned neighborhood residents. Four cops looming over a handcuffed prisoner half hanging out of a police car, howling in pain and gasping for breath, batons, boots, and fists raining down. One woman, Danielle Keller, tried to intervene. “They were punching and kicking, grabbing him by the throat,” she recalled.

“I stepped off the curb to ask one particular officer, ‘Why are you guys hitting him, and what is the problem?’ ”

The officer told her to “ ‘step back onto the curb before I split your head,’ and then he drew his flashlight.”8

Even Batt joined in the violent ritual. He crammed the planted drugs into a plastic evidence bag, taking care not to spill anything. Then he ran to the back of the patrol car and kicked Allen a couple times, to placate Mabanag. Batt would later testify that he feared his FTO and felt immense pressure to take part in the casual violence. It was like he was joining a violent gang, and his initiation required participating in criminal brutality to show he was one of them. But apparently it still wasn’t enough to prove Batt’s mettle.

“Why did you stop?” Mabanag asked him later on, disappointed in how Batt “held back.” Chuck had threatened his trainee while they drove through West Oakland’s streets. In one of their first conversations, he warned Batt not to be a snitch, and that “what goes on in the police car, stays within the police car.” The FTO also hounded him about his enthusiasm for the job. If Batt wasn’t prepared for a shift, Mabanag told him, “I’m going to stick a hanger up your ass and give you an abortion like your mother should have.”9



Hornung, the youngest of the Riders, had already earned a reputation for violence in just three years as a cop. In his first year on the job, Hornung, a tall, blond, athletically built Union City native who’d gone to college in Chico before joining the OPD, stopped a driver on Shattuck Avenue near the North Oakland nightclub Dorsey’s Locker. In Hornung’s mind, the man was furtively swallowing something, so he reached into the car and grabbed his face and throat and choked him in the hope that a bag of rock cocaine or other contraband would pop out of his mouth.

Hornung’s victim, D’Wayne Wiggins, had actually just taken a sip of water. The assault might have passed without much notice; after all, it was just another Black man being harassed by an officer. Except that Wiggins, cofounder of the popular R&B/soul/hip-hop trio Tony! Toni! Toné! along with his brother Raphael, was well known and respected far beyond Oakland. Using his stature as an artist, Wiggins filed a lawsuit and forced the city to pay a $25,000 settlement, including a $10,000 scholarship for local high school students.

Siapno, too, was feared by West Oakland residents. His fellow police officers had even nicknamed him “the foot doctor” for the torture technique he employed with relish, and not just on Delphine Allen. After removing victims’ shoes, Siapno would allegedly beat their soles with the tip of a telescoping baton, ensuring that they’d bruise so badly it would be hard or impossible to walk for several days. Siapno had a fatal shooting on his record, killing a twenty-six-year-old West Oakland man after a chase in 1997. Police reports claimed the man was armed with two guns. Like the other Riders, Siapno had an unusually large number of complaints lodged against him with the Citizens’ Police Review Board, the city’s mostly toothless civilian oversight body. However, in the late 1990s he was viewed within the OPD as one of the courageous officers helping impose order on the chaotic streets. Officers who weren’t proactive like Siapno were derided as “slugs.”10

But Vazquez was by far the most sadistic and dangerous of the Riders. He was also the most willing to threaten other cops. He menaced Batt and other rookies who were visibly uncomfortable with the extralegal tactics being used, telling Batt bluntly that if he informed on another officer, “If you are a coward, I’ll terminate you. I’ll beat you myself. And if you’re a criminal, I’ll put you in handcuffs, put you in the back of the car, and take you to jail myself.” This was a speech he’d rehearsed and given before. When he laid down these rules for Batt, he added, “Snitches lie in ditches,” then repeated the warning dramatically to make it abundantly clear that he meant it.

Vazquez was straightforward about what Oakland police were really doing when the sun went down on the Black part of town. “Fuck all that shit you learned in the police academy,” he said to Batt. “Fuck probable cause. We’re going to just go out and grab these motherfuckers.”

Like Siapno, Vazquez had a nickname within the OPD: “Choker,” on account of his penchant for throttling suspects or getting a viselike grip on their faces to prevent them from swallowing drugs. Keith witnessed one incident where Vazquez expertly grabbed a young Black man by the windpipe with one hand, cutting off his breath.

Delphine Allen had the bad fortune of falling into Vazquez’s clutches. After they’d finished battering the young man, he and Siapno forced Allen back into the cage car. By now, neighbors were poking their heads out of windows and calling out to the police, “Why are you beating him?” The Riders knew they needed to leave before a crowd gathered or someone phoned in a complaint. So, Vazquez and Siapno hopped into the car with Allen and told Mabanag, Batt, and Hornung to drive the minivan and meet them at a nearby Arco gas station, where they could write the arrest report and rendezvous with their sergeant.

But Vazquez and Siapno weren’t finished. Instead of heading to the gas station, they drove to a deserted dirt lot beneath the Interstate 880 bridge near the West Oakland Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) station. The two cops had taken other prisoners there when they wanted to torture them under the cover of darkness, away from prying eyes. There were no houses or apartments nearby. There was no community staring from behind curtains or passersby whom a prisoner could beg for help. The roar of traffic above drowned out the terrified screams of their victims. Vazquez and Siapno pulled Allen out of the car and beat him savagely while he was handcuffed. Siapno brought his elbow crashing down on Delphine like a professional wrestler while Vazquez punched and choked him. After roughly rubbing Allen’s face into the dirt, they threw his sagging and bloody body back into their car.

While Allen was being brutalized, Mabanag, Hornung, and Batt were driving in circles like the Keystone Kops. First, they made a beeline toward the Arco gas station on West Grand Avenue as instructed. But when a speeding car came up behind them, Mabanag decided he didn’t like the way this person was driving, so he slammed on the brakes, nearly causing an accident. All three officers leapt out and ran toward the car, which had swerved around them but then stopped about twenty feet ahead. They pulled two men out of the car, and Mabanag got straight to the point.

“What the fuck is wrong with you? What are you speeding for?” Mabanag asked.

The driver said he didn’t know, and he didn’t realize the van was police, but he stopped once he saw their uniforms. Mabanag noticed an open beer container in the car and questioned the driver about it, but despite soliciting a confession that he’d been drinking and driving, Mabanag decided that the meeting at the gas station was of the utmost importance. He had Batt and Hornung release the two men. “Okay, get out of here. Uncuff him,” Mabanag ordered. The men drove off, drunk, into the night.

A minute later, they made it to the gas station, but Vazquez and Siapno weren’t there. Thinking they might have gone to a different Arco farther north on San Pablo Avenue, the three piled back into the van and headed there, but that gas station was empty, too. They tried the radio. Vazquez’s voice came back over the air, saying only “Quit calling on the fucking radio,” and “We’ll be there, just hurry.”

They returned to the first gas station and waited. Finally, Vazquez and Siapno appeared with their prisoner. As they pulled into the gas station lot, Batt was alarmed to see Allen’s swollen, bleeding face covered in dust. Snot dripped from his nose. His eyes were tearing and red from the pepper spray.

Vazquez and Siapno got some alcohol hand wipes and ice and offered them to Allen to clean himself up, but the young man just sat there stone quiet, except when he would cry. The officers had learned to clean up their prisoners following a beating in order to not raise suspicions. In a similar incident just a few weeks earlier, Vazquez and Siapno arrested a Black seventeen-year-old named Matthew Watson, whom they accused of selling drugs. Under the same freeway bridge, Vazquez used his metal flashlight to club the boy in the face. He grabbed Watson by the Adam’s apple and choked him. Then Siapno allegedly threw the teenager down into the dirt and drove his knee into his back, cutting off his breath. Later, they had the boy clean his wounds with napkins in a Taco Bell parking lot before they drove him to the city jail. Even so, intake staff questioned the boy about his injuries and the dirt on his clothing. Watson lied and said he’d been in a fight with someone else before the police caught him. As he spoke, Siapno and Vazquez loomed behind the teen. The jailer was suspicious but didn’t press the point.

Jerry Hayter eventually arrived at the gas station and interviewed Allen as he sat in the police car. The sergeant didn’t raise any questions about his injuries, and the young man didn’t offer any answers. As Batt would later tell investigators, “Even if he wanted to talk about it, how is he going to talk about it with, uh, Officer Vazquez and Mab—Mabanag—standing there next to the car, in his view, looking at him while the sergeant’s talking to him?” Surviving was probably all that Allen was thinking about.

When Hayter asked what happened, Allen told him, “They bounced out the car and grabbed me.” The sergeant replied, “It says here you ran,” pointing to the statement Vazquez had written up and forced Allen to sign. Delphine’s face fell, realizing that even the officer in charge wouldn’t intervene on his behalf. “What it says there is true,” he replied dejectedly.

Hayter made no effort to figure out the truth. He accepted the reports from his subordinates, and they all parted ways. Mabanag and Batt drove Allen to Oakland’s Highland Hospital, the big public hospital where the indigent crowded the emergency room and police routinely took suspects as well as gunshot and stabbing victims to be treated by some of the best trauma surgeons in California. Allen, however, couldn’t even walk from the car into the ER. Something, perhaps Siapno’s club, had worked over the bottoms of his feet. They had to roll him into the hospital in a wheelchair so that a nurse could treat his injuries. All the while, Batt was taking in the degree of violence that had been inflicted on the young man.

Later that morning, Allen was booked into Oakland’s city jail. The Riders had made him sign a statement that he had used crack cocaine, possessed drugs with intent to sell, resisted arrest, and destroyed police property by kicking the inside of the patrol car. Allen faced years in jail or possibly even prison and would suffer physically and psychologically from the assault for many years to come. To the Riders, it was all a joke.

Later that morning, as the squad ate their end-of-shift breakfast at the ButtercuP diner, Vazquez mused about the beating. “They’re going to have to peel his cornea off Jude’s elbow,” he said, laughing. The officer repeated the line over and over, relishing the image.

Days later, with Allen in jail, Vazquez and Siapno were still joking about the beatdown in the locker room and on lunch breaks. Siapno, trying to provoke Batt, told him, “If you had been there, it would have shocked your conscience, and you would not have known what to do.”



From the start of his training, Keith Batt was deeply troubled by the behavior of Mabanag, Hornung, Vazquez, Siapno, and other senior officers on his shifts. The beatings, the lying, planting evidence—none of this was what he expected, even after repeated warnings about what field training under Mabanag would entail.

“I just knew there was more that I didn’t know they were doing, and I was starting to see what that was,” Batt reflected.

He’d even witnessed his field training officer lie about a shooting: during a foot chase involving Officers Kwang Lee and Cory Hunt, a suspect sought cover in a clump of bushes. Lee fired a shot at the man, who was unarmed, but missed.11

“Then Chuck falsified his OIS report, saying that the suspect was trying to do a gun takeaway,” recalled Batt, referring to a fabricated struggle in which the suspect attempted to take control of Lee’s gun. (OIS is the acronym for officer-involved shooting.) At the time of the incident, he thought to himself, Okay, so now we’re lying about shooting people. When they’re saying, “Do you want to see the dark side?” and they’re lying about shooting people, if this isn’t the dark side, if I haven’t seen it yet, what is it?12

Seeking guidance, Batt turned to other cops he knew, including Eric Rosenoff, a neighbor who worked for the California Highway Patrol’s Oakland office, and two friends who were officers in Sacramento and Rohnert Park, near Keith’s hometown in Sonoma County. They all gave him various versions of the same pep talk, encouraging him to stick with the job so that he could do it his way eventually. “I know you’re a good guy and you can do things, you know, your own way, the right way, but you’re just kind of stuck with this guy right now,” Rosenoff advised.13

On two occasions, Batt called Mary Guttormson, the gruff officer who’d supervised Batt’s police academy class, and told her that he was struggling with field training. The rookie recounted Mabanag’s unethical behavior, instances when drugs and evidence had been planted, and unwarranted uses of force he’d witnessed or taken part in. In their conversations, Guttormson tried to help Keith find a way forward, but also suggested that if things were as bad as he made out, he should report the issues to his supervisors.14 However, she did not relay her conversations with Batt to Internal Affairs or any other supervisor at the OPD, as she was supposed to do.

Batt’s closest friend at the OPD was Kristofer “Kris” Jenny, a Marine Corps veteran who bonded with Keith over their shared love of fast cars and their prowess with firearms. Jenny had a bit more street smarts than Keith, having grown up in Vallejo, a racially and ethnically mixed city north of Oakland that had experienced serious urban decline and a concurrent influx of hard drugs and violent crime after the Mare Island naval base shut down in 1996.

Early in his training, the pair had spoken about Keith’s first few nights out on patrol, and the adrenaline rush that came with serving the search warrant, getting into a fight with Kenneth Soriano, and the shooting of the dog.15 “That doesn’t happen all the time,” Jenny recalled during a court hearing years later. “He was pretty excited about everything that went on.”

But when Batt called his friend a week and a half later, “his demeanor was exactly the opposite,” Jenny said. “He was sort of depressed and almost sick.” Jenny, concerned about Keith’s sudden change in behavior, agreed to meet him at a Denny’s in Emeryville one Saturday morning. Keith talked about problems he was experiencing in field training. At Jenny’s request, he spoke about misconduct in general terms, for if Batt gave specifics, OPD guidelines obligated Jenny to report it. That decision needed to be Keith’s—especially since he told Jenny that some of the behavior was potentially criminal. Also, neither man wanted to be labeled a snitch in the department, which could potentially lead to other cops harassing them, not backing them up in dangerous situations, or worse.

“He talked about making a walking stop and throwing somebody to the ground and being told that he has to drive a knee into the suspect’s back in a certain way,” Jenny recalled. Batt also confided that he was “directed to add on to a statement after it was signed by a suspect.”

Jenny knew how crucial an FTO’s opinion of a trainee was to a young officer’s keeping his or her job. In fact, he’d experienced this dynamic firsthand as a police cadet in Vallejo prior to joining the OPD. Trainers could “pen fuck” a rookie by inflating or falsely documenting missteps.16

He advised Keith to first try talking to Mabanag—away from other officers—and ask why he was being asked to behave this way on the job. If that didn’t help, Jenny said, Keith might try speaking with Officer Guttormson about getting reassigned. “I told him that if the event or events were as serious as they seemed—or that was the impression I got, that they were pretty serious—he’d have to go to Internal Affairs or just quit,” Jenny said.17

The reality was, speaking out almost certainly meant that Batt would have to resign. Life at the OPD would be far too fraught for him—a hard reality that both men, less than two weeks into their police careers, recognized as an incontrovertible truth.



The casual violence that so unsettled Batt was no exception; it was how the Riders carried themselves every day. They felt at liberty to use brutality to clean up Oakland’s streets for Mayor Jerry Brown’s shiny new vision of the city. Although none of them was assigned to the downtown district targeted for renewal with new condos and apartments and chain stores like the Gap, it was alleged that the officers would often drive out of their district to essentially kidnap homeless residents off the streets of the city center, work them over, and dump them on a corner far from the towers and construction sites of downtown Oakland. They would jokingly refer to these extracurricular attacks as the “Beat and Release” program.18 They relished any chance to satirize their own department’s technical language and subvert the notion of professional standards. Vazquez spoke often of using a “knee drop distractor strike” on suspects; Mabanag told Batt that “academy bullshit” didn’t work on the streets. The Riders had their own moves and crude language to describe them.

Siapno’s comments about Batt’s conscience were also no joke. He’d said it with a serious look in his eye. He was the one who’d asked the rookie if he was ready to see the “dark side,” which Batt took to mean the things that had been withheld from him so far, the things that happened to Delphine Allen when he was kidnapped and tortured under the bridge.

Batt’s conscience was already beyond shocked. During his few weeks on the job, he confided in several senior officers in the training division. He told them he’d taken part in some things that made him uncomfortable. They pressed him for specific examples, but Batt held back, realizing how dire the situation had become, and what repercussions—physical harm to him, massive reputational damage to the OPD—could result if he told the truth. He also spoke to a few other peers in the department besides Kris Jenny, but, again, without specifying the misconduct he’d witnessed out on patrol. He didn’t know what exactly to do, but felt a growing conviction to take action.

There were signs that others within the OPD knew about the pattern of brutality, false arrests, and forged paperwork. One day at the Police Administration Building, Batt was writing a report for a drug arrest on behalf of Mabanag, who’d gone home early and let his rookie handle the paperwork. An older cop whom Keith didn’t know walked by and glanced over his shoulder at the bagged-up crack rock and the police report. “Oh, another dropsie case, huh?” the officer remarked sardonically, his tone implying familiarity with the Riders’ evidence-planting practices. That interaction, Batt said years later, “made me realize that no one’s fooling anybody; everybody knows this is what’s going on. It’s no secret.”

As he reflected on the nights he’d spent with Mabanag, Batt realized that if he had been specific in talking to Jenny or other officers, he would have confessed that he had witnessed a Rodney King–style beating of a Black man. He’d seen cops plant drugs on people. He’d been ordered to write false police reports and to lie. A dog was wantonly executed. He’d seen cops pay informants with cocaine. And he was being told that this was routine: this was how officers did the job in West Oakland, and that he was observing the OPD’s “cream of the crop” in action.

If he had been specific, Batt realized he would have blown the whistle. But first, he knew he had to confront the Riders.



Batt showed up for work on the evening of July 3 unsure of what he would do. Mabanag and several other senior officers had to take their annual firearm qualifying tests, so the pair drove to an indoor gun range in the city of San Leandro used by the department. On the way there, the mounting tension came to a head. Mabanag casually told Batt how much he’d improved in just ten days. “You’re doing a good job,” he said. He praised his trainee as less timid and more assertive. Then he turned the questioning to Batt.

“What do you think of my training?”

Batt was candid, telling his FTO he felt berated, talked down to, and ridiculed. Mabanag said he didn’t appreciate the comment, but brushed it off. Then Batt said obliquely that he also didn’t agree with the way Mabanag and others conducted themselves. He disagreed with the “use of force” and the “dishonest” conduct he’d witnessed. Mabanag’s mood darkened at once. “This is a major setback in your training,” he warned. “We are going to have to have a big talk about this later.”

When they arrived at the gun range, Mabanag left Batt behind to go shoot. Keith spotted Steve Hewison, and the two rookies decided to go sit outside in a patrol car and wait for their FTOs to finish their weapons certification. He opened up again, telling Hewison that he felt “miserable.”

“I’m not having any fun at all,” said Batt. “I can’t deal with this. I don’t know what to do.”

Hewison didn’t press for details, and, after a short while, Sergeant Hayter ambled out and waved for them to come inside. They were directed to the back of the building, where, inside a small classroom, the two rookies were ordered to clean several shotguns that had just been fired. It was the kind of grunt work they were expected to do, but as they were in the middle of this task, Mabanag, Vazquez, and Siapno came into the room and closed the door behind them. Frank stared piercingly at Batt and said, “I’m really angry with you. I’m hearing you feel bad for these suspects.” Keith tensed. He didn’t know what these men were really capable of, but he feared them. Before he could say anything, and before they said much more, the three senior officers turned and left.

Batt and Hewison sat there cleaning more weapons and dreading the return of their FTOs. When they came back, Vazquez and Mabanag resumed the questioning, but with a surprisingly softer tone. They asked Batt why he was having problems. Keith explained again that he disagreed with the force he’d seen them use against suspects, adding, “Look, I’m not like you.” Frank smirked.

“Oh, you could never be like me,” Mabanag responded. “But you know, I want you to do your fucking job.”

The discussion ended as quickly as it started. Hewison left with Vazquez and Siapno, and Mabanag escorted Batt to their car. They drove back into Oakland, now completely at odds. Chuck continued questioning Batt, asking what specifically he objected to, probing the rookie’s feelings, trying to figure out how deep his convictions were and just how big a problem he had on his hands.

Batt recalled the instance, just the prior week, when he asked Mabanag what to do when someone he’d detained refused to divulge his name. The FTO had responded, straight-faced, that Batt should threaten to put drugs on the suspect. What about that? asked Batt.

“You think I was serious?” Mabanag told Batt now. “I was just kidding.”

Next, Batt brought up a car chase where two men “foot bailed.” One ran into a backyard. The officers who discovered him hiding in a doghouse, including Siapno and Vazquez, clubbed him mercilessly with their flashlights, which they laughingly called “lightsabers.” They joked about the sound of the flashlights cracking against the man’s skull for days afterward.

“Why do you want to know?” Mabanag asked dismissively.

“Because it seemed wrong,” replied Batt.

He then asked his FTO about instances where Vazquez had given crack to informants or obviously planted drugs on the ground where a suspect had been cuffed. “Well, you know,” Mabanag said ominously, “you’re gonna have to ask Frank.”

They exited the freeway and drove to a twenty-four-hour parking garage nestled under a glass-fronted midcentury office building on Twenty-Seventh Street, just behind an old Gothic church. The Riders, having claimed it as one of their retreats from the street, called it the Light Cave because every inch of concrete was illuminated with pale fluorescence. Mabanag parked outside and ordered Batt out of the car. Vazquez was already there with his trainee, Hewison. Standing between their cars, Mabanag demanded that Batt tell Vazquez that he knew he was planting drugs on suspects.

“You’re going to be a man,” Mabanag said. “You’re going to ask Frank. You’re going to tell him what you think, to his face. Go ahead. Be a man.”

Batt was panicking. In Frank Vazquez, he saw a stone-cold criminal in a cop’s uniform, someone whose face broke into mirth when he recounted incidents of brutality, and was certainly strong and unpredictable enough to seriously hurt him. In the back of his mind, a dark thought coalesced. What might these men do to him?

“I remember thinking, These guys are going to fucking kill me, and I think I can probably draw my pistol and kill both of them before they shoot me,” Batt recalled more than twenty years later. “Can I draw fast enough to get both of them, and what is this gonna look like if I get into a shoot-out with two cops?”19

Instead, Batt stammered out a few words. He told Vazquez he disagreed with the beatings, planting drugs, and false reports. Without naming him, Batt made it clear that he knew what had happened to Delphine Allen, and it sickened him.

Vazquez’s response was denial. “I don’t plant drugs on people,” he said firmly. “That’s one thing I won’t do. I won’t risk my job, Chuck’s job, or your job.” But Vazquez admitted to slapping suspects. Like Mabanag, he argued that it was a form of defensive offense; a way to avoid being caught flat-footed. Keith felt insulted. If he didn’t have to be worried that the Riders might assault him, he would have laughed in Vazquez’s face.

“We’re not riding with you anymore,” Mabanag told Vazquez, putting an end to the conversation. Vazquez gave a knowing nod, and he and Hewison drove off. With that, Mabanag’s whole demeanor changed. Whereas before he’d been condescending and outraged that his trainee would say such things, now he was calm—even compassionate. In the car, the hostile, ironfisted FTO turned to Batt and said in a soft, almost sweet voice, “You look like you’re about to cry.”

“I am,” Batt admitted.

“Well, just let it out. You’re not the first trainee to cry in my car.”

Mabanag slowly reasoned with the rookie, telling him this wasn’t going to work—that he’d tried to protect him, to show him the way of the streets, to teach him how to survive—but Keith’s true colors had shown. He was soft; a naïve recruit from a small town who simply wasn’t ready for Oakland. “These fuckers are trying to kill you,” Mabanag said. “If you don’t act first, they’re going to turn on and kill you.”20

“This is what we’re doing, this is what it is,” Chuck told Batt, referring to the “proactive patrols” where the rookie had witnessed his supervisor plant evidence, beat up suspects, and slay a dog.21

Mabanag methodically ruled out Batt’s options. He couldn’t continue as his trainee. He couldn’t keep riding with the likes of Vazquez, Siapno, Hornung, or a dozen other cops they’d backed up. He couldn’t switch FTOs because nobody was going to teach him right. Batt wouldn’t be able to patrol the streets with any of his classmates if he was constantly questioning their use of force on suspects. Mabanag spoke slowly, maintaining his kind, understanding tone, building reason upon reason, and weaving key questions into his monologue, giving Batt just a few seconds to answer each time.

“You’re not going to go upstairs and get anybody in trouble, are you?” Mabanag asked, referring to the sixth-floor Internal Affairs Division.

“No,” said Batt.

“Well, what do you want to do? We can’t just sit here all night.”

They sat in silence for a moment outside the Light Cave. Batt asked: “Can’t we just go take calls?”

Mabanag made it clear that was no longer an option. He had to quit.

“Fuck it, let’s go,” said Batt.

Mabanag had one more thing to say, though. He asked what Batt planned to tell Sergeant Hayter and other supervisors about why he was quitting. Before Keith could answer, his training officer supplied a script: “You’re going to tell them that the city was a little too much for you. That it was overwhelming and that you’re quitting for personal reasons.”

They drove down Broadway to the Police Administration Building. There Mabanag had Batt type out his letter of resignation and then change out of his uniform. Mabanag told Keith he’d take him out to breakfast, and they could talk some more, but, as they were about to leave, a call came in over the radio. An officer was pursuing someone on foot, panting heavily, and yelling for backup. It was Frank Vazquez. Chuck nearly took the call but then decided he’d rather talk more with Batt, perhaps to assuage the moral misgivings of his now former trainee. As it turned out, the two never made it to breakfast because their usual diner was closed. After driving around, they ended up back under the I-880 freeway near the PAB, next to the Oakland Police Officers’ Association building and the parking lot where cops kept their personal cars. Mabanag unceremoniously dropped off Batt at the gate at four in the morning and told the rookie good-bye.

On July 5 Batt walked into the lobby of the PAB to turn in his badge and gun.

Racked with disappointment and hopelessness, he called his police academy supervisor, Mary Guttormson, whom he looked up to and had spoken with twice before about his nightmarish two-plus weeks on the force. He told her that he’d written a letter of resignation stating that the job was too much for him.

“Well, you can let them believe that load of bullshit you wrote, or you can go up there and tell the truth,” Guttormson told him. There was no avoiding Internal Affairs now.

Sergeant Anthony Banks, an eighteen-year department veteran who coordinated the police academy and field training program, was surprised by Batt’s resignation. Chronically understaffed, the OPD needed cops, and Keith had shown promise in the academy. Why suddenly give up? The fact was that many trainees washed out during their first few weeks on the job; for some, police work wasn’t what they imagined it would be. But Batt hadn’t exhibited any signs that he wasn’t up to the job.

Batt opened up and described to Banks the June 26 assault on Delphine Allen and the subsequent cover-up. This left the sergeant with no choice but to walk Batt up to the OPD’s Internal Affairs Division. As a supervisor, it was his duty to report any allegation of misconduct immediately. The claims of excessive force and lying were among the most serious misconduct an officer can be accused of.

Later that day, Batt sat down with Sergeant Jon Madarang, an IA investigator, for a five-hour taped interview. He described Mabanag’s illegal tactics; the violence he witnessed Mabanag, Vazquez, Siapno, Hornung, and others instigate; and the fraudulent reports they filed. In all, he described eleven separate incidents involving lawless and brutal behavior by his field training officer and other cops.22

Batt wasn’t the first person to inform Internal Affairs of what happened that night. On June 30, Delphine Allen posted bail and then immediately filed a complaint that described everything Batt said about Vazquez’s and Siapno’s actions and more. Other victims had also gone to IA in the preceding weeks to file official complaints against Mabanag, Vazquez, Siapno, and Hornung. For example, Matthew Watson, the seventeen-year-old who accused Vazquez and Siapno of assaulting him under the freeway in early June, was released after spending three days in juvenile hall. He wasn’t charged with any crime. Two weeks later, he went to IA and reported that he’d been kidnapped by the Oakland PD, beaten, and framed.

But Keith Batt changed everything. Here was an extremely credible witness: a police officer willing to break the code of silence. Batt’s actions also caused a second rookie to step forward. Steve Hewison, realizing that the events he’d been part of were now the subject of an internal investigation—and, faced with a subpoena from prosecutors about a report he’d falsified—told Internal Affairs about some of the things he’d observed while patrolling with Vazquez, corroborating several of Batt’s allegations.

Mabanag, Vazquez, and Siapno were placed on administrative leave on July 7. Hornung remained on duty, but the fast-moving investigation would lead to the same fate for him by September. The allegations were quickly leaked to the press. The Riders became an instant scandal comparable to the Los Angeles Police Department’s Rampart Division saga of evidence planting, brutality, cover-up, and attempted murder by antigang officers, though it differed in key ways.

After interviewing Batt, Hewison, and some of the Riders’ victims, Madarang contacted the accused officers and directed them to appear at Internal Affairs for an interview. All declined to comply with the order. The reason for the Riders’ refusal soon became clear. As Mabanag’s attorney explained in a September 12 letter to the OPD, “I have advised my client to be insubordinate” and “not to make a statement in connection with this investigation.” Attorneys for Siapno and Hornung sent similar letters stating that their clients would not cooperate, either. Hornung’s attorney also requested assurances from the OPD that the IA case wouldn’t be used in any way to criminally prosecute Hornung. Otherwise he would advise his client to remain silent.

The Riders’ lawyers knew that the misbehavior under investigation would not only be cause for dismissal from the force but also serve as the basis for criminal charges. In the early days of the scandal, community activists and the Riders’ victims called for the officers to face trial and jail.

In late September Madarang met with prosecutors about the case. Although the Internal Affairs probe was formally separate from District Attorney Tom Orloff’s criminal investigation, so many crimes were described in the interviews and came to light through examination of evidence that it became a key building block for the prosecutors, who announced they would be filing charges.

What’s more, the DA’s office was forced to review hundreds of criminal cases, going back several years. These were cases where Mabanag, Hornung, Siapno, and Vazquez had made arrests, served as witnesses, wrote warrants or police reports, or were connected to in any way.23 Most immediately, the case against Delphine Allen was thrown out. Ultimately hundreds of cases would be dismissed or reversed due to the Riders’ misconduct.






2 NOBODY WILL LISTEN TO JERRY AMARO


To understand the corruption and brutality that Keith Batt witnessed during his seventeen days as an Oakland police officer, one has to step back and look at the entire city, its deeply rooted problems, and the dreams of its political leaders around the turn of the millennium.

As in many American cities, the 1990s were a turbulent time in Oakland. Deindustrialization and white flight ravaged its economy, starting in the 1970s and culminating in the 1980s with the bankruptcy and dissolution of several big employers, including the headquarters of the industrial metals manufacturer Kaiser Steel and the closure of factories such as the Del Monte cannery. Perhaps the biggest hit was the demise of Oakland’s retail economy. By the late 1980s, dozens of major department stores located downtown and along East Fourteenth Street, the major thoroughfare spanning East Oakland, had closed. In West Oakland, the construction of the BART commuter rail decimated Seventh Street, a historic Black business district. But these were only the most glaring examples of a citywide phenomenon: entire boulevards became galleries of empty storefronts and run-down homes filled with unemployed families cut off from the American dream.

For decades, Oakland’s leaders tried to reverse the city’s fortunes, but their efforts were futile. State and national policies that disinvested in Black and low-income communities left Oakland economically drained. Surrounded by wealth, from San Francisco’s finance and real estate sectors to the white-hot tech industry expanding in Silicon Valley, Oakland was viewed as the regional backwater.

By the time that crack cocaine arrived in the 1980s, Oakland’s social fabric was already ripping under economic pressures. Violent crime hit its apex in 1991, when 165 Oaklanders were murdered, mostly in turf wars between competing drug organizations.1 Large stretches of the West and East Oakland flatlands, where the drug trade and underground economy flourished for years in symbiosis with the Port of Oakland, military installations, and the growing logistics industry, were now home to open-air bazaars where hustlers sold crack and heroin.

Oakland voters had moved significantly to the left in the mid-1970s, when the city’s Black community united with white liberals and Latinos to overthrow the conservative Republican business community that had dominated city hall for decades. Starting in 1977, Black mayors and liberal majorities on the Oakland City Council reached a consensus that structural racism and widespread poverty could be addressed best through jobs programs. But the economic calamities affecting Oakland and other urban communities throughout the nation were simply too enormous for the city’s liberal leaders to tackle. Black power in Oakland was achieved and given a chance to change the city only at precisely the moment that the federal government began dismantling the welfare state’s Great Society programs, and at the same time that California’s white suburban voters—a solid majority—were enacting strict constitutional limits on the ability of the state and cities to raise taxes. Crime in Oakland tracked the rise in violence nationally and the steady upsurge in shootings became a crisis. By the mid-1990s, many Oakland residents, including white middle-class hills residents and low-income people of color in the flatlands, were withdrawing their support from root-cause programs offering jobs and services to the city’s poorest residents. Instead, they now gravitated toward law-and-order policies that filled prisons. This was the latest swing of the pendulum in the city’s long, contradictory political history.

Into this atmosphere came a new mayor with a familiar face: Jerry Brown, California’s governor from 1975 to 1983 and a two-time presidential contender. The son of Edmund “Pat” Brown, the state’s liberal Democratic governor in the 1960s who built its massive water systems and expanded the University of California, Jerry grew up in San Francisco and adopted some of his hometown’s midcentury eccentricity. He started out wanting to be a priest, but, upon leaving the seminary, decided to become an attorney instead. Then he embraced his father’s profession, but with greater ambition.

Brown’s first successful political campaign was for California secretary of state, and he established his reputation as a principled reformer. Mercurially, he ran for governor in 1974 and won. His administration peeled away from the rock-ribbed social conservatism of his predecessor, Ronald Reagan. The media portrayed him as a young radical with progressive visions for the future. He earned the nickname “Governor Moonbeam” after floating the idea that California should form its own NASA-like space exploration agency and starting a short-lived agency, the Office of Appropriate Technology, geared toward the technical aspects of a transition toward a greener, space-age future.2 But Brown’s star fell after he unsuccessfully ran for president as a left-liberal alternative to the centrist Democrat Jimmy Carter in 1976 and 1980. A failed Senate campaign and another reach for the presidency in 1992 seemed to be the nails in Brown’s political coffin.

While he was in the political wilderness in the early and mid-1990s, Brown made the unlikely move from San Francisco’s Pacific Heights neighborhood, a bastion of wealth, power, and privilege fit for political royalty, to blue-collar Oakland. It was a seemingly improbable embrace given by one of California’s most celebrated native sons to a city that had become synonymous with high rankings on the FBI’s annual violent crime index.

Whatever his original reasons, Brown’s relocating to Oakland soon became the seed of a new campaign by a canny politician to rebrand himself as more in touch with the problems afflicting a working-class, postindustrial city. Years later, Brown told interviewers he picked Oakland for his political metamorphosis because it was away from the media spotlight and scrutiny of larger stages such as Los Angeles. From his $1.3 million work-live loft in the city’s Jack London district, which included a studio, auditorium, and rooftop garden, Brown hosted a weekly show, We the People, on Berkeley’s independent radical radio station KPFA-FM. The building also served as the hub for his We the People nonprofit, which promoted free-spirited lectures on everything from Tibetan monasticism to nuclear abolition. Brown’s identity morphed again, and he became a quirky leftist thinker who jogged Lake Merritt, practiced Tai Chi, and held conversations with the likes of author Gore Vidal and Ivan Illich, the theologian and philosopher known for his critique of education.

His political ambitions soon reemerged. In 1998 Brown confirmed rumors and announced his campaign for mayor of Oakland. At first, he ran on the progressive, environmentally minded ideals that he and his intellectual coterie had developed through his nonprofit and radio show. Oakland could be an ecopolis, Brown proposed, a Mediterranean-style sustainable city of greenery and low-emissions transit, alternative energy, recycling, and biointensive urban food gardens. Brown described Oakland as a “place of hope.” Progressives, who controlled the city’s influential local Democratic Party and progressive clubs, ate up his message and mobilized for him in droves.3

Brown’s manifesto, written by several college professors, promised: “In place of quantitative economic growth that rewards the few and impoverishes the many, Oakland Ecopolis substitutes environmentally benign sustainable development that enriches the social lives of the body politic and enlarges the public treasure of the commonwealth.”4

But as the candidate toured Oakland and spoke with voters, his ecotopian message did not resonate. Many Oaklanders prodded Brown about decades-old problems: jobs, housing, crime. He absorbed these conversations and the fears many conveyed to him about street violence and the drug trade.5 For much of the twentieth century, Oakland’s leaders, mostly white Republicans, had addressed crime by putting more police on the streets. And crime had been lower before the 1990s. However, conservatives had run the city at the peak of postwar prosperity, before heavy industry withered away, mass white flight, and the explosion of the crack cocaine trade. Now the economy was in tatters. Residents had lived through two decades of Black mayors and Black-led city councils that proved powerless to stop the economic collapse while the violence metastasized.

In an interview with historians from the University of California, Berkeley, two decades after his successful first run for mayor, Brown acknowledged that his initial green dreams for Oakland fell flat. “There were a lot of these ideas,” he reflected. “When you try to apply them to the world of teachers unions, highway construction, prisons, the budget, the tax system, Medi-Cal [California’s safety net health insurance program], then it becomes quite a gap between these ideas.”6

Ever the nimble politician, Brown didn’t try to bridge this gap. Instead, he quickly abandoned his leftist agenda and ran on a program that had already worked for a generation of Democrats in the 1990s, especially the current president of the United States, Bill Clinton. Brown decided he’d be even tougher on crime than Republicans and would emphasize neoliberal economic development whereby the government spurred the private sector to create growth that would trickle down. His own family background hinted at this pro-police turn: Brown’s paternal grandfather had been a captain in the San Francisco Police Department, while his father served as San Francisco’s district attorney prior to winning the governor’s office in 1958.7

Voters, ready for a change, and possibly starstruck by the local involvement of a national politician, gave Brown a mandate with 59 percent of the vote. In January 1999 he took office. The new mayor conspicuously signaled his metamorphosis by hosting $500-per-ticket events at which he would praise real estate developers and their lawyers and assure them they’d soon be able to invest comfortably in a future downtown Oakland where ten thousand future residents would live in yet-to-be-built sparkling apartment towers with hip nightlife and chic restaurants on every corner.

But it was Brown’s approach to public safety that was most abrasive and decoupled from the philosophies he’d espoused just a few years before on his KPFA radio show. The new mayor advocated NYPD-style quality-of-life policing that targeted street-level drug dealing, homelessness, and petty crime. William Bratton, the reactionary, data-obsessed commissioner of the New York City Police Department in the mid-1990s, consulted with Brown on Oakland’s crime problem, meeting with him in a Jack London Square hotel in March 1999. At this “crime strategy retreat,” Brown set the agenda by telling attendees that his election was “an expression of discontent” from voters and that Oakland needed to drastically change its crime fighting strategy. “I was reading a speech by Martin Luther King last evening,” Brown said. “In the speech, he spoke about there being a time for gradualism and times that call for swift change. There has to be a shift in our paradigm, and it is the opposite of gradualism.”8

At neighborhood meetings, Brown, carrying crime stats fresh from the police department’s analysts in his shirt pocket, rattled off numbers of shootings, homicides, and arrests. Where he had once railed on his radio show against the “prison industrial complex” as a punitive means of removing “capitalism’s losers” from society, as mayor he not only advocated arresting people, even for low-level drug possession charges, but even personally reported a drug user and had the woman arrested.9

Brown also took his neoliberal, clean-up-the-streets politics to a wider audience, currying favorable press in national publications at opposite ends of the ideological spectrum, such as the archconservative City Journal that had cheerled Mayor Rudy Giuliani’s militarized Disneyfication of New York City, and the Nation, a left-wing magazine founded by abolitionists in the mid-nineteenth century.10

The new mayor’s pro-police agenda rattled Black leaders who had worked hard in the 1980s and 1990s to try to temper the OPD and bring about a modicum of trust between the department and Black and Latino residents.

During Brown’s first year in office, the Reverend J. Alfred Smith, an influential activist who led one of the city’s biggest African American churches, asked at a protest outside the mayor’s home, “Is Oakland going the way of New York under Giuliani, and does that mean we’re going to face what’s going on in New York City right now?”11 In February 1999 four New York City policemen mistook a West African immigrant named Amadou Diallo for a suspected rapist and shot at him forty-one times outside a Bronx apartment building. The cops believed the twenty-three-year-old was reaching for a weapon, when, in fact, he was unarmed—Diallo was taking out his wallet. The massive local protests that followed ultimately led to the disbanding of the elite Street Crime Unit responsible for his murder and exposed the broader systemic brutality by NYPD officers marching to the tune of Giuliani’s crime reduction mandate. At the same time, Brown was busy giving his police department the go-ahead to assemble specialized teams to crack down on street crimes.

Brown boosted the agency’s budget by 22 percent his first year and hired fifty-six new officers. He also ordered Police Chief Joseph Samuels to permit more aggressive tactics.12 While the OPD was certainly accused of more than a few abuses in the mid-1990s, Samuels, the city’s first Black chief, was politically accountable to a Black mayor, Elihu Harris, Brown’s predecessor. Harris was a pro-business moderate and not at all a police critic, but his main constituents, the city’s Black voters, asked for clear limits on police tactics that had prevented some abuses and helped smooth things over when an incident of aggression did surface. Brown’s election signaled not only the end of an era of Black leadership but equally an end to any restraints on the OPD. Not long into his first term, Brown forced Samuels out of the job after the chief pushed back on the force’s new direction.13

Having ditched the “ecopolis,” Brown adopted a new slogan: he was running a “campaign against crime and grime,” and he spoke about public safety in terms of zero tolerance and numbers.

In his inauguration speech, he told Oaklanders, “Crime and disrespect for the rights of others won’t be tolerated. By the time we get finished, there’ll be a lot less crime in Oakland than in Walnut Creek.” This drew a militant cheer from the audience in the Paramount Theatre.14 The new mayor went on to say, “We need to bring down crime significantly. We need to develop numerical targets and timetables for the reduction of crime.”15

Among these numerical targets were arrests of drug users and dealers, the kind of arrests the Riders excelled at making, albeit often in extralegal fashion. This was the context in which the Riders emerged. They were by no means a “rogue” squad. Others in the department became equally aggressive upon Brown’s takeover of city hall. Like the Riders, these officers would commit heinous acts of violence and deception. One case stands out among the cacophony of misconduct for its brutality and callousness. But unlike the Riders scandal, this incident would remain a secret for nearly a decade.



It was March 23, 2000, and thirty-six-year-old Jerry Amaro was looking to get high. Amaro wasn’t a violent person, but because he was addicted to heroin and crack, he was one of the “criminals” Brown had sworn to run out of town. Amaro lived with his mother and sister and supported them through a series of odd jobs. His father had suffered mental health issues after he was discharged from the military, and his mother had similar psychological problems that made it difficult for her to handle her finances and raise her kids. As a result, Amaro was effectively the caretaker of his fifteen-year-old sister, Stephanie. He’d kept her fed and clothed, helped her with schoolwork, and encouraged her to pursue her education.

But this evening, Amaro wasn’t thinking about his family. He was cruising on a red Schwinn Sting-Ray bicycle past sidewalks that dealers frequented, including side streets along Seventy-Third Avenue, deep in Oakland’s eastern neighborhoods. On Holly Street, Amaro spotted several Black men standing around in a businesslike manner. One was wearing a dark puffy jacket; the other, a hooded sweatshirt. He approached them, parlayed, and bought some crack cocaine.

Unbeknownst to Amaro, the men he’d just scored from—Eric Karsseboom, Clifford Bunn, and Marcel Patterson—were undercover cops from one of the OPD Crime Reduction Teams. This particular CRT had set out that afternoon to run reverse narcotics stings: fishing expeditions to lure in drug users, sell them a fake bag of rock or a bump of heroin in a balloon, and then arrest them. CRTs and similar specialized units were newly energized under the leadership of Brown and Chief of Police Richard Word. Arrest as many people as possible, they’d been told. Disrupt the drug trade at all levels. Take back the streets. Users were the lowest-hanging fruit. Easy arrests, quick stats.

Lieutenant Edward Poulson led the operation. Despite his rank, Poulson lacked street experience. He’d mostly held administrative jobs and put in a stint in Internal Affairs before his promotion. He’d never even worked, let alone supervised, a drug sting using plainclothes officers before. What’s more, several of the officers on his team were inexperienced rookies. Even his undercovers were relatively new. The most seasoned officer, Marcel Patterson, had just two years with the OPD.16

Poulson did not plan the operation ahead of time. Instead, he ran it on the fly. His undercovers, dressed as exaggerated dope boys in sagging pants, oversized hooded sweatshirts, and plenty of bling, put down roots on the sidewalk, waiting for customers. Meanwhile, a uniformed arrest team lurked in a van nearby, prepared to rush in and make arrests as soon as the signal was given. Poulson also ordered his undercover cops to participate in arrests, a decision that had dangerous consequences because then they’d be perceived as “jacking,” or robbing, people. The lieutenant may have settled on such a plan because in addition to arresting drug buyers, the officers wanted to recover the fake drugs before they might be tossed or swallowed, and uniformed cops often arrived too late to do this. Many of these decisions contravened OPD policy, but officers and high-ranking supervisors alike routinely ignored department rules. This, according to Poulson, was also an “experimental program” to boost drug busts.17

Perhaps his most significant decision was to personally participate in the arrests. Being part of the three-person squad tasked with grabbing and cuffing suspects meant that the inexperienced lieutenant would have to get physical, thus impairing his ability to properly supervise his team.

It was Amaro’s bad luck to walk into this trap. As soon as he took the drugs and handed over his cash, the arrest team piled out of the van and chased him.18 Poulson and two officers, rookies Roland Holmgren and Tai Peña, just six months out of the most recent police academy, caught up with the suspect. Amaro may not have even known that the people rushing toward him were police; after all, they were disguised as drug dealers.19 Amaro lost hold of his bicycle and was tackled to the ground, landing painfully across the curb, half on the sidewalk and half in the street. Holmgren and Peña pinned the man against the concrete by kneeling on his back and restraining his legs, while other officers—either the undercovers Patterson or Bunn, or Poulson, who was uniformed, or all three of them—kicked Amaro in the ribs and punched him in the face.20 As Holmgren, a lanky Marine Corps veteran, restrained him on the ground, he felt his detainee’s “body jolt” from a series of blows.21

Witnesses later recalled seeing Amaro pinned by a “rat pack” of cops, pummeled and kicked while curled up in a defensive posture. After the beating, the cops hauled him off to a squad car and dumped him—bleeding from the nose and mouth and crying in pain—into the back seat.22

“Why did you slam me?” Amaro asked the cops.

“You slammed me first,” one of them replied. When Amaro complained about pain to his ribs, Lieutenant Poulson lifted up the man’s T-shirt, looked at his torso, and replied, “You look fine to me.”23

Tim Murphy had been arrested earlier that night in the same sting operation, thrown to the ground and pummeled so forcefully that his dentures were dislodged. He was already sitting in the patrol car when Amaro was stuffed into the back seat next to him. Murphy, who hadn’t been hurt as badly, noticed that Amaro was in pain.

“Serious, man, I’m having difficulty breathing, it’s hard for me to breathe,” Amaro said, his voice rasping audibly. “I think you guys broke my ribs.”24

The two uniformed officers in the front seats, who hadn’t been involved in the arrest, also noticed Amaro’s distress. Amaro immediately began asking to see a doctor as Steven Nowak and Mark Battle drove them away from the arrest scene to a nearby street, stopped, and searched the pair for drugs, weapons, or contraband the arresting officers may have missed. The entire time, Amaro repeated his plea to see a doctor. Nowak and Battle told him it could be arranged, but it would delay his booking into a jail and result in him being held in custody longer.

After completing their search, Nowak and Battle drove their prisoners back to Holly Street, where yet another drug buyer had been tricked, tackled, and cuffed. Poulson’s team deposited this man, James Garry, into the cramped back seat of the car alongside Amaro and Murphy.

Garry had been “trying to cop a dime bag of hop [heroin]” and had also been beaten, but his injuries weren’t serious. He looked over at Amaro, who was crying out in pain and sweating profusely. Even though he feared Amaro might have some sort of illness, Garry, who had slipped out of his plastic flexicuffs, wiped the perspiration off Amaro’s brow out of pity.25 He felt there was no way the officers couldn’t have known their prisoner was in desperate need of help. Murphy felt the same. Years later, when attorneys interviewed him about that night, he contended that Amaro was “screaming for medical attention” and “hobbling like a horse,” adding, “Ray Charles could have seen he was beat up.”26

As the police were loading Garry into another car, Murphy noticed something else concerning. Like Amaro, Murphy had ridden his bicycle up to the undercover officers, believing them to be peddling drugs, and was pulled off the bike and tackled. He saw one of the undercover officers now riding his bike playfully, and a second undercover having fun with Amaro’s Schwinn. Murphy didn’t know it, but OPD rules were that the bikes should have been impounded. Instead, the undercovers basically stole them.

As they were leaving, Murphy appealed to the two officers once more to help Amaro, but they’d lost interest in the prisoners’ welfare. “If you don’t be quiet, you’ll end up in worse shape,” one of them threatened.

Amaro, who was booked into a cell in the North County Jail, an imposing beige tower attached to the Wiley Manuel Courthouse and OPD headquarters by a series of skybridges, continued to complain about chest pain. One jailer noted in his intake report that Amaro said his ribs hurt and that the police had beaten him up.27 But this was a common complaint, one that police and jailers often brushed off. Later that night, a jail nurse examined him, but she claimed she found no visible sign of injury, and so she gave Amaro only a mild over-the-counter pain reliever, ibuprofen, and sent him back to his cell. The next day, after another sick call, a nurse wrote that Amaro had “pain in back of neck, ribs, and chest,” and they noted some swelling on the right side of his rib cage. They gave him another 200-milligram ibuprofen pill.

During sick calls over the next several days, Amaro kept telling jail nurses that his chest was aching and that he’d been beaten by the cops who arrested him. Still, all he was offered was the ibuprofen. Murphy, who was bunking in the same cell, pitied him and recognized the poor treatment. Some mornings, Amaro couldn’t raise himself out of his bunk and make it to lunch and dinner, so Murphy and others snuck sandwiches back to him.

Amaro and the others were eventually transported to Alameda County’s massive Santa Rita Jail in Dublin, where they were separated. Five days after his arrest, Jerry Amaro was finally released. Though still in pain, he managed to visit his mother, Geraldine Montoya, at her home in East Oakland’s Sobrante Park neighborhood. He told her he’d been beaten by OPD officers. Geraldine, seeing the bruising on her son’s face and other parts of his body, was worried about him, but Jerry told her he’d get help.

Still racked with pain weeks after the incident, Amaro finally went to a clinic on April 18. X-rays revealed that he had five broken ribs, one of which had punctured his right lung, causing it to fill with bloody fluid and collapse. The clinic doctor told Amaro that he needed to go to a hospital immediately, but Jerry had other things to do first, such as pick up his paycheck and handle other personal business. He took a copy of the X-ray and his medical file and put them in a small stack of documents that included his arrest report, carrying these around town in a manila envelope the next couple days.

Two nights later, Amaro showed up at Gilbert Becerra’s home in rough shape, asking his friend if he could spend the night there. He was displaying worrisome symptoms, including shortness of breath. Becerra told him he could sleep on a mattress in the basement.

The next morning, his friend found Amaro in an agonized pose, crouched on his knees, motionless, his body cold, with blood trailing out of his nose and mouth. Becerra called the police.

Amaro might have injected heroin that night to dull his agony—hypodermic needles and other drug paraphernalia were found next to his body. He also had a weakened immune system due to being HIV positive. But his drug addiction and the virus were not the cause of death. An autopsy would determine that Jerry Amaro had died of pneumonia caused by his collapsed lung and broken ribs.28



OPD homicide investigators Sergeants Gus Galindo and Derwin Longmire were sent to the friend’s home in Oakland’s San Antonio neighborhood to look into what was being categorized as a suspicious death. The detectives stepped under crime scene tape in front of the little yellow house and walked down a steep driveway to the back, where an exterior door opened into the small basement. Inside they saw Amaro’s corpse on the mattress, legs bent at the knees, arms bent at the elbows, blood on his face. Jerry’s friend offered immediately that before he died, Amaro told him about being beaten by police in East Oakland. Evidence to back this up was readily available to Galindo, who took lead on the case. Near Amaro’s body was his manila envelope containing his medical and arrest records.

Galindo spent the rest of the day piecing together Amaro’s case. He made swift progress.

A records check showed that Jerry Amaro had been arrested a month before in Lieutenant Ed Poulson’s sting operation, but the arrest reports were written by Eric Karsseboom, the undercover who sold Amaro crack, and Steven Nowak, who drove him away in the patrol car. Critically, both reports made no mention of Amaro having been struck by police. Not one report mentioned Amaro’s requests for medical attention.29

Galindo called Poulson as well as Acting Lieutenant Mike Yoell, who worked in the same area and supervised several of the officers involved in the sting operation. The sergeant asked the two men to come to his Homicide Division office and brief him about what happened on the night in question.30

Poulson told Galindo it was a simple buy-bust operation. Amaro resisted arrest and was restrained, but no one struck him. The lieutenant’s statement contradicted not only what the victim’s friend had said but also the X-rays that Galindo now had. Soon the homicide investigator would uncover more evidence that the police were at fault.

After meeting with Poulson and Yoell, Galindo called the physician who’d examined Amaro, Angelica Green. She recounted how Amaro had come to her clinic in obvious distress, and she diagnosed his fractured ribs and collapsed lung. Dr. Green also related that the patient had told her he’d been beaten by cops. Next, Galindo interviewed one of the jailers to whom Amaro had complained about his shattered ribs. Same story: he’d told the jailer that OPD officers had kicked him in the side and that he needed a doctor.31

By four in the afternoon, Galindo and Longmire were driving across town to Seventy-Third Avenue and Holly Street, the scene of the sting operation. Several other OPD sergeants were already there canvassing door to door, asking residents if they’d seen police beat up anyone. One witness, Laureen White, told the officers that she’d heard a scuffle from her second-floor apartment and looked down just in time to see a “Hispanic male” struggling with two undercover officers and at least two uniformed officers during what she knew was an undercover operation. The undercover officers punched the man, she said.

Galindo now had a wealth of information pointing toward Poulson’s sting operation as having caused Amaro’s death. But the sergeant’s next move wasn’t what a competent investigator would do under the circumstances. Instead of confronting Poulson with the numerous contradictory statements and evidence that impeached his version of events, Galindo and Longmire drove to Geraldine and Louis Montoya’s house late that afternoon. The Montoyas, who weren’t yet aware that Jerry was dead, greeted the officers and stepped into their front yard, where Galindo broke the tragic news to them. However, he concocted a wholly fictional account of how Jerry died, saying that he was killed “in the street” during a gang fight over drugs.32

There was no evidence in Galindo’s chronological report, or anywhere in the investigative file, to support this claim.

Geraldine grew suspicious immediately. Her son had shown her his wounds and told her that the police had beaten him. And on April 18, after seeing Dr. Green, he shared his X-rays with his mother and his sister, telling them that he intended to sue the Oakland Police Department for excessive use of force. The Montoyas told Galindo that his account of Jerry’s death was wrong and that he needed to look closer at the police’s involvement.

As Louis Montoya recalled later, “It appeared that Sergeant Galindo did not want to hear this and continued to insist that my stepson had been killed as a result of gang or drug activity.”33 According to the Montoyas, Galindo even became angry and yelled at Geraldine to “stop talking about the police involvement!” Then he ordered her to get into his car alone with him to make a statement.34 The content of the ensuing conversation remains a mystery. Although Galindo recorded it, the tape was never provided to the Montoyas or anyone else, including the authors, who obtained files about the case through a lawsuit.35

Geraldine, hysterical and sobbing that night, wouldn’t remember much about the upsetting encounter many years later, but she would recall forever how Galindo’s actions that afternoon set in motion the OPD’s stonewalling to prevent her from finding out the truth.

As for Sergeant Galindo, even though he’d adamantly tried convincing the Montoyas to dismiss the idea that the police had killed their son, his investigation zeroed in on Poulson’s squad and revealed evidence of a cover-up in the making.

Two days after Amaro’s death, Galindo conducted a lengthier interview with witness Laureen White. She retold the same story as before, but in more detail, describing the two undercover cops punching Amaro.

Perhaps the most damning account—one that implicated Poulson directly—came from another friend of Amaro’s, Anthony Gonzales. There had been a party at a house just around the corner from where the buy-bust operation was set up. Gonzales said that shortly after Amaro left the party, several guests arrived saying that Jerry had “got beat up pretty bad by the police” down the street. About ten days later, Gonzales randomly saw Amaro hobbling along with a bicycle—not his Schwinn, but a cheaper ten-speed. Gonzales offered to give his friend a ride in his truck, but “Amaro couldn’t even lift the bike up” to put it in the truck.

“I asked him, ‘Hey, man, what happened to you?’ And he goes, ‘I got beat up by the OPD, man.’ ” According to Gonzales, Amaro’s face “looked kind of messed up,” and he had a “nasty bruise” on his side. “He said when he was handcuffed, they were picking him up off the ground, and this one police officer came and booted him in the ribs.”36

That same afternoon, Galindo also obtained Amaro’s complete medical records with a search warrant. Another doctor at the clinic where Dr. Green had seen Jerry told the detective that the man said he’d been struck by the police. Over the next several weeks, other witnesses to the sting operation came forward to say that they’d seen the police tackle and beat arrestees. One of them, Theresa Batts, would later tell the police that she saw the narcotics unit take several other men into custody that evening in similar fashion, by “bum-rushing” them. The arrests, not uncommon in that rough area of East Oakland, shocked Batts because of their excessive violence. She would later tell investigators that one man, perhaps Amaro, was tackled so hard that you could hear his body hit the ground. The sharp noise may have been Amaro’s ribs cracking as he was slammed into the concrete.

On April 25 Poulson and his squad arrived at the OPD’s Homicide Section for interviews. It was routine for officers to be interviewed by homicide detectives after they’d killed someone in the line of duty, usually right after a fatal shooting. The outcome of these interviews had always seemed preordained, with homicide detectives virtually always clearing their fellow officers. However, it was less common for cops to be interviewed about a death that had taken place weeks before. And rarely were so many officers potentially culpable for one fatality.

Several homicide investigators helped Galindo interview the officers. He, Longmire, and Lieutenant Paul Berlin, head of the Homicide Section, questioned Karsseboom about the fateful evening the month before. The undercover cop told them he sold the rocks to Amaro and then two uniformed arrest team officers “jogged” to make the arrest. Amaro spotted them, ran, and the officers “tackled” him. Karsseboom claimed he saw the two uniformed cops “wrestling”—his word—with Amaro, but he did not see anyone throw punches or kick him.

An hour and a half later, the same three homicide investigators sat down with Poulson in an interview room. Poulson told a similar story, which Galindo later summarized in his homicide report: “Amaro was forced to the ground,” and he “did not strike Amaro,” nor did he see anyone else hit him. All the officers repeated that same detail: they didn’t hit Amaro, and they didn’t see anyone hit him. Their memories and perceptions were all equally blurry during the moments that Amaro was tackled and cuffed. Their recollections echoed the Riders’ reports. No officer ever seemed to see another officer use force. Poulson and the officers were thanked and returned to work at the Eastmont Substation on Seventy-Third Avenue.

Alarmingly, the next day, Galindo was called into a meeting with Lieutenant Berlin. In the room were Sergeant Mike Reilly and Lieutenant Mike Yoell, two older cops who commanded squads out of the Eastmont Substation alongside Poulson. Reilly, Yoell, and Berlin told Galindo that some of the officers he’d interviewed the previous day were being less than truthful. “They may change their story,” the three commanders said. But the sergeant would never follow up on this tip. The following day, Galindo was sent to brief Richard Word about the unfolding situation. The chief listened but then ordered him to forward his report to Internal Affairs.

Galindo never called Poulson and his squad back in for second interviews. There was never any attempt by the OPD to call out the officers for lying and seek the truth about Amaro’s killing.

On May 1 Galindo presented the case to Alameda County deputy district attorney Sandy Quist, a senior prosecutor who had been described as one of District Attorney Tom Orloff’s “right hands” partly because of her role in cases with major political implications. Based on Galindo’s incomplete investigation, Quist determined the Amaro case involved no foul play.37

But suspicions about Amaro’s death within the Oakland Police Department itself were not laid to rest with the closing of the criminal case. Rumors began swirling through the ranks that Poulson had walked into Eastmont the night of the operation bragging about kicking an arrestee during a buy-bust, and that the man had subsequently died. Another rumor had it that Officers Patterson and Karsseboom delivered the blows that would later kill Amaro.38

But while the Internal Affairs case got under way, key evidence from the Amaro homicide investigation disappeared mysteriously from police records, including his X-rays, his booking photos from jail, and witness Laureen White’s written statement.39 What followed was a Gordian knot of an IA investigation that plumbed new depths in the corrupt, politicized, backstabbing, old boy culture of the Oakland Police Department. The truth, and a shred of justice for Amaro’s family, would not emerge for almost a decade.



Yoell and Reilly, the East Oakland supervisors who tried to push Galindo’s homicide investigation forward by telling him about the apparent lies the officers were telling, weren’t through trying to expose the truth. The killing and cover-up bothered Reilly for several reasons. He’d been preparing his own reverse drug sting for the same night of March 23, when Poulson pulled rank and told him to stay at Eastmont and file paperwork for the squad. The lieutenant said he’d take over and work with “my guys tonight.” This unsettled Reilly because he was unsure how much experience Poulson had with buy-bust operations—and Poulson was pulling some of the officers under Sergeant Reilly’s command into the sting. Poulson had only recently been put in charge of the Crime Reduction Team that Reilly ran on a daily basis.40 Within the department, Poulson had a reputation as a well-connected administrator. He was anything but a seasoned street cop, let alone a narcotics officer.

Yoell and Reilly decided to come forward and tell Paul Berlin about the apparent lies Poulson and his squad were telling after Reilly was approached by one officer who took part in the buy-bust. The officer told Reilly in confidence that Poulson may have kicked Amaro.41 Based on this, Reilly and Yoell called in Officer Marcel Patterson, one of the undercovers, for a meeting on April 26. They’d picked him for a one-on-one because he was the officer with the most street experience and therefore would be most likely to be able to influence the others who’d lied to cover for Poulson and whoever else may have kicked or punched Amaro.

In Reilly’s office in the cramped, dingy Eastmont Substation, Patterson listened nervously as the sergeant told him that the Homicide Unit did not believe the accounts of any of the cops who’d taken Amaro into custody. “The homicide investigators think that you’re all a bunch of liars and that you need to go in there, and someone needs to fess up to hitting this guy,” Reilly said bluntly.42

This was Patterson’s first conversation with anyone outside his arrest team about Jerry Amaro. Reilly’s patient line of questioning and rapport with Patterson, who was reticent to admit anything had gone wrong, shook loose enough information for Yoell to determine that serious misconduct had taken place and that Poulson was likely to try to shift blame for Amaro’s death onto his subordinates.43

Immediately after speaking with Patterson, Yoell and Reilly drove downtown to police headquarters and met with Lieutenant Berlin in Homicide. They informed him that there were problems with the circumstances around Amaro’s arrest and death.44 Yoell and Reilly, who were no strangers to street violence and excessive-force complaints themselves, told Berlin that “the whole truth” of the incident had not come out.

These attempts to crack the code of silence couldn’t be pursued in secret. Poulson, the last officer to be interviewed by Homicide on April 25, soon caught wind that his account wasn’t being accepted as the truth. As the hours ticked by, the lieutenant began to feel increasingly uncomfortable with his interview.

On April 26, while Yoell and Reilly were downtown briefing Berlin on the situation, Poulson, who was off duty, paged Patterson and Bunn.45 This was barely a half hour after Patterson’s sit-down with Reilly and Yoell.46 Poulson drove from his suburban home to the Eastmont Substation and convened a risky emergency meeting with his two subordinates—but not inside. The trio walked around the building to a secluded spot “in the cut” near a line of waste bins, where they could speak privately.47

Both Bunn and Patterson were perplexed: they’d never been summoned to a meeting like this by their supervisor, who was on his day off. “This is Ed speaking,” Poulson said, adding that he wished he could have this friendly man-to-man conversation “over a couple of beers.”48 The workback on the Amaro investigation, he told Bunn and Patterson, would continue to drag on, they would have to “ride it,” but everything would be fine. In the lieutenant’s opinion, there was no use of excessive force, and he had no regrets about how the operation went. He told his subordinates—in that same chummy tone—that they should “tell the truth” about what happened and the “K-4” (use of force) investigation was entirely unnecessary.

Toward the end of the one-sided conversation, Poulson mentioned that he would be taking time off to study for the captain’s exam, and that both Bunn and Patterson should consider his future position in the department.49

“You be loyal to me, and I’ll be loyal to you,” Poulson told them. Patterson thought that the lieutenant was implying that if he got promoted, his two subordinates would be in a better position to get favorable days off or overtime assignments. Bunn’s reaction to this encounter was stronger: for him, Poulson’s remarks were an inappropriate attempt to influence the Amaro investigation and to cover for their supervisor’s misconduct in exchange for preferential treatment.50

Just then, Reilly and Yoell, returning from their downtown powwow with Paul Berlin, pulled into the Substation parking lot. They spotted Poulson, in civilian clothes, huddled with Bunn and Patterson, and immediately grew suspicious.

“Whoa, what do you think’s going on?” Reilly said to Yoell.

“I don’t know, but go get your guys,” Yoell replied. “I’m going to talk to Ed.”

Yoell caught Poulson’s eye and waved him over to his car. Poulson came over and sat in the front passenger seat while Reilly walked back into Eastmont with his subordinates, Patterson and Bunn.

“Hey, Ed, I know what’s going on, and I know what you did,” Yoell told his colleague bluntly. “You need to take accountability for this.” He warned Poulson that the meeting with Bunn and Patterson reeked of a cover-up.51

Poulson stared at Yoell blankly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he replied before getting out of the car and walking away across the parking lot.52



If Lieutenant Poulson was worried about being criminally prosecuted, he shouldn’t have been. When Chief Word had Sergeant Gus Galindo close the homicide case, he effectively ended any chance at holding the officers criminally liable: under California law, compelled statements during Internal Affairs interviews cannot be used in criminal investigations.53 Even so, the possible consequences of the IA case could be career ending for Poulson and other officers.

The case was assigned to Sergeant William Wallace, a twenty-seven-year veteran who joined the OPD in the late 1970s. Wallace found and interviewed several new eyewitnesses who were either unknown or never contacted by Sergeants Galindo and Longmire, including Tim Murphy, James Garry, and three other men arrested during the March 23 reverse sting. Their consistent recollections all implicated Poulson, Patterson, Bunn, Karsseboom, Holmgren, and Peña in Amaro’s death.

Wallace reinterviewed Laureen White. One detail about her underscored her credibility as a witness. White was a police supporter, one of many flatlands residents who welcomed the OPD’s aggressive presence and operations to shut down street narcotics dealing. Nevertheless, she didn’t hesitate to say that Amaro was tackled to the ground and hit by the officers.

Wallace also located Theresa Batts, the resident who saw the brutal encounter with her own eyes.

“It wasn’t no cop that stood by and watched everything. All of them had a piece of the action,” Batts recalled.54 “These people beat this man. It was no tug of war. There was no, ‘Okay, you’re under arrest, let me handcuff you’—there was none of that. The first thing they did was tackle this man; the second thing they did was starting whooping they ass.”55

But decisions from the department’s highest levels kept tamping down the investigation. In a highly unusual move that raised eyebrows among some senior OPD brass,56 Chief Word issued an order that officers would not be punished for their previous lies if they came forward to give IAD investigators a truthful account of the Amaro incident.57 Captain Anthony Rachal, who ran the Internal Affairs Division at the time, could not recall another case where such leeway was granted to officers under investigation for lying, which is a fireable offense in the OPD.58

Rachal also received a disturbing anonymous letter that spelled out a blatant attempt by Poulson to influence the outcome of the criminal probe into Amaro’s death:

“Lt. Poulson definitely did try to manipulate officers [sic] testimony. He called everyone into a room and said, this is a quote, ‘I am studying for the next captains exam, so if you are loyal to me I will be loyal to you.’ He let everyone know he would be a Captain, which also meant if he wasn’t supported, they would be going against a future Captain.”59

But the Internal Affairs Division’s investigation was limited only to the question of lies and a cover-up. IAD had received only a complaint about possible lying by officers about Amaro’s arrest, not allegations that he had been beaten so severely as to bring about his death. No OPD officers were ever investigated for a lethal instance of excessive force.

Even so, the findings were initially damning. In his final report, Wallace concluded that Poulson had failed to properly supervise the buy-bust operation, had not drawn up an operations plan in advance, signed off on reports that excluded the use of force on Amaro and three other men taken into custody that afternoon, and attempted to influence the homicide investigation by meeting with Officers Bunn and Patterson outside the Eastmont Substation. The incident, Wallace wrote, “has brought the department into disrepute.”60

The discipline recommendation for Poulson fell to Captain Ron Davis of Patrol Division, a twenty-year OPD veteran who would later run the East Palo Alto Police Department in addition to the US Department of Justice’s Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS), a government think tank that awards grant money and conducts reform-oriented trainings for police and community organizations. At the time of the incident, Davis was in charge of CRT teams in his area of East Oakland. The captain wrote a scathing confidential report summing up the Internal Affairs findings, accusing Poulson of a “blatant attempt to influence the testimony” of Bunn and Patterson, undermining the OPD’s chain of command in the Amaro investigation, concealing the victim’s injuries, and failing to properly supervise his subordinates.61 Davis added that this was not the first time Poulson had been formally cautioned about failing to report “incidents that could bring the department into disrepute.”62 Poulson did not plan for or even brief his officers prior to beginning the drug sting, and also allowed a subordinate, Karsseboom, to write and sign off on inaccurate reports for all five men arrested that day on Holly and Seventy-Third Avenue. The reports omitted any mention of force used during the arrest, which investigators confirmed through the statements of witnesses, arrestees, and even Officer Holmgren.

Davis explained his feelings about the case in a deposition taken nine years later: “Interfering with a criminal investigation and even an internal investigation in my opinion is compromising [the] integrity of the department, brings into question our ability to investigate ourselves. It just destroys public trust and confidence.”63

Davis recommended that Poulson be demoted to sergeant, in order to set an example for zero tolerance of such behavior by any member of the Oakland Police Department. He’d been considering asking Chief Word to fire Poulson for his actions, but eventually decided on the lesser penalty.64

However, Davis’s views weren’t shared by his superiors. When he went to Deputy Chief Pete Dunbar’s office to hand over a folder with his report and findings, Davis was stunned to learn that Word had already decided to give Poulson a ten-day suspension—a slap on the wrist—for his role in Amaro’s death. “When I handed my recommendation to Deputy Chief Dunbar, he basically responded to me and said, ‘Well, don’t worry about it, the chief decided to give him ten days.’ ”65

At the bottom of Davis’s report, Dunbar wrote, “Although violations are serious, I do not believe they support demotion.” Poulson received the lighter penalty and kept his rank and reputation intact—for the time being.66

Word’s decision to let Poulson off the hook surprised and angered Davis. “To make a decision without hearing the recommendations of the commander was inappropriate,” he would recall in a deposition taken nine years later.

Throughout the department, Lieutenant Poulson was known to have political connections to the very top. His best friend, Dave Walsh, was Richard Word’s chief of staff. Poulson and Walsh had served as each other’s best man at their weddings.67 The sense among senior Oakland cops in the know was that Poulson had been shielded from serious consequences by the powers that be.

When Lieutenant Yoell learned of Poulson’s light punishment, he blew his stack. A ten-day suspension for a supervisor after kicking a suspect, lying about it to Homicide and Internal Affairs, and leaning on his subordinates to cover up the misconduct was beyond the pale. Yoell called a friend in the City Attorney’s Office whose husband also happened to be an OPD captain. “I’m extremely upset about this,” Yoell told her. “I think Ed’s getting taken care of. I want you to look into this. He’s getting a ten-day suspension—and this guy died—and he tried to throw all these guys under the bus and not accept accountability for this. I want you to say something to somebody.”

As Yoell recounted years later, “And she said, ‘I’ll look into it,’ and that’s the last I ever heard of it.”68



The callous brutality of Amaro’s death and Chief Word’s decision to give Ed Poulson a pass for outrageous misconduct occurred against the backdrop of Mayor Jerry Brown’s development-driven agenda for Oakland’s economic revitalization. Brown gave his full-throated support to the police, appearing alongside Word in front of dozens of cops at lineups before their shifts, urging them to “hit the corners.”

Complaints against Oakland cops filled thick files in IA’s offices. There was nothing new about suspects telling stories of being beaten up and framed by the police, but brutality complaints had risen sharply since Brown took office in 1999. By the OPD’s own count, there were 83 complaints in all of 1998 and 154 in 2000.

But these allegations, coming mainly from Black people, many of them working-class flatlanders with prior criminal records, were easily dismissed or ignored. To OPD investigators, they were drug addicts, criminals, and unreliable witnesses. Their stories were genuinely hard to corroborate—not that IA investigators really tried. The reality was that the Oakland Police Department’s violent and corrupt officers were seen as inherently more trustworthy than their accusers.

Moreover, the OPD had its own methods for weeding out individuals who did not conform to the agency’s internal culture. Under George Hart, Oakland’s longest-serving chief of police, from 1973 to 1992, the emphasis on recruitment revolved around professionalism and building large cadres of African American officers to connect with Oakland’s most heavily policed population.69 But by the mid-1990s, the department’s new hires had begun to skew heavily toward veterans with active-duty military experience.

The main juncture for pushing out cops who wouldn’t get with the program was during their academy and field training. Aside from the punishing physical training cadets were subjected to during Hell Week in order to “weed out the weak ones,” would-be officers were bullied mercilessly if they deviated from heteronormative culture.70



Scott Hoey-Custock, a gay man and San Francisco resident who moved across the San Francisco–Oakland Bay Bridge to pursue a career at the OPD, received the full treatment during his time in its 137th academy class in 1996. The thirty-year-old was verbally and physically abused by both fellow trainees and academy instructors for his sexual orientation. During classroom instruction, he was mocked by cadets Sean Moriarty, Joseph Antonacci, and Donn Campbell, who would roll their eyes, bat their eyelids, pucker their lips, bend their wrists, and place their tongues inside their cheeks when they were near Hoey-Custock, all direct allusions to his sexuality. Campbell openly called Hoey-Custock a “stupid faggot” in a break room. During a running drill, Moriarty pummeled Hoey-Custock across his crotch with a baton, later apologizing and asking him to keep quiet in order to avoid discipline.71

The academy supervisors weren’t much better. Sergeant Dan Endaya, a weaponless-defense instructor, asked Hoey-Custock with a smirk, “Where are you from, San Francisco?” Another sergeant, Jim Martinez, told war stories of rousting “queens” engaged in sex from public bathrooms in Oakland.

Eventually the harassment proved too much. Fellow cadet Kyle Thomas filed an Internal Affairs complaint on October 11 about the abuse of Hoey-Custock from Antonacci, Moriarty, and Campbell.72 On October 14 all three trainees were placed on administrative leave pending sexual harassment allegations and kicked out of the OPD’s academy. Hoey-Custock was pulled out of class—for his “own safety,” he was told—by Sergeant Ramon Paniagua and escorted off the premises. On their way out, Paniagua apologized for the poor treatment the cadet suffered during the academy, but said there was nothing anyone could have done to make it better.

Summoning him from the classroom made it abundantly clear to his peers that he was the victim of the complaint, and he soon became known as the “snitching faggot.” The very next day, as Hoey-Custock stood in the locker room, an officer walked in and yelled, “Who’s the fucking faggot who had the trainees removed from the academy?” When Scott complained to Recruit Training Officer Mary Guttormson, who ran the academy, she replied that he would “have to develop a thicker skin.”73

Training became much more difficult from that point on. Recruits and officers alike picked up on the harassment. Sergeants Martinez and Endaya openly challenged the IAD investigation, stating, “This year’s academy is the worst class because everyone tells on one another.” In November, as the academy drew to a close, Hoey-Custock got a premonition of what was to come when he received two formal notices of subpar performance.

Then, on January 3, 1997, the OPD fired cadets Moriarty, Campbell, and Antonacci. Sergeant Paniagua pulled Hoey-Custock aside yet again and warned him that he would not receive backup from other officers in the field once he graduated from the academy, a dangerous but common retaliation within the department for officers viewed as untrustworthy.

Two days later, Martinez and Endaya flunked Scott out of the academy for failing to find brass knuckles and a butterfly knife hidden on another officer during a patdown exercise. Hoey-Custock filed a wrongful termination lawsuit spelling out his mistreatment and solicited the testimony of other officers to support his account. This included Ron Riveira, a former Marine Corps medic and jiujitsu enthusiast who’d befriended Hoey-Custock during the 137th Academy.

In his February 2001 testimony during the civil trial, Officer Riveira confirmed that, when questioned by Internal Affairs, he had supported Kyle Thomas’s allegations about the abuse Hoey-Custock endured. Riveira spoke up because Hoey-Custock should be “justly treated, just like we’re supposed to treat the citizens when we go to the streets.”74 As a result, Riveira was branded “the snitch of the 137th” and insulted to his face. Among the officers who taunted Riveira as an informant, he testified, were Chuck Mabanag and Jude Siapno, two of the Riders facing a raft of criminal charges at the time. Prior to his appearing in court, Riveira had been well accepted by the pair because of his martial arts background, even receiving an offer from Siapno to train with them for an upcoming police Olympics-type tournament called the California Police and Fire Championships.

In addition to laying out Hoey-Custock’s mistreatment in the academy, Riveira also gave a glimpse into another sordid aspect of the OPD’s internal culture: a clique of officers who, like the Riders, reveled in their physical prowess. Siapno, Mabanag, Endaya, and Martinez, along with Officer Sammy Faleafine, another weaponless-defense trainer, were allegedly part of a group called West End Law that treated him like a snitch. According to Keith Batt, Faleafine, Endaya, and Frank Uu, who all instructed his class during the academy, frequently cracked jokes about using force in the field. “I didn’t have the context to know what that meant until my two weeks in the field with some of those guys,” he recalled, noting that all three were close to Mabanag and Siapno.75

City attorneys protested vociferously, but unsuccessfully, to prevent Riveira’s testimony from being entered into the record.76 The former US Marine medic told the court that his being branded a snitch by West End Law resulted in him not receiving backup in the field, a huge safety issue in a city where firearms were plentiful and police were fired upon not infrequently.

The Riders and similar cliques were so influential and notorious within the department that even fresh academy cadets would do anything to avoid having to train with them. Batt’s close friend Kris Jenny, who stayed at the OPD for four years before joining the Napa Police Department, experienced this atmosphere firsthand.

Although Jenny had not blown the whistle on the Riders, his friendship with Batt forever tarred him within the force. When they met at the Emeryville all-night diner just days before Batt decided to quit, Jenny asked his friend not to tell him specifics about the awful things he witnessed while on patrol with the Riders because he, too, would then be required to report them to his supervisor. The very real fear, he reflected years later, was that he “could be labeled a snitch” and “might not get cover while out on the street.”77 Even less than two weeks on the job, Jenny knew the consequences for breaking the OPD’s code of silence.

As an officer, Jenny would see how fellow cops delayed their response to radioed requests to back up certain officers considered undesirable or loose-lipped. “I’d be standing with them, and they are, like, ‘I’m not going,’ or ‘I’m not in a hurry to go help them,’ ” he said years later in court testimony.78 It wasn’t long before he was on the receiving end of this slow-roll practice himself. Certain cops, he said, “had no problem looking me in the eyes, telling me they didn’t like me, and telling me I should find somebody else to work with me so they don’t have to keep calling them for cover.”79

The intimidation of recruits and young officers prompted some prospective cops to clear out as soon as possible. Chris Austria, another of Jenny’s friends in the 146th Academy, had been a fellow cadet in the Vallejo Police Department. Austria was so committed to joining the OPD that he purchased a house in Oakland. However, he made the stunning decision to quit the force before he’d even started field training. It took just one conversation with his field training officer.

The first thing the supervisor asked him was that familiar refrain “Are you a snitch?”

Chris Austria’s FTO was Officer Frank Vazquez.80
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