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To my wife, Espanola, my daughter, Marguerite, and my son, Marcus: You have given me the strength, courage, and inspiration to meet the challenges of life every day. Thank you for your unconditional love.

And to the memory of Rotea Gilford






Prologue


IN 1969 PETE TOWNSHEND of the Who produced the only album by a little-known band called Thunderclap Newman, with a song that became the group’s sole hit: “Something in the Air.” The song reached number one on the British charts and thirty-seven in America. While it may not have topped the charts in the States, the lyrics, which declared that the revolution had arrived and spoke of calling out the fomenters and handing out guns and ammo, perfectly captured the hunger for change that had become like a religion for American youth, and the growing romanticization of violence as a means to that change. The song became a fixture in popular culture and was subsequently included in the sound tracks of numerous films that wanted to capture the spirit of the era, from Easy Rider to The Strawberry Statement and The Magic Christian.

The rhythms on the ghetto streets of the Fillmore and Hunters Point in San Francisco and of West Oakland across the bay during the fall, winter, and spring of 1973 to 1974 were more akin to the funky pulse of Sly Stone, Tower of Power, and the Pointer Sisters than the feathery strains of Thunderclap Newman and “Something in the Air.” Yet the sentiment was the same, driven by the passing of the promise felt during the 1960s and the desire, as Malcolm X put it, to change the system “by any means necessary.”

This was a time when the entire world seemed caught up in a confusing maelstrom of political chaos, bloodshed, and violence. Native Americans clashed with the FBI at Wounded Knee. Chile fell to Pinochet’s fascist junta. The Yom Kippur War raged in the Middle East. Arab terrorists fired on the Athens airport, hijacked planes, took over a train in Austria, and killed schoolchildren in the Israeli town of Ma’alot. The IRA, Basque separatists, and the Red Army Faction took on the institutions of Europe while the Weather Underground, SLA, and Black Liberation Army did the same in the States. It was a time when even the president, to paraphrase Bob Dylan, had to stand naked as the scandal of Watergate swirled around him and his administration crumbled at his feet. Yet for all the mayhem plaguing the globe, nowhere seemed to be more at the center of the storm than the seven miles square that form the city of San Francisco.

For six months from October 1973 to April 1974, a string of killings that came to be known by the code name Zebra afflicted San Francisco like a curse. Though little remembered or talked about today, the Zebra murders were among the most violent and prolonged cases of domestic terrorism in the history of the United States. This was not a single catastrophic event. Rather, it was an ongoing wave of random terrorist attacks that ultimately numbered nearly two dozen in total and left fifteen dead, eight injured, a population shaken, and a major U.S. city on the brink. It was a time, sad to say, that in many ways presaged our own.

In the wake of 9/11, people in their effort to come to terms with the catastrophe reached for various parallels: Pearl Harbor, the Cuban missile crisis, the assassination of JFK. What sprang to my mind was the flood of terror that washed over San Francisco nearly thirty years earlier.

I was in the Bay Area during the Zebra murders, so I thought I knew a bit about them. By my recollection, a small, radical fringe group inside the San Francisco temple of the Nation of Islam, an organization far removed from the Nation of Islam that exists today, committed a series of attacks in what I understood to be an attempt to alienate whites from blacks and instigate a race war. As I looked further into the Zebra murders, however, I realized that all I really knew was the surface of the story, and that a deeper truth lay beyond the public face. Besides terrorism, the issue at the center of this story was racism, and two very different ways of reacting to it: you can lash out and become part of the madness, or you can struggle to keep your balance and find a purposeful, nonviolent way to fight for change.

I knew the killers chose to do the former. What I didn’t know was the story of two other men who were black and similarly outraged by racism, who chose to do the latter. And who chose the course of justice over vengeance while pursuing the very culprits behind the Zebra murders. I didn’t know about these men, Earl Sanders and Rotea Gilford, who were the first African American inspectors of Homicide in the history of the San Francisco Police Department, because their story had gone untold for thirty years.

What led me to them was a simple sense of disbelief. I had assumed that the San Francisco of 1973 must have had numerous black officers, and I couldn’t imagine that murders committed by an insular group of African Americans such as the then Nation of Islam could be solved without black policemen being deeply involved. Yet that’s exactly what the reports I read implied, with every black officer mentioned always relegated to the periphery of the action rather than positioned at the heart of it.

I decided to dig deeper. An Internet search brought up a San Francisco Chronicle article from 1995 about an African-American SFPD Homicide inspector named Earl Sanders being promoted to lieutenant, who listed the Zebra murders as one of his more famous cases. More searching revealed that Sanders had since been made an assistant chief, second-in-command of the department, and the highest-ranking black officer in the department ever. So, with little expectation of an answer any time soon, I called his office and left a message, saying I was a writer in Los Angeles and wanted to talk to him about a case called Zebra.

He returned my call that night.

What I learned was a revelation. I was right in my assumption that black officers had been involved in solving the case and bringing the killers to justice. In fact, Earl Sanders said, he and his partner, Rotea Gilford, were among the men who headed up the investigation, working as a team with Gus Coreris and John Fotinos, the two white officers who had been designated the Zebra task force’s official leaders. I was wrong, however, in my assumption that a substantial number of black officers were in the SFPD in 1973. The truth, Sanders told me, was that there were only a woeful few back then—no more than seventy-six. Not only that, but at the same time as they investigated the Zebra attacks, which clearly seemed to be racially motivated, Sanders and Gilford were fighting their own war against racism, as they took on their employers, the San Francisco Police Department, in a civil rights action designed not only to end its discriminatory policies but to forever change the face of policing in America.

That first phone call opened a door onto a story, a friendship, and a collaboration that I never expected but which have come to shape and define my life. It also opened a door onto events that, if they are examined properly, might help us to understand not only the past but also the present and perhaps the future as well.

A well-worn adage claims that history belongs to the victors. Someone close to me, however, once observed that like many aphorisms, that old saying is wrong. History belongs to those who have the opportunity to tell it — usually the victors, but sometimes others as well.

Given America’s past, it is no surprise that what goes untold about our nation’s history often has to do with the lives, accomplishments, and travails of African Americans or other minorities. Telling those stories is not just a matter of honoring the men and women who experienced them but of realizing the full complement of forces that have shaped us as individuals and as a nation, and which continue to do so to this day. To me, there can be few stories as heroic or as inspirational when it comes to the conflicts we face today as that of Earl Sanders and Rotea Gilford, who found themselves caught between racism and injustice on one side and murder and terrorism on the other, and yet who remained determined to stay true to themselves throughout it all both as African Americans and as cops.

This is their story as much as it is that of all San Franciscans who found themselves standing in the eye of a social and political maelstrom during that season at the end of 1973 and the early part of 1974 when the whole world seemed to be going insane.

Bennett Cohen 

Los Angeles
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A Motiveless Murder

“PEOPLE SAY THE DEAD DON’T SPEAK,” Earl Sanders is fond of saying with a wry, knowing smile. “But they do. If you have a body, you have a witness. And if you know how to look at that body, you know how to hear what that witness is telling you.” Standing in the autopsy room of the San Francisco Medical Examiner’s office on the cool, drizzly Monday morning of October 22, 1973, Sanders, then the most junior inspector in the San Francisco Police Department’s Division of Homicide, stared at the body of a young woman and not only heard her speak, he heard her scream.

Her name was Quita Hague. She was twenty-eight years old, with long brown hair and freckles, and even on the autopsy table you could see the pretty, girlish features that made people think she was younger than her years. But that girlishness had been mutilated by the sharp edge of what seemed to be a machete. Hack marks covered her body, neck, and face. There was no pattern to the blows. She had been struck wildly, senselessly, as if her attackers had been fueled by madness. As if they were trying to butcher her like an animal. Or worse. Animals are butchered with a purpose. Here there was none.

“That girl’s wounds screamed out hate,” Sanders recalls now, thirty years later. “Whoever cut her didn’t just cut through flesh, they cut through bone. They cut deep.”

Two days earlier, on the night of October 20, Quita and her husband of seven years, thirty-year-old Richard Hague, took a stroll down San Francisco’s Telegraph Hill, heading down toward the North Beach area that it overlooks. Richard and Quita lived at 399 Chestnut Street, just a block below where Chestnut ends, near the top of the hill. Telegraph Hill has always been San Francisco’s promontory point, a place from where the whole bay can be viewed. Today it’s known for Coit Tower, a monument built to honor the firefighters who battled the blazes that followed the 1906 earthquake. In the nineteenth century it was a semaphore station, with a huge wooden armature atop it that used flags to relay messages to ships as they came into port. Exposed to the elements, Telegraph Hill is like the city’s raised index finger, the spot of land that’s first to feel the chilling winds as they cut across the water or the damp mist of fog as it rolls onto shore.

Richard and Quita left their apartment building in the cool of the evening and headed down Chestnut toward Columbus. He was a mining engineer who worked out of the San Francisco office of a Utah oil company. She was a reporter with a small newspaper in South San Francisco. They met in Boulder, at the University of Colorado, and married while still young. Even so, there was a buoyancy about Richard and Quita that made them still seem like newlyweds. They always seemed cheerful, engaging the world with an optimism that impressed everyone who knew them, at a time when both cheerfulness and optimism were hard to come by.

The world seemed to be going mad in the fall of 1973. Chilean president Salvador Allende had just been overthrown and killed in a coup orchestrated by our own CIA. There were airplane hijackings and terror bombings in the Middle East, Africa, and Japan. The Yom Kippur War had broken out in Israel. Here in America, the old radical groups were splintering apart and turning into violent offshoots like the Weathermen and the Black Liberation Army. Just that week, the local papers had been filled with news of BLA members who had been convicted in the murder of a cop out at San Francisco’s Ingleside Station. Vice President Spiro Agnew resigned from office because of crimes committed while he served as governor of Maryland. Watergate, which first splashed across the nation’s newspapers in spring, was approaching critical mass. And on the very night that Richard and Quita Hague strolled down Telegraph Hill, Richard Nixon, in a blatant attempt to cover his backside that would become known as the Saturday Night Massacre, simultaneously fired special Watergate prosecutor Archibald Cox, Attorney General Elliot Richardson, and Deputy Attorney General William Ruckelshaus.

Like most of their friends in the hip, youthful neighborhoods of North Beach and Telegraph Hill, Quita and Richard felt shocked by what was going on in Washington. The events of that night would turn shock into outrage, setting off a chain of events that would topple Nixon’s presidency. But Quita Hague would never learn of them: another perilous chain of events was about to cut her young life short.

“I’d been in the department almost ten years by the time the Hagues were attacked. I worked in radio cars and on vice, with robbery and homicide. In nine years, you see a lot. Knifings, shootings, beatings, strangulations — pretty much any way you can kill a person, I’d seen it done. But I’d never seen anything like the wounds that cut through that young woman. They took your breath away. It was like looking at a painting that had been hacked at by some madman, the beauty torn and shredded right there in its frame.”

Sanders had applied for the SFPD in 1964 almost as an afterthought. At one time he had considered pursuing a career as an officer in the U.S. Army. Getting stationed in Georgia put him off that dream.

“I didn’t mind the idea that I might die for my country. But I minded like hell that I had to live someplace where I couldn’t buy a hamburger outside the fort, or drink from a water fountain that wasn’t marked ‘Colored.’ I figured if I was good enough to die, I was good enough to drink water or buy a hamburger, so I took a commission in the reserves instead of the regular army, headed back to San Francisco, and worked my way through college.”

By 1964 Sanders was working as a data processor with the Social Security Administration. It was his brother-in-law, Calvin Wiley, who wanted to be a cop, not Sanders. But Sanders agreed to help Calvin prepare for the entrance exam he had to take, and after doing so much studying, decided to take the test himself. Calvin didn’t do so well. The assertion by Calvin that the tests given to African Americans, both at his exam and others, were unfairly administered would become one of the lead complaints in a civil rights lawsuit that Sanders, along with other black officers, became instrumental in bringing nearly a decade later in federal court as part of their effort to end racism inside the SFPD. Yet despite that unfairness, which would ultimately be proven in court, Sanders’s score placed him third out of eight hundred applicants, including the white ones.

Sanders still wasn’t sure he wanted to be a cop.

“The Watts riots had just happened. I lived in that neighborhood for a while, before I came to San Francisco, and the fires down there tore that place up. I mean, they sent in the National Guard. And this wasn’t Mississippi or Georgia. This was California. Things were changing. The civil rights movement wasn’t just about turning the other cheek anymore. It was about striking back. I didn’t relish the notion of having to pick up a baton and face down my own people. But I’d just gotten married, and we were thinking about a family, and I’ll tell you this: the hundred and fifty dollars a month a rookie cop got back then was a hell of a raise over what I made as a data processor.”

Sanders decided to go ahead and take the required physical. Then he could decide whether or not he wanted to be a cop.

With such a high score on the written exam, Sanders’s acceptance into the SFPD should have been a given. The medical exam, however, proved far different from the written one. Up until World War II, the SFPD had been Jim Crow white. In the years that followed, that started to change. But not as much as Sanders thought.

Sanders had just been given a routine medical exam as part of being in the army reserves, so he knew he was in excellent shape. However, according to the doctor conducting the physical for the SFPD, Sanders was a washout, with a vague, unexplained medical condition that made him unacceptable. The doctor, who was not an officer himself, couldn’t resist adding a personal comment to his decree, telling Sanders that the SFPD already had enough of “your kind.”

“Until then, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be a cop or not. But after that, what I wanted didn’t matter. I had to be in the SFPD. I might have never been a cop if that doctor had signed off on my exam. But when he tried to Jim Crow me, I had to stand up to the son of a bitch. Whether I wanted to or not.”

It was a question of justice. And his desire for justice was what drove Earl Sanders more than anything else. Sanders threatened to sue the department over the unfair medical exam, demanding to be given the place in the academy that was rightfully his. What began as act of defiance led to one of the greatest loves of his life. As he puts it now, police work became “his mistress”: “Other men may spend their days chasing women, or drinking, or gambling. But for me, it’s work.”

It was his passion for police work that drew Sanders to the autopsy room on the drizzly Monday morning of October 22. Quita Hague wasn’t his case. The Homicide inspectors on call when she was killed were Dave Toschi and Bill Armstrong. Sanders and his partner, Rotea Gilford, were working the part of their rotation that called on them to investigate old cases, not take on new ones.

There were eight two-man teams in the SFPD’s Division of Homicide in 1973. Each team spent one full week on call, twenty-four hours a day. Every murder that occurred inside the city during that time was theirs. The next seven weeks were spent investigating those new cases, along with the cases they had that were still unsolved. Any involvement in cases outside your own was voluntary. But Sanders was the sort of cop who could never resist an opportunity to learn. In fact, he so diligently studied the latest developments in police work that the older, more experienced Gilford took to calling him School. Or, as Sanders puts it today, Po’ School.

“That’s what he called me. Gil was never one to study. Never took the test for sergeant or lieutenant. Working cases was enough for him. So he’d look at me bent over my books, laugh, and call me Po’ School. But that was the only way I knew to get better. Learn everything I could. Everything.”

When it came to involving himself in cases other than his own, Sanders only asked himself two questions: Could he learn something, and could he help? If the answer was yes to either, he’d be there. Without a second thought.

The impetus to be present at Quita Hague’s autopsy stemmed from a gathering Sanders had attended in Oakland on October 16. The speaker at the meeting of the recently formed California Homicide Investigators Association, where investigators from over twenty-five law enforcement agencies across the state were in attendance, was an officer from southern California who talked about what he called a new surge of “motiveless killings” that had been plaguing the West Coast. It wasn’t clear whether these killings were actually connected, but all were marked by surprising brutality, with victims often butchered by ax- or machete-like blades, and by an apparent lack of motive.

When Sanders heard about the Hague killing, he immediately thought of that speech. So a little after dawn the following Monday, he got up even earlier than usual so he could attend the autopsy, showering and starting to dress while it was still dark. Dressing was a ritual for Sanders, an act of preparation he took quite seriously. To Sanders, dressing well was part of the job. With his background in the military, he looked at a suit as a uniform — the better the suit, the higher the rank. The least he could do, Sanders figured, was look better than the crooks. So whenever he and Gilford got overtime checks, instead of banking them, they’d head straight to the Roos Brothers clothing store on Market Street, hand them over to an old saleswoman there they trusted, and pick out clothes until the checks were gone. It was, as Sanders says, “the price of doing business.”

Even though Sanders was hurrying on the morning of the twenty-second, he still took the time to get his attire right, fastening cuff links onto a clean, pressed shirt and fitting a neatly creased silk handkerchief into his coat’s front pocket. His costume complete, Sanders headed out of the new home he and his family had moved into that summer. The house was in Daly City, a working-class neighborhood just south of San Francisco, and buying it had proved to be nearly as tempestuous a process as trying to get into the SFPD.

“The first house I bought was in Westlake. But my children were growing, and I wanted what everybody wants for their families: more room, a safer neighborhood, better schools. But there’d never been a black family in the neighborhood I was moving to, and the realtor made it clear that if it was up to the people who lived there, there never would be. I told him I didn’t care what the hell people thought. I was buying that house.”

Once again, it was a matter of justice. In 1964 California passed the Rumford Fair Housing Act, which said that if Sanders had the money and made the best bid, it was his right to live there.

“I had a rule about racism. Don’t knuckle under. But pick your fights. This was one that I knew I’d win.”

And he did.

It was already drizzling as Sanders drove north on Highway 101, past Candlestick Park and Hunters Point, heading to the Hall of Justice. The San Francisco Chronicle set the chance of rain at 60 percent that morning. This time, at least, the Chronicle was right.

The medical examiner’s office was tucked away in a corner of the Hall of Justice’s first floor. Sanders’s office was up on the fourth floor, along with the other downtown divisions of the SFPD. As the examination was scheduled for early that morning, he went straight to the autopsy room, walking in just as Boyd Stephens, San Francisco’s chief medical examiner, retrieved Quita Hague’s body from the cooler.

Boyd Stephens was a reedy man of thirty-three, thin and bookish, with glasses so fixed partway down his aquiline nose that they seemed congenital. Despite his academic manner, Boyd Stephens treated his subjects with empathy. His job forced him to deal with each victim as a body, evidence to be opened and probed. But he saw them as people. And as he prepared Quita for the grim task ahead, the sadness that he felt for her was evident.

Dr. Louis E. Daugherty, who worked with Stephens, had already performed a preliminary autopsy the day before. Now Stephens was doing another. The others in attendance with Sanders and Stephens were Dave Toschi and Bill Armstrong, the Homicide team that had caught the case. Like most inspectors, they were excellent cops, but they were as different from each other as a madras sport coat and a gray flannel suit.

Toschi was the madras of the two, with a taste for bow ties, flashy jackets, and an equally flashy lifestyle. Dark and with brooding Italian looks that might not be classically handsome but that women seemed to like, Toschi loved the finger-snap of being a cop, the style and pizzazz of it, as much as the actual work. Part of that style was being in the public eye, and Toschi cultivated publicity in ways that often grated on the other inspectors, including his partner.

Armstrong was the gray flannel, tending toward a more conservative, steadfast, and deliberate style, in his life and in police work. He tried to get Toschi to keep their cases under wraps when he could. But this murder was just too good. Nothing was going to stop Toschi from calling his pals at the Chronicle about this one. The irony was that although Toschi talked to the press, it was Armstrong, who never trumpeted his cases yet was as hardworking and as diligent as any cop in the bureau, who really handled the case. Toschi had been out of the office on personal business the night of the attack, taking the unmarked car he was supposed to share with Armstrong and forcing Armstrong to get a ride from his wife to make it to the scene of the crime. And while it was Toschi’s quotes that were printed in the Chronicle, it was Armstrong who went to see the survivor, Richard Hague, in the hospital, talking with him and, over time, bonding with the devastated young man.

Although severely injured, Richard Hague managed to give a remarkably vivid statement to Armstrong from his hospital bed. By Monday, it was front-page news. So Sanders knew the gist of Hague’s statement without anyone having to say a word.

Watching Boyd Stephens turn on his tape recorder and begin to catalog the list of wounds visible on the naked body of Quita Hague, Sanders went over in his mind what he knew about the events that led up to her senseless murder, wondering where, if anywhere, a kind of sense could be found.

The air was damp the Saturday that Quita and Richard went for a walk after dinner. They stepped out around nine p.m. It was a typical San Francisco night, just enough fog to put a chill in the air without obscuring the beauty of the city.

Since the early days, North Beach had been the part of San Francisco that most readily welcomed newcomers. Situated by the city’s original port of entry, nestled in the coastal hollow just below Telegraph Hill before landfills extended the coast northward toward Fisherman’s Wharf and the Embarcadero, North Beach was where the forty-niners came in by boat during the gold rush. It was where the Chinese arrived to work on the railroads. Where the Italians came during their waves of immigration. And where the Beats set down their rootless roots, calling its bars, cafés, and bookstores their home.

It was only fitting, then, that Richard and Quita had settled in this vicinity after coming to San Francisco. Quita had been raised in northern California and always wanted to return. Even though they had made a life for themselves in Utah, Richard got himself transferred to his company’s San Francisco office, and they made the move to California. Eighteen months later, both were glad they had. San Francisco was as alive and vibrant as they were. Living there seemed the most natural thing in the world.

Richard and Quita set off down Telegraph Hill toward Columbus Avenue, North Beach’s main artery, which is always filled with street life, especially on weekends. They didn’t get far. Within a block or so from where they lived, a white van pulled up alongside them. Inside were three African-American men, one of whom jumped out and trained a gun on the young couple, telling them to get in the van.

Reacting quickly, Quita ran off out of range. But Richard had been grabbed by the men and was in their grasp. Thinking that the men only wanted to rob them, and that if she didn’t resist, they would let her and Richard go, Quita went back, allowing herself to be captured.

It was the last choice she would ever make.

Sanders got out the pad and pen he kept in the inside pocket of his jacket and started taking notes as Boyd Stephens tried to determine which of Quita Hague’s countless wounds might have been fatal. The ones around her head and neck were the best bets. The cuts there ran so deep they had nearly decapitated her, ripping through her carotid arteries, jugular veins, epiglottis, and hypopharynx. Other wounds nearly cut through her cervical spine, hacking away chunks of C3 and C2 along with parts of her scapula and shoulder blades and portions of her jaw and cheekbone.

“Looking at those wounds, and the horror of them, you couldn’t help but wonder why. There was no sexual assault. Her husband’s wallet was stolen, but there was almost no money in it. Even if robbery was the motive and the killers were just trying to silence them, they could have used their gun. But they didn’t. Which meant they didn’t just want to kill them. They wanted to mutilate them, to attack them with a violence that spoke of a hate I couldn’t even imagine. A hate that went beyond reason.”

Richard Hague said he remembered little of the attack. Apart from his fractured memories, the only real clues to a motive were the wounds themselves, which appeared so utterly without purpose that brutality itself seemed to be part of the intent. Which led Sanders to another thought: The victims were white. The assailants were black. Could race have been a motive?

If it had only been Toschi, Armstrong, and Stephens eyeing the wounds of a white woman who’d been brutalized by three black men, the racial angle would have probably been the main topic of discussion. But they weren’t the only ones there. Sanders was with them. Which made the racial geometry inside the room decidedly complex.

“The whole racial thing hung in the air during the autopsy,” Sanders recalls. “But no one said a word. Probably because of me.”

Adding to that complexity was the fact that Sanders and his partner, Rotea Gilford, had reputations in the department as being “militants” who wanted to take down the white power structure that ran the SFPD. The reputation wasn’t without cause. At the very moment Sanders stood in that autopsy room, he and Gilford were in the middle of a lawsuit against their own department, claiming a pattern of discrimination by the SFPD that limited minorities in every aspect of employment, from hiring to promotion.

San Francisco was renowned as a liberal mecca in the 1970s, but it was far from that when it came to issues of race. Before World War II, the African-American population of San Francisco numbered no more than a few thousand. That changed during and after the war, as thousands of blacks migrated to the city, settling into neighborhoods like the Fillmore, Potrero Hill, and Hunters Point. Yet while the faces of San Francisco took on new looks, the old attitudes remained unchanged.

Those lingering racial tensions were heightened in October 1973 by the closing of the old navy shipyards out at Hunters Point, which was the very reason many African Americans had come to San Francisco in the first place.

It was work in the shipyards that drew blacks west and caused them to settle among the winds that whipped across San Francisco’s southeastern shore, blowing a chill breeze from Potrero Hill to Candlestick Park. That breeze got even icier when the shipyards closed, causing hundreds to lose their jobs and rail bitterly against a government they felt had abandoned them. The situation underlies Otis Redding’s hit from the late 1960s, “(Sittin’ on) The Dock of the Bay,” which had been inspired by San Francisco’s African-American population, many of whom felt disenfranchised even then. Redding, along with his cowriter and guitarist, Steve Cropper, wrote of the hopelessness that drove blacks out of the South and led them to San Francisco, where they reached, quite literally, the end of the road, finding only more hopelessness, with no more horizons to head for and little to do except watch “the tide roll away.”

Nowhere was that disenfranchisement greater than in the corridors of power that housed San Francisco’s civil servants, politicians, and ruling elite. For years it was the Irish who ran San Francisco. By the 1970s, with the election of Joseph Alioto as mayor, the Italian community had begun to gain a foothold as well, but not in the Police Department. In 1973, only one man who wasn’t Irish had a rank of captain or higher in the SFPD: Charlie Barca. Barca was Italian, and as captain of inspectors he oversaw all the inspector bureaus, including Homicide. But that was it. Barca was the only member of the department’s top brass who wasn’t Irish American.

The situation among the rank-and-file officers was no better. There were fewer than a hundred fifty minority officers on the SFPD in 1973. That included all minorities — black, Hispanic, Asian, and Native American — out of a force of just under two thousand, for a total of less than 9 percent. Only six minorities had a rank of inspector; only eight were sergeants; and only one, a latino, had reached lieutenant. 

Frustrated by what they saw as blatant discrimination, and by a lack of representation in the white-controlled Police Officers Association, the minority officers on the SFPD formed their own union, the Officers for Justice. Officers of any ethnicity or race were allowed to join, but only one non-minority actually did: Richard Hongisto, a progressive, white SFPD officer who was shunned by many of the other white officers on the force but much later was elected sheriff of San Francisco and, for a short while, was appointed chief of the SFPD. In 1973, the number of minority officers in the department was small to begin with, and those who decided to brave the risk of reprisal and join the Officers for Justice numbered even fewer. The estimated membership at the time was no more than fifty or so officers. Unlike the far larger Police Officers Association — led by the conservative sergeant Gerald Crowley, who not only lobbied politicians but also raised money in support of the causes he backed and created ties with other similar-minded police unions across the nation — the Officers for Justice could only defend individual officers with specific grievances. Beyond that, they were powerless.

Then came the lawsuit. It was Sanders’s idea. And he hit upon it over a game of dominoes.

Rotea Gilford was going through a difficult divorce in 1973 and had left his house in Ingleside Heights, moving into an apartment in one of the old Victorians built just after the 1906 earthquake in San Francisco’s Upper Haight, along the slope of Mount Parnassus that runs above Haight-Ashbury.

Gilford was older than Sanders by ten years, and had been a mentor to him as he came up through the ranks. Sanders was familiar with Gilford from when Rotea was still a uniformed officer walking the streets of the Fillmore and Sanders was a young man hanging out in the neighborhood. Gilford was known to everyone then as Officer Smiley, so named because of the grin he never seemed to lose. Sanders still called him Smiley, but in the days of Gilford’s divorce the name often seemed less than accurate.

“Gil wasn’t used to living alone, so whenever we had time off he wanted me to drink and play dominoes up in that apartment of his. It got to the point where I thought he was going to get me divorced, too. But he was down. And he’d been there for me when I had needed him. So it was hard to say no.”

Playing dominoes and drinking is exactly what Sanders and Gilford were doing one evening in the late fall of 1972, nearly a year before the killing of Quita Hague, when Jesse Byrd, the president of Officers for Justice and the only black motorcycle cop on the force, came to Gilford’s apartment along with others from the group, including Troy Dangerfield and Rodney Williams, one of the earliest fully sworn African-American officers hired by the SFPD. They had grown frustrated by the fact that while numerous complaints over racist policies had been filed by the Officers for Justice, nothing had changed, and many were starting to feel that the whole process was a pointless exercise. No one wanted to give up the fight. But no one was sure how to continue, either. As the only African-American inspectors of Homicide, Sanders and Gilford were considered the highest-ranking blacks on the force. And as the first black to be promoted to the rank of inspector, Gilford was uniquely influential. Jesse Byrd and the others wanted his advice.

Listening to their complaints, Gilford shook his head. He, too, had grown tired of the obstacles placed before them by both the police union and the Irish-controlled department hierarchy. However, like the others, he was stumped as to how to make progress. Then Sanders hit on an idea.

“Even though I was an inspector, I was the youngest one there. So no one really looked to me for advice. But as everybody kept going on about how unfair it all was, I thought of a plaque that a lawyer I knew kept on his desk. ‘When in doubt,’ it said, ‘sue the bastards!’

“I thought, Why the hell not? So that’s what I said. ‘Let’s sue the bastards!’ Simple as that. At first they all looked at me like I was crazy. But then, one by one, everybody agreed. Why the hell not?”

That was the beginning of a civil rights lawsuit in the U.S. Federal Court designed to end the discrimination inside the SFPD, initiated by the Officers for Justice and filed in April of 1973 by the legal firm Public Advocates, led by Robert Gnaizda and William Hastie Jr. Gilford played a leading role in the case early on, with Sanders succeeding him as it dragged on over the years, eventually being elected president of Officers for Justice and becoming, in Gnaizda’s words, the public face of the lawsuit, whose unquestionable excellence proved the lawsuit’s point. It was Calvin Wiley’s claims from nearly a decade earlier that served as the suit’s lead complaint, but the abuses it intended to redress went far beyond that, giving the lawsuit the potential to be a precedent-setting case. If successful, the suit’s scope would alter the makeup of departments throughout America, bringing in not only more minorities but more women as well.

From the moment the suit was filed, it caused a huge backlash among the largely Irish and entirely white old-boy network that controlled the SFPD. The Police Officers Association began lobbying and raising money to fight it, with the union’s leader, Sergeant Crowley, declaring, “We’re entering an era where politics will become part of being a policeman.” At the same time, the department initiated a series of measures to make it look as though the suit was unnecessary or even counterproductive, claiming they were about to make a new recruitment drive among minorities and that the lawsuit was impeding progress. But the reaction that unnerved Sanders and Gilford the most was the personal backlash from fellow officers, whose rancor and bigotry turned to hate and threatened to transform the SFPD into a police force that was more than ever divided against itself along racial lines.

The hearings, which began in May, continued through summer and early fall and would pick up again later in the year. By the time Richard and Quita Hague took that walk down Chestnut Street, the racial tensions on the force had reached a level of bitterness and anger that went beyond anything that Sanders could recall. Speaking about the lawsuit and the reaction it caused, he cited two incidents that occurred around that time, which epitomized the kind of hate he and Gilford faced inside the SFPD. The first incident came before the assault on the Hagues. The second came afterward.

“The trial was getting started, and Gil gave one of the first depositions about racism inside the department,” Sanders said. “The deposition was in the Federal Building on Golden Gate. When Gil and I walked out after his testimony, there were some two hundred of our ‘fellow officers’ — all white — waiting to give us hell. They called us everything in the book, from the ‘N’ word on down. Gil was the cool one back then. He was ten years older and knew how to let that shit roll off his back better than me. So he kept pushing through the crowd, just trying to get us out, while I kept getting hotter and hotter. Then I heard one son of a bitch call out, ‘Somebody ought to take a contract out on those two niggers!’ That was it. I lost it. I stopped in my tracks, looked to where I heard the voice, and yelled, ‘Why doesn’t the asshole who said that come over here and try to make good on that contract himself!’ I was ready to take on that cracker right there. But before anyone could say another word, Gil grabbed my arm and pulled me away, whispering, ‘C’mon, man, c’mon, let’s go.’”

The other incident occurred in the late fall of 1973, when Sanders and Gilford were working on a homicide in San Francisco’s financial district. They were in their car when they heard on the radio that a robbery had occurred near where they were. Then they saw someone running on the street who fit the description of the robber.

Sanders and Gilford took off after the suspect, chasing him down in an empty lot. Sanders picks up the story from there.

“The radio said the suspect was unarmed, so we decided to try to capture him without using our guns. Gil had been a defensive back at the University of San Francisco and spent a little time with the old Chicago Cardinals of the NFL. So he was fast. And tough. He reached the guy first and tackled him. But that guy was strong, and high on something, because he was crazy. Gil couldn’t hold him. So I piled on too. Then I tried to keep him down while Gil got out his walkie-talkie to call for help. We were so winded from the run and the struggle that the two of us couldn’t hold him much longer. That’s how strong he was.

“Gil got on the radio, gave our location, and said we needed some buddies as backup. For a moment there was silence. I’ll never forget what I heard next. A man — we never found out who — came on and said, ‘You two ain’t got no buddies out here.’

“That’s when I saw that the report we’d heard about the suspect was wrong. He did have a gun, tucked in his pants. And he was trying to grab it. You won’t believe how fast I got my energy back when I saw that. I grabbed my own gun before he could reach his, shoved it in his face, and told him I’d blow his head off if he made another move. Then we cuffed him and took him in. From that point on, we knew what the score was. If we wanted to take on the department, we weren’t going to have any ‘buddies’ out there. We were on our own.”

The one exception was Homicide. It wasn’t that the cops there were free of racism. It was just that, in their minds, they had bigger things to think about.

Sanders knew that Toschi and Armstrong had not been part of the group waiting for him and Gilford outside the federal court, shouting out insults. Yet he also knew that the lawsuit had made him and Gilford synonymous with issues of race inside the department. And as he and the others stood in the autopsy room, Sanders knew that the pretty young white woman lying on the table in front of them, butchered by a group of black men, crystallized those issues in a way few things could. The Officers for Justice trial wasn’t enough to put a wedge between Sanders, Gilford, and the others on Homicide. However, as he sensed the tension in the room and the racial geometry his presence caused, Sanders realized that a crime this brutal, this senseless, and this filled with hate could become that wedge.

As soon as Richard and Quita Hague entered the van, they were grabbed and thrown to the floor, their hands tied behind their backs with rope. From that point on, Richard could see only glimpses of what was going on. But he could hear it all as the van’s engine started up and they took off. As they drove, he heard one of the assailants begin to mess with Quita somehow. Fearing that he might sexually assault her, Richard tried to look up and ask him what he was doing. As he did, another man hit Richard and told him to keep his head down. When the first man continued to mess with Quita, Richard tried to look up again. This time the response was even more violent, as out of the corner of his eye Richard saw the assailant who had struck him pick up a wrench and smash him in the jaw and skull, shattering bone and beating him into unconsciousness.

The killers drove out of North Beach and wound their way south through the city toward the more desolate industrial region that surrounded Potrero Hill, some four and a half miles away.

The van stopped near the Southern Pacific tracks at Twenty-fourth Street and Minnesota. The killers dragged out Richard and Quita and threw them onto the rails. Richard was already bloody and unconscious, so they slashed at his face and neck a few times with the long machete-like blade they had, then left him for dead.

The next thing Richard knew, he was walking among train tracks, his hands still tied behind his back. His thoughts were a fog. He didn’t have a clue where he was or how he got there. He knew he was in pain, but he wasn’t aware yet that his head had been hacked at with a long blade, slicing open his face and cutting into his facial bones. Nor did he realize that he was covered in blood, which had already started to clot in his wounds and dry on his skin, matting his hair and clothes. The one thing he was aware of, however, and painfully so, was that Quita was not with him.

Richard roamed the train tracks, uncertain where Quita was or what had happened to her, until a college professor driving through the area with his wife found him. The couple took him to the Potrero police station, from which Richard was taken to San Francisco’s General Hospital, where he was admitted in serious but not critical condition. His wounds would scar. But he would recover. Quita would not.

Sanders, Toschi, and Armstrong looked on as Stephens compared the evidence offered by Quita’s body with some of the evidence found at the crime scene. But as Sanders relates, the terrifying story of what happened was best told by the wounds themselves.

“There were no broken bones or signs that she’d been clubbed, so the odds were she was awake right up until she was killed, aware of everything. From the blood on the tracks we knew that the attack occurred there. But death didn’t come quick. She’d been bound, so there were no defensive wounds. But there was tearing in most of the cuts, which meant she was struggling, trying to twist away from the blade as it came down toward her.

“The wounds were across the front of her face, shoulders, chest, and torso. That meant that the killers attacked her while she was on her back, facing up. So she could see it. So she could witness her own murder.”

Autopsies are curious things. As serious as they are, there are times when a kind of gallows humor can take over as a way to let off steam. People laugh, relax, talk about sports, women, anything but the case at hand. Not here. Nothing said was off point. According to Sanders, little was said at all. The brutality of the murder knocked the wind out of everyone. And they all felt relieved as the autopsy started to wind down, with Stephens putting the last of his observations and commentary on tape.

Between the statement of Richard Hague and the physical evidence offered by both the crime scene and the body, Sanders and the others had been able to piece together much of what happened. However, the two most crucial questions remained a mystery.

Who did it? And why?

The “who” part of the equation is something cops are used to not knowing. But it’s rare that they are so wholly in the dark about the “why.”

“We knew it was possible that there was simply no motive,” Sanders said as he recalled the autopsy, looking back some thirty years. “That it could’ve been a ‘thrill kill,’ a murder done at random, for no other reason than to get high off the bloodshed.”

Sanders paused in the midst of his recollection and shook his head, as if reliving the dissatisfaction he felt at the time with that explanation.

“Thing is, there’d usually be evidence of some kind of sexual assault in cases like that. Maybe not penetration, but something. Here there was nothing. Which would’ve made it the rarest of all murders, one that was random in every way, without any reason or purpose. Unless . . .”

The randomness, Sanders muses, was not absolute.

“The killers might not have been after the Hagues. But they may have been after a couple ‘like’ the Hagues. A couple their race. A couple who were white.”

The black-versus-white theory remained unspoken in the room, but Sanders knew it was on everyone’s mind. If it was true, it would answer two things that otherwise didn’t make sense: the lack of any other seemingly meaningful motive, and the insane rage with which the couple was attacked.

Yet if it answered some questions, it created others. What would a case like this do to race relations in the city? Or the SFPD? Or Homicide? Would people become more polarized, the battle lines even more sharply drawn?

Those thoughts were in Sanders’s mind when, as Boyd Stephens prepared to put Quita Hague back on ice, Dave Toschi turned to Sanders and asked him what he thought of the crime.

Sanders paused a moment. He knew that implicit in the question was the concern that he might feel some sort of allegiance to something other than the SFPD. The truth was, he did. It was the same allegiance that had caused him to fight his way onto the force in the first place. And to buy a house in Daly City. And to bring a civil rights lawsuit against his own department.

Finally Sanders answered.

“I’ll tell you what I think. I think anybody who could kill like that, without reason, is crazy. And if they had a reason, then that reason is crazy. And we better get the goddamn motherfuckers before they can do it to anybody else.”

It was a matter of justice.

And that, more than anything else, was where Earl Sanders put his allegiance.

No matter where the pursuit of it would take him.
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A Deathbed Promise

JUSTICE WAS ANYTHING BUT A BIRTHRIGHT for Prentice Earl Sanders. Born in the rural East Texas town of Nacogdoches on October 12, 1937, Earl uses a little-known statistic to encapsulate what it was like to grow up in Texas as an African American during the era of Jim Crow. The two states in which lynchings were most common during the hundred years between Emancipation and the civil rights movement were Mississippi and Georgia. But the state that comes in third on that shameful list is not South Carolina, Louisiana, or even the Deep South state of Alabama. It is the Lone Star State, Texas. That fact may be a surprise to some, but not to Earl Sanders.

“People talk about Texas in mythic, all-American terms, going on about the Alamo and Davy Crockett and longhorns and oil wells. But the reality in East Texas was more about Jim Crow cotton culture than any of that, and the kind of racial tensions that often seemed little more than a breath away from slavery.”

It is taken for granted that the history of Texas is closely linked to the history of relations between the United States and Mexico. Less appreciated is how bound up the history of Texas is with the story of race relations between blacks and whites in America. Nicholas Trest, whom President Polk called upon to draft the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which paved the way for Texas to become part of the United States, was also the author of a series of racist tracts and, while U.S. consul to Havana, made it possible for Cuban slavers to import their inventory into the United States. When Texas entered the Union in 1848, its admission as a slave state triggered a string of maneuvers that ended in 1850 with the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act, a draconian set of provisions that, according to Sanders, resound to this very day in the attitude of blacks to law enforcement.

“The Fugitive Slave Act gave police carte blanche when it came to crossing state lines and chasing down runaway slaves, and it forced federal marshals to help them under penalty of law. Even before that there had been ‘slave patrols’ down South, which had the right to stop and search, or what the streets call ‘jack up,’ any black they saw on the street and make them prove they weren’t runaways. But the fugitive slave laws went even further, denying every black in America who was tagged as a ‘fugitive’ the right to testify or have a trial by jury, making them subject to the whim of any racist policeman, prosecutor, or judge who wanted to jack them up and send them off in chains, even if they’d been free all their lives and had never set foot south of the Mason-Dixon line.

“The mistrust that caused didn’t end with slavery. It didn’t even end with Jim Crow. It’s alive every time an African-American kid gets jacked up by a cop today, or stopped for ‘driving while black,’ or sentenced to more time than a white would be. People may not know where the anger comes from, but it gets handed down from generation to generation, and they feel it whether they know the history or not.”

Sanders’s own history can be traced to a legacy that, as for many African Americans, is a mixture of black, white, and Native American. His father, George Sanders, had a grandmother who was a full-blooded Cherokee. His maternal grandfather, Henry Baxter, was — as Sanders calls him — mulatto, born in Macon, Georgia, in the years just after the end of slavery to a white father and a black mother. It was a situation that was far from uncommon.

“My grandfather never discussed the relationship between his parents, but the fact was that even after Emancipation, many former masters of slaves kept treating their workers as if they still owned them. They might have changed the semantics, using words like ‘tenant farming’ instead of slavery, but the reality was the same. And if a white man wanted a black woman, he did what he wanted and that was that. Especially if he had money or land or any kind of power over her.”

Though Texas may not have offered the equality blacks hoped for after Emancipation, it did allow for a kind of frontier independence. The men on both sides of Sanders’s family had been wranglers, working the horses on their masters’ plantations, and it was the children of those slaves that headed west, where the cowboy culture of Texas gave them a chance to put their skills to use. Cowboy culture offered blacks something else, as well: guns. Firearms were necessary tools on a ranch, and as Sanders points out, “While having a gun didn’t give a black man the right to vote, or enter someone’s house by the front door, or eat inside a restaurant, it did give him a way to defend himself. Guns didn’t stop whites from lynching blacks. But it let them know that they had better bring a lunch with them if they had lynching on their mind, because they were going to have to work all day to do it.”

Sanders can recall no single story in Texas where blacks took up arms against whites who had “lynching on their mind.” However, he does remember what he refers to as “stories of stories.”

“We didn’t have much in the way of a written history. So we developed oral history instead, stories handed down from mama to daughter and daddy to son, telling what went on over generations. Some stories talked about blacks in Texas defending themselves, but some talked about men who, after a rape or lynching, took revenge by going out and randomly killing a white. It wasn’t that the person they went after had anything to do with the crime. It was just that they had no other recourse except to spill blood for blood.”

Leon Litwack, in Trouble in Mind, his eloquent history of the Jim Crow South, documents similar incidents throughout the South, including one written about by the novelist Richard Wright that tells of a woman who, after her husband had been shot by whites, blew away four of those responsible with a shotgun she had hidden beneath her skirt. Litwack also quotes a black news editor in Montgomery, Alabama, who told his readers that, if faced with racial violence, they should kill two or three “white devils” rather than die alone.

Decades later, as Sanders tried to keep the peace on the streets of San Francisco, seemingly far away in both time and place from the Montgomery, Alabama, of the Jim Crow South, that statement would sound prophetic.

*    *    *

Earl Sanders was born not as Prentice Earl Sanders but “Prettiest” Earl Sanders. The spelling was a mistake on the part of the midwife who guided his entry into the world. The birth took place in the little shack into which his father, George, and his mother, Kissie, had just moved. George was nowhere to be found during the event, setting a precedent that would sadly hold for the rest of his life. Kissie, who had intended to name her son Prentice, was still recovering from the throes of birthing when she told the midwife the child’s name. The midwife either misheard Kissie or else just wrote it down incorrectly. Sanders put an end to the mistake as soon as he entered school. In the rough-and-tumble, red-dirt, six-gun world of rural East Texas, Prettiest just wouldn’t play.

In 1937 George Sanders was a handsome young man in his twenties, renowned in Nacogdoches and the surrounding area as both a horseman and a street fighter. One story Earl Sanders tells points to how both qualities came together to define him.
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