
In,trodl1ction 

;BY 'J:'HE :E,aRLY 1990.$, JheSouthBronx had changed. On myvisits.home 
from anup.state comrnunitycollege, Inoticed that more and more neighbor- 

. hoods. had .dried ,-+p. The \cracl<heads" and "crack whores" were. gone, along 
with the dtug ped<ilefS whQ had barked: Red. Top! Gold Top! 1, got Blue! 
Someonehadcleaned,the streetS, dusting the drug dealers and drugusers off 
.the.planet,leaving.the$QuthJ3ronx a.ghost town. Cono, quepas6? 

. Eventually, mY$O.ci()logicalinterests landed me at the Graduate Center of 
the City -UniversitYof;Ne:w"York,Sinqe.I still lived in the South Brons, it was 
'easytQ ~tayin tpuc~withneig~borhood friends. So I otten visited their homes, 
wellt (lutfO( drinks, and hung otrt on street corners. Mostly, we reminisced . 
about the goodol' days, going on and on about the old adventures and loves. 
Sometimes, though, d).ey ;would ask me to go with them to see "this kid" or 
"this dude,,/about something. On the way, they would explain the meeting's 
purpose: to setup adru.gde~Lot: grganize a drug robbecy. 

Once the "meeting" started.! stayed ;lway from it,.leaning.on cars or brick 
walls several-feet away. 1 wanted no blame if they were, busted by police. I 
didn't hear rJfJthin: wIdon't know, nothin:' papa .: I still got the lowdown af- 

, "_.. _--- .... _.. I 

terward, My friendsjustwanted my opinion and support-my: You're.right, 
~ro";YetI kep.tseeinghow their newcrackand cocaine ventures always 
faikd. ·TheironlysuccessWasin·d);ug robberies .• and they.be:gan calling them- 

. seiye:s "stickup kids,,, gtJldopems. SoonI heard stories of them bearing, burn 
ing, andmutilating. dealers fOt" drugs and cash, . 
. . Then the .il,"ony struckme. For the last several years, Criminologists and 
politicians had been.deb,ating the big crime drop of the 199as • .In cities .across 
the. United.>States. crimessu<::h as murder, robbery, rape, car thett, and . assault 
had drapped dl'a:ma:ti<;ally. New York City, in particular, had experienced 



crime lows not recorded in thirty years,' Public officials cited tougher polic 
ing and more incarceration. Criminologists cited several factors: a shrinking 
crack market, a change in youth attitudes towardcraek, a natural drug cycle, 
community initiatives, improved policing; and a reduction of people in the 
crime-prone years.' 

At the same time, I was ,witnes~ing an alarming phenomenon in the 
South Bronx, a phenomenon that was not revealed. by crime statistics: an 
increase in unreported drug violence. Unable ro sella,rugs within a shrink 
ing crack market, some fonner deal~rs had become violent drug robbers. 
And since these offenses occurred within a crime market, the victims never . 
reported them to police. I saw a double irony. First, at a time when reported 
violent crime was dropping, unreported violen~e within the drug world 
seemed to be rising. Second, violence hidipcreased 'among men who"wer-e in . 
their late twenties-beyond the "ctime-prone"yearsJIhis observation conn 
cered the statistical picture-as well as commoncrimin61ogicalWisdom. ; 

I told Pablo of my research interests; and he suggt5tedxhat I hang but 
several blocks away, where Gus, another old friend, Was staying. There; lmet 
other drug market participants-Neno, Topi, and David 'who,mostlyre;' 
lied on stickups to earn money. Drug market insiders recruited them to rob 
drug dealers storifig large· amounts of cocaine, marijttana, heroin, or. cash. 
Little did I know that I would be embarking.on ;i tumultuous;'jotIrfiey. I 
would learn about violent drugl'robberies, butlwould also Witness'the self. 
desmiccion-ofthese Dominican fuen. 

Over the next several years, I observed them ride; a violent roller coaster 
that ended in a horrific crash. As crack dealers, they had never been So bru 
tal. But in the drug robberies, beating, burning,<and maiming became rou 
tine. Worse, their- economic uncertainties made them ahxlous. depressed, 
and suicidal-made them Fallen Stars. 

Que paso? How would I explain their rising violence and their self. 
destructive turn? . 

Soeiologically, 1 started framing them Within a declining'manufacturing . 
sector, a' worn-down community, 'and :tshrirtking crack market. For more 
insights, I turned to the latest qualita~ive, interviewchased robbery research. 
Its researchers, though, sped the other way, framing theit worltwithin emo: 
tions and' street culture. I became concerned with their rare mention' of so 
cial inequalities, shifting drug markets, or a ptmitive State. .. 

To clarify this unease, I must do.a'th~oretical reWindto'onb ofthe,fuost 
pivotal years in criminological thought: 1988'. In a thrilling tOUt de force', 
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sociologi~t Jack Ka~z,argueq that' economic swings, racial, discrimination, 
and sociaipositio-I'l matteredlitde in. understanding crime} Insread, the 
emotionalallur~ oteyilmattered most. Regardless of social class, he argued, 
criminals. were senSllal1y attracted to deviance, to' acts that, Iike.brillianr 
fireworkssplashingagainst a midnight sky, exhilarated them. 

To make his cas~;.Katz:argued that since robberies provide only sporadic 
income ..•... andifthe. (Obber is caught, a lot of prison tirrie=-then • robbers 

. must be seekingmoreth:injust money .. For instance, why would some rob 
bers do grocery shopping while holding up a supermarket? Or why would 
some of them sexually assault a waitress while holding up. a bar? In short, 
why would some l"Opbers increase their risks during a robbery? It was.Katz 
argued,. because tisk-takingbeha.vior itselfis thrilling. 

But there was more. For Katz, robberies were just one piece ofa larger life 
. ofillicit .a~tiom.<1 life of heavy .gambling, heavy drug use, heavy drinking, 
heavyspendiri~ an&heav-ysei.At the extreme, these .behavioss led to money 
woes, wbidh then :led to robberies as •• the logical-read: chaotic and 
thrilling~solution, 

Almostbvernight;,enthralled researchersfollowed K:;ttz'lead, leaping over 
the- root: causes of .crime .. By .1992, criminologists Neal Shover and. David 

. ,HonakerHaddevisedthe.conceptof"life as a party", to explain crime among 
property,offemiers.? By the .. mid~I990S, other criminologists-Richard T. 
Wright, S~ott De~ker, ,and Bruce A. jacobs=were following this path in 
their interview-based stUdies of.Se, Louis street criminals. Crime, they con 
eluded, resulted,from the.allure of both street culture and emotional thrills. 

,Their assumption that ~street culture" was distinct-"or disconnecred 
hom mainstream culture i disturbed me.5 In particular, 1 was . disturbed 
when.l read statements like the following about the criminal world (I'm' 
paraphrasing): 

l. Nothing is done forfree, for. no money. 
2. Flashing mate1"~al success is a goal. 

Drinking and. drug use are serious recreations. 
4 .. Men pursue sex with many women. , 

It seemedas,though .they had never hung out on a college. campus or in a 10- 
cal.bar, Itseemedas ,t:hough t;heyhad never paid attention to the Wall Street 
otOri:tnge County. crowds. Itseemed as though they had no idea of the indi 
vidualistic and materialistic foundation of the United States. Worse, it 
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seemed as though they'had gone back in time, to the days w-hetp::ultural 
reasons alone were believed to explain'why the pootl;-emained poor an.d en~ 
gaged in crime. Thus, rather than situa~ing Ka.tz' ideas within structur~l 
factors such as poverty, social class; and the eCOfiC)lhy, some researchers 
would strictly ride down the emotionala:nd culturallandscape o£ crime. 6 

Not that I, too,wasn't taken byKat:lwork. Hiswritingwas electric and 
metaphoric. His emphasis on emotionalthtills was novelUnspiring. And as 
later chapters show, I use his ideas to understand drug robberies;. Also, luse 
the insightful ideas of the aforementiorted robbecy researchers. In terms of 
in-the-moment robbery dynamics, they did magnificentwo~k: 

Still, their goal was, to mine deep~r. into street cult'ure, and even deeper 
into the emotional fulfillment of doing evil. By.the exphlition's end, how~ 
ever, the analytical canary was dead;, They could not answechowa given of-. 
fender's biography was tied to the criminal underWorld. IThey.could not eX~ . 
plain how that criminal underworld>had emerged •. Everything was just 
there, :vways existing-the evil, the streets, the drugs, iheviblerice.; . 

The emotional-cultural box, I came to realize, had to he: opened to let in 
the dazzling lights of historical,· social, economic, and .dr;ug market forces. 
Otherwise, readers would have tohelkve inmagic: criminals hadjust popped 
up out of thin air. Because at the turn bfthe twentieth century, when White 
ethnics were the inner-city crime problem, street culture and evil surely ex~ 
isted? Yet as the century prdgressed,.White·street .crimewould decrease' 
dramatically. 

Wait. If evil emotions and criminal cultures are as powerful and en 
trenched as some criminologists claim, how did Whites .. exorcize those 
crooked-faced demons? Answer:. Historical moments.;and structural shifts. 
World wars; Unions. Booming industries. Ignoring such factors is not the 
sociological promise as I see it. Instead, it is almost a criminological sleight 
of hand. 

I take a cue from C. Wright Mills; Situating the Dominican diugtobbers 
I observed within a salient historical moment.8 This is notohly my sociolog 
ical promise, but also my promise to the' study participants. Because when I 
ask them about their rising violence and depression. of. their sense of being 
"trapped," their answers are limited to what Mills referred to as their "pri 
vate orbits;" Like most people, rhey£ailto grasp the "bigpieture"and rely 
on day-to~day experiences to understand t~eir lives; But l~rger structural 
transforrnarions-e-such as a shiftingdtug market-had influenced and shaped 
them too. Because: 
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When a • drug market rises,·a struggling college student, becomes a; drug 
. dealer; a tough kid; an enforcer; a poor bUilding superintendent, a lookout; 
aJilda dishwashet":l drugkhlgpin. When, a drug market expands, a mother 
mourns her dead, dealer son; a dad laments his drug-using daughter; a child 
visits a parent imprisoned by the state. When a drug market peaks, an ill 

. affected sibling;becomesa sOdal:worker; a storefront preacher, a community 
organizer; a stay,.at-homemom; a~ afrer-schoolvolunteer.Whena: drug mar- 
ket fades; an ex-con is'perpetually unemployed; a recovering female addict, 
forever humiliated; a New York City mayor, despite doing nothing special, 

. applauded and praised. . 
And duiing the c,rack era, some of my Dominican study participants be 

came crack idealers. L*ke typical Americans, they badly wanted money, 
. power, and material status symbols, 'everything the u.s. ideology claims as 
real success; And through crack, they succeeded; Cash, cars, women, and 
dothes~they got thelTI. Status, masculinity; and respect ---, they got' those 
too. These menwete Kings.', 

Bilt by the mid~I990S, their reign had ended; the crack era, without warn 
ing,was gone. Andthat salient moment would remain within them, becom 
ing the eternal barometer'oftheir marginal lives. They then became drug 
robbers .. · They then" became more violent rather than aging out of crime. 
True; in their everyday orbits, they sounded and appeared as some crimi 
nologists would haveit. But the crack era-s-and its demise-framed. their 
emotions, their violence, and their crime," . 

Following 'C. Wright Mills' 'call to examine the big picture, I use Robert 
Merton-and:Clowardand®hlin's "strain" theories to make sense ofihe study 
participants. In his .classic statement, Merton argued that when people lack 
access to the approvedways .~f achieving society's sacred values and goals, they 
mayfeela strain, Or pressure, to break the rules." As a result, a frustrated few 
become innovators, creating criminal paths to success. Cloward and. Ohlin 
added that the existence of innovative opportunities mattered too.'! So along 
with factors such as race and gender, the absence or presence of criminal op 
portunities shapedyfandhow a frustrated person innovated todo crime. 

Hnderstrain theory,! could integrate. these South Bronx Dominicans 
withinthe·hisl;oricalcontextofthe crack era. Crack's rise during the 1980s 
had swiftly changed. the city's criminal opportunity structure. No~, as long 
as they had the startmp capital, thousands of marginal residents could turn 
to the drug market for' American-style success.P And these Dominican men 
took adv~ntage of this new opportunity and, in time, lived a material life 
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that most South Bronx residents could only dream~l~Drug dealing became 
their best bet at overcoming the great American contradiction: ;the ,strong 
cultural emphasis on achieving the American Dream; yet the reality' that 
little legal opportunity existed for its. achievement. Howeve'r; duringrthe 
1990S, the crack market shrank and reducedtheii:drug~dealing opportuni 
ties. They. then responded to this new "strain" throughanextraordi.~zaryin~ 
novation: becoming stickup kids who earned money through brutality and 
violence; In all, strain theoryhelpednie place yack K~ti emp~asis oncrime;s 
cmotionai-allure-within a larger frame . 

In this book, I describe and analyze the drug.robberyviolence o£South 
Bronx Dominicans. Politically, thisleads to un tremendoproblema. Some ' 
readers may feel that I reinforce popular negative imagery of Dominicans .. 
Their questions will be: Why study stickup kids, a gmup that is-hardly repte~ 
senrative of the South Bronx Dominican community? Why norcstudy legal 
Dominican workers, like cab drivers; sales derks, or bodega owners? 

Given' the conservative backlash against inner-city 'tuinorities, I under 
stand those concerns. I can only respond by sayirigthat Igrew up with <these 
Dominican drug market participants; so I care about them personally as 
much as I do sociologically. Also, I understand. the great challenges in study~ 

. ing a vulnerable population, ,especially the danger offalling'into psychologic 
cal or sociopathic frameworks/This is whyI go beyond pure interpretive eth 
nographyand show how brutaldrugrobberies do not happen within a cultural 
vacuum. 

Moreover, throughout the book,lpresent:thestudyparticipants'ascom 
plete human beings. Like most people, they juggle multiple "'statiIses ind . 
roles: they are fathers to children, brothers.to. siblingsrand sons to mothers 
and fathers. They experience economic, hardship and romantic 'problems . 

. They laugh, they, cry, they have legal hopes and. dreams; 1h¢y show many 
mental and physical symptoms related to social distress. 

They also engage inviolence~which I cannot omit . 
. I am studyingdrugmarketparticipants who came of age during the crack 

era.l" Specifically, I examine the crackmarket's variedn~ativ~ consequences 
on one, of its populations. Because-the rise and fall bfcrackaffected different . 
parts of the drug market population in different ways: for some :it led to 
committed crack use; for some, ided to crack-related sex work; for some it 
led to being the victims of beatings, stabbings, and shootings; and for others; 
it led to long-term incarceration. For the study participantS,.itled to becom» 
~ng drug robbers, the worst perpetrators of violence in the drug world. 
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Thus this, bookis.aboUta par~icular group of people, but it also speaks to 
· the generational cohort ,of Black and L~tino!a men and women across the 
countrywho.livedthrough.the crack era. It speaks to the individuals who 
invested their youl1gadulthood in the crack game and now canaot find legal 
spaces to'apply dieirdrug-spedfic cultural capital. It speaks to the economic 
issues (a,cing the prisoners oEthe harsh, politically charged drug laws, who, 

· on returning home, find that incarceration prepared them poorlyEor capable 
citizenship}? ,_ It speaks to those who, have, in both a real and a symbolic 
sense"expetienced "sodal death:"~6 

, . . 
The book is. divided into three parts. In part I, I contextualize the drug deal- 
ing and drug robberies 1 observed; discussing the South Bronx decline and 

· the rise of crack, the study participants' trajectory into the crack market, 
their brutal jail and prison experiences, arid their drug robberies as a re 
sponse to a shrinking crack market. In part 2, Lanalyze drug robbery 
dynamics-,,-its stfl-ge,s, accomplishment, and violence (the place.where most 
robbery studies start and stop)' Thus, I explain 'gender roles, torture, and 
status, within drug. robberies, and drug robbery lifestyles on the street. In 

~ part 3; I. explore the final outcome of study participants' drug market in 
volvement. Specifically, I show how these men became fallen- stars-how 
they became suicidaland self·destructive as they made sense of their dimin 
ished.drugmarket status; 

But first: the South Br()flx, the parncipanrs-vand a.methodological note _ 
that I avoideduntiH no longer could. 

THE STICKUP KIDS AND ME 

Betwee~April and September, and lately in October, the number 4 train car 
ries< tens of thousands of city residents to its most celebrated stop, "I6ISt 
Street, Yankee Stadium." Mostly White fans from all over the city come to 
watchthe magnificentya.nkees play.baseball. Clad in Yankee caps, T-shirts, . 
and'jerseys, they engorge the local area, . forming a dizzying sea of blue and 
white and pinstripe. They visit fast-food joints, cafes, pubs, and Yankee retail 
shops. 

Then they attend the game. 
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Surely, these'visitors,never.,get.heyond one·,blockof¥ankee Stadium: Not 
that they should. The westside ofYafiKee.stadil1nl borders.ahighway; andto 
.its south stands a filthymarkqtplacewherev<;:getahle andfruit merchants sell 
produce to wholesale customersP Byxhe afternoon hours,. the market'is 

. empty except for the occasional ,emaciated prostitute trying,to score aJ9hn. 
To its north, the retail and food shops end abruptly, not daring to step into 
local neighborhoods. 

Only the stadium itself crosses localborders; At night, its. hrighdight~ il~ 
luminate the local sky, a cherubic glow seen for several miles. Andjf the'Yan 
kees score a run, strike a batter out-ot dp anything spectacular~the unison 
cheers of fans are electrifying, ,momentarily muting the.sounds of the streets, 
the cars, the radios, and the chatter of people. For an instant, local residents 
pause to think about the cause for su!"h jubilation. Then they carry on. / 

Other than stadium sights and. sounds, local people routinely encounter 
the rumble of the number 4- train. Ona qUiveringplai:form. this silver metal 
lic fleet of cars shoots throqgh the entire Jerome Avenue; On t}:lc platfonn's ' 
east side, past the first uphilLblock, is the borough's,administtative center'!t 
holds the counrycourthouseand the offices Of the borough president, district 
attorney" and county clerk. Farther up~ across the Grand. Concourse-"-past 
the historic Concourse Plaza Hotel,--c-are the faqIilyand clZiminal courts. 

Now on the west side of-the elevated train platform, and immediately 
north ofthe stadium, is JoHn MuHay Park. The three.blockpubli~ park of 
fers a worn outdoor running track; a Little League' baseball diamond, and an 
undersized pool. Running parallel to the park's west side is alonesome area 
the city books call, "High .Bridge." The neighborhood seems to have. it all: 
elegant art deco buildings, a scenic view of the city park. and a daytime at~ 
mosphere resembling the Bronx's northern, upscale sections. Still, the deco 
rative mosaic that adorns the structures is covered insoot; and the sidewalks 
are worn and uneven, acheckerboatd of grays. 

But in between two buildings stands a public good: a steep, four-flight 
cement stairwell. The stairs act as a shortcut for.residents living on the 
perched city blocks behind the street. Otherwise, they would. have to, circle 
about three long, uphill blocks toreach those neighborhoods; In all, other 
than traffic heading toward the highway and a bridge, the neighborhood is 
peaceful, with little pedestrian activity. 

And that is most of it. Unless 1 include.a local bodeg4, or grocery store, 
that operates out of an art deco building next to the public spirwell. By day, 
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, the bodega caters ~o ,¥orking. poor Mexicans, Central Americans; Domini 
cans. and Puerto Ricans~ By.night, though, the bodega attracts acertain Do- 

. minican male clientele. These mostly young Dominicans gather outside its 
>entrance and on the public stairwell to listen to its blasting merengue music, . 
drink liquor arid. bottled beer, argue about sports, gamble with dice, or play 

. cards. ~ometimes they sell marijuana, heroin-or cocaine. But that business is 
slow-so, s~ow that drug, transactions are not obvious. Their only obvious 
crime-is smokinghierba,·ormarijuana. 

Their main work t.akes them far from the neighborhood, deep into other 
boroughs, onto other streets, inside other apartments, where they beat, 
choke, and hum people. Simply put, they rob drug dealers holding large 
amounts of drugs and cash. And if you ask them in Spanish, they describe 
themselves as joloperos. In' English: stickup kids. 

Researching 'Violence: A Night in the Life 

Nightf~L TIle. neighborhood air was ~ot, thick, and sticky, New York City 
style. It was so muggy that people perspired after walking just a few feet. The 
aroma of theaalli:p street was also strong, a mixture of car fumes, moisture, 
and sidew~lk. But alrghtbreeze came in from the park that brought us mo- 
mentary IHief. ," . , '. . . ' 

BlockresideIlts)eftstuffyapartments and were scattered everywhere. In 
front of the first buildi~g, several mothers sat on parked cars and talked while 
watcHing theirchildre~ play street games. Kids just learning to walk'( the ones 
that fill easily) pl~yedwith'bottle tops, empty wrappers, and empty soda cans. 
They threw them as far~s they could, at parked cars, or at each other. 'Other 
ki#s hoppedJroro one sidewalk square to another, trying to skip oyerth~ di 
vidinglines. Sbmetitnestheybumped into each other, sometimes they tell. 

Older kids rodci bikes in zigzags or raced. Their recklessness almost 
causeWc<'>l1isiotls with people standing around. That little ~igga better 
watch that shit, warned a young male. Yo, shorty, w~tch that bike! Others 
played tag, running in circles, dodging each other, hiding behind pedestri 
ans, trying to avoid being "it," You're it! Sometimes, the older ones cheated 
by going into the Street. Running through a maze ofcars, they made driv 
ers honk horns and,. laughed , arhow the others could not follow. Stop 
cbeasin'! I'm not playin'any more, the sidewalk kids pleaded. Yet they all 
kept playing. 
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Neighborhood teens, mostly males, separated into groups that sat .01' . 
leaned on old cars without alarms. 3!heitowners neyetfussed.about scratches 
or dents. A smaller group smoked weed and drankHeer on the block's far 
side to avoid neighborhoodgossip. But mostjusttalked~joked; and listened 
to rap music from a parked car nearby. The car's radio played Big P~tni$her's 
rap album throughout the night~ 

Fro~ Sanjuan to Bayamon, . 
I'm the Don Juan beside, the Don, 
Livelong,' . '. 
Get your party on; . 

D0n.'tlet thelif{ttor fool you, 

'CauseJ'llstic*you, ' 
Something ~harp to the heart, 
Or sometbin' big to move you. 18 

. 1..' 

. . 
, ' - - , 

Some young Dominican guys played cards on car- hoo.as and gambled dice 
against the storefront. They always playe4 for money; for those wrh~lded, 
crunched-up dollar bills they sometimes threw to th;ground. Thewinner, who 
us~aiIy grinned ferociously, turned sole~n"faced as he counted and s~raight 
ened die bills. Then anotheqound of dice started. When a player trjed to leave 
early, especiallyafter·winning, othet:s J.lrged him to stay. They wanted to win 
their money back. Where you goin'? Don~ I~ave yet. Come on, let's piay again. 

Now and then, a player trotted ba~kward tOVlf~rd the sidewalk's edge, 
glancing left and right to detect police cars. 

Nearby, Pablo, Tukee, Dee, and I prepared mi~d drinks. The liquor for 
tonight was "99 Banana" rum and Tropico, mixed with orallge juice. We 
drank, joked, and listened to music biasting from the bodega. The grocery . 
store played classic merengues from the 1980s, popularized by Do~inican 
singers like Fernandito Villalona: . . . 

). 

Vamos pronto dar.no un trago 
f2!t.e esta-noche es la mas buena': .. 19 

). 
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Showing off,' a young Do~inicap. guy sometimes danced alone, smiling as he 
improvised steps. Alkgrin, he chopped his steps, from side to side, jabbing 
each fist sideways, givingns no clue to his next move, Suddenly, he lunged 

. forward, thensteppedbacktwice in staccato. We were all happy faces. Pablo 
slapped him a five, "(Jono, .tu ere' el mae'tro/' Pablo said. "Diablo 'mano 
vi'te esoi" 
It was the perrectsummernight to hangout-people were chatting, people 

were laughing; people were smoking, people were gambling, people were 
drinking. And some; lshould add, were preparingfor a drug hit. 

While some o! us' drank on the public stairwell, Gus; David, and Neno 
stood across the Street, by the pa}'k,_going over the details ora tumbe (drug 
robbery)~ With them wasJonah, a drug robber everyone said was loco. He 
was using a tallJeep. the getaway car~to hide his cocaine snorts. Shortly, 
Melissa appeared, and as they had earlier in the park, her body proportions 
caught, everyone's at~eI?ti{)n-she was petite from the waist up, and volup 
tuousfrom· the waist down, with protruding buttocks. Within a hal£.hour 
bfheurrival, she was driven· off to set up the drug dealer. 

. Throughout'that emotionally charged night, Gus repeate41y updated us 
on Melissa's progress, informing us on how far the dealer had fallen into her 
trap. For instance, at one point, Gus told us, "Yo, this nigga [the driver] just . 
called; ha-ha." 

"He called?" 
"Yeah." 
~'What he said?;' 

. "He said that she was makin?out with that nigga [the dealer], ha-ha, They 
sittin" at a table and they makin' out and shit. Yo, that nigga's fuckin' drunk 
already, ha-ha-ha. He been buyin' all these drinks for her and shit, ha-ha, and 
they been ctrinkin' all this' time. He's allover her, all drunk and shit, ha-ha 
ha-ha.Yo;,that nigga's an oldman and he thinks he gonna get some young ass 
tonight! That nigga's gonna get a big surprise, brol What you think, Randy?" 

"He's goin' d-o-o~o-w-w-n," I answered, inebriated. 
After' a fewhouts of such .updates, the. driver appeared. and drove Gus, 

Jonah, and Davi<.{ ,to' the apartment where they would later sequester and 
brutally torture the dealer. . 

By three o'clock in the . morning, Pablo, Dee, 'Iopi, T ukee, and I were the 
only ones hanging out on the block. We had just finished the liquor and 
waited for the crew-to return. I asked Pablo. if he thought they would find 
anything or get any infs>rmation out of the dealer. 
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"Yo R.an," a drunken Pablo answered, ~alhhey gottado to that mother-.' 
fucka is put a hot iron on his fuckin' ass,bro! Nah,ihfact, they just gotta put 
a.hot fuckin'hangerinhis ear, bro .. Yoti,know whatahot hangerwoulddo to 
you, bro? Yo, like we did to one motherfucka one time, bro;¥o;, that nigga 
didn't want to talk so we.said, Wight, you don't Want to fuckin' 'talk, bro? 
X ight.' Yo, we fuckin' heated a fuckin' hanger on the stove and then put that 
shit [the uncoiled wire 1 inhis ear, bro; That nigga started talkin; fast! Ha, ha, 
He was like, 'Okay, okay, okay!'Ha, ha, ha.¥ou shouldaseen that nigga, bro." 

"Listen, man," Tukee added, in his coolstyle, '~alI yougotta do is tie that 
nigga up with some duct tape, boom; wrap that shit up aUaroundhisatins, 
his legs, andhe like, 'Just tell me where every things at;· B [ro}; We knowwhat 
you got, B. If you don't tell us where everything's at, we gonna have to do 
some i::h-i-i-n-n-g-s-s toyo~,·B. You knowwhit.rm sayin'? $0, just.: tell us 
where everything's at and everythilIg's gorina. be alrH+g.h.;t/ ¥acha:.ha. 
And if that nigga don't say shit, just smack that nigga upa little bit; B,ha..ha. 
And if he still don't talk. B, 'Gonna..have to turn the iron onrandbelike; 
'Now I'm gonna have to make you tdIme, B.'Justputthat.shit onhisbackand 
everything's gonna be alr-r-i-i-i_ght. /Oh, now you know what I'm talkin' 
about, B? I thou.ghtyou didn't know;B.' Ha,ha."· 

By sunrise, only. Pablo, Dee, and Iremained on.the block-We still talked 
about everything young drunk guys t,alk about when they brea.knightwait 
ing to see what has come out bf a dnighit their boys were in. Women. Cars. 

. Sports. Torture. Drugs. At 8:00 A.M .. , though,I told the guys that! wasleav 
ing. They still haven't come back and I'm tired, bro, I explailled. 

Nigga, you justpussy-whipp~d, psshh-pshhh, P~blo joked, imitating a whip 
ping sound. 

Nah, man, I'm tired. 
Yeah, nigga. Just admit it bro, you zqhippedj ha-ha. fflgga,. 1m onlyplayiri: 

ha-ha. I'm ready to break thefuckouttoo.Tm.golzi'toNeida.sThisgirlfriend's 
apartment}. . 

Pablo gave Dee and me fisted handshakes and qUickly walked away. Still 
walking, Pablo turned halfway and yelled, Yo, Ran; I'l11etyou 'know .what 
happens tomorrow, a'ight?·Call me. Don'tforget, callme, nigga~' , 

I walked home, six blocks away. 
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I already knew some oEche stickup kids in this scene. During the 1980s, 
Llived in a nearby South Bronx neighborhood with Pablo, Gus, and.Tukee. 
In fact,. Pablo. and. I spent :lots· of time. together during summers and after 
sch~ol. Since GUs.was three years younger (a huge span in teen years), we had 
a closer relationship:"\v-ithhisolder brother, Sylvio, who eventually became a 
big-time,drugdealer .. ButafterGus proved his daring (he shot-some people), 
we hungout,withhimtoo.Tukeealso lived in ourneighborhood, but then 
moved a few blocks to the High Bridge area, where most of the research is 
based. :aut since he visited often:we kept our friendship tight. 

1 met David;'Wopi, arid Nenothrough Gus on a winter night in 1999.~Gus 
introduced them to iUe outside a local pool hall as they got set to do a drug 
robbery. ~ey were y~ung and Dominican, only spoke Spanish; and wore 
thelatesturban,·baggydothes.Meeting them like this, on the eve of a drug 
robbery,gave .tn:e a head start on some key robbery aspects. For instance; here 
I first learnedofthe·roleof"the'girl"as I spoke with Pablo, whohadaccom-· 
partied me. 'This critic~Lr()bbery role was'sometimes played by.Melissa, 
whomlwould meet a few J:Uonthslater. 

Initially; lrecordedmy observations, through extensive field notes. How 
ever, after about three monFhs, I began using a medium-sized tape recorder, 
whlcihjust fit into my jacket or pants pocket. The tape recorderimproved my 
recollection of events sinceil ~ften got back home in the early morning, usu 
ally into~icated froID he<1-xy.drinking. Nevertheless, I wrote up exten~ive 
outlines before gOing,to bed ('which sometimes took over two hours) and 
then wrote ,elab6rate field nptes the next dilY. These notes supplemented 
and guided the tape recordings, especially since street sounds sometimes in 
terfered with the soumI quality, and sometimes weeks passed before I found 

. time for transcription. Lfollowed,this pattern inten,seiy (about three or four 
days a week) between 19E?9 and 2002; then again for the autumn Oh003 and 
winter,-of 2oo4;.andthen intermittently from the_summer of 2004 to the 
present, 

The taperecorde:t; als() took on a critical social role dming theresearch, es 
pecially withPabl~ aridG~s.After getting used to it, they often eagerly asked 
ifI was carrying it :with me and searched for .the tell-tale bulge in my jacket or 
pants pocket. During conversations ·or interviews, they often spoke to the 

. tape recorder-or to the world J'out there" -rather than to me. Sometimes, 
the tape recorder was therapeutic, letting the study participants voice their 
hopes, dreaty.s, sadness, and anger in ways they never had. They even cried .. 
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As to participant. dialogue,! onlyputtape·recorded canversationsin quo 
tation marks.zo All italicized dialogue is based on field·.notes .. Thislets .. the 
reader know whether a "conversation is .precise (or dose toit).orrelied on 
memory alone. in both instanc~s, I edited or renwved long orconfusing dia~ 
logue, like th~ run-on sentences withn~·clearbeginning.fl:liddle,orend:Also; 
I sometimes removed extra slang orcolloquialismslike,<'Youknow what I'm 

. sayin'i" and "You feel me??' and "bro" and '''yo.:» Although not distracting (to 
me) in real conversation, too many.pfthem on paper may distract. readers 
from a dialogue's meaning. . .. 

Also, some study participants on~yspoke Spanish;. In such cases,! trans 
lated their accounts into English; they are so identifiedin the teXt; However, 
the translations stripped those accounts of their.richness. To avoid a total 
loss, I sometimes keptin Spanish slang, phrases, and words. Moreover; Lre- . 
rained ungrammatical speech: and mispronunciations, especially their ten- . 
dency to skip the-letter "s"' at the middleor.end of words. In thelattei< case, I 
placed apostrophes to indicate the absence oHetters and. purposely spelled 
some words according to their sound, Although purists may .. complain, I 

. must maintain the lyrical and verbalint~grity of the marginal, who dd not 
speak Castilian Spanish and uselanguageas play. . 

As to field data, I provide ,many accoun~s that include me. Homed,mes, 
though, I provide ones where study participants recollected previous events, 
On their face, they may app:ar purely' autobiographical or not validated; 
However, since I grew up with most of the guys, I was "there" for marty of 
those events: I observed them from their teenage years, to their drug. dealing . 
years, to their brutal years as drug robbers. T, provide their words so that 
readers can hear their voices arid grasp their meanings: 

That said, sometimes I was not "there." For -instance,. when they took 
drug-dealing trips to other states, I did not accompany them, hut only heard 
their stories upon return. However, I always validated those accounts 
through speaking with others that witnessed the same events. ' 

I ordered the m~terial chronologically, though.1 'l-m purpoSely.vague 
about exact dates and years. Disclosing time~relate&~riformati()n could be 
dangerous to the study participants. And I promised them that che.research 
would not lead to their arrests or to drug dealer retaliation; . 

In all, I interviewed, spoke with, erobserved twenty"seven people in and 
around the South Bronx neighborhood. I have. used pseudonyms to protect. 
them "alL I disclose the 'field site and give some character descriptions. That, I 
hope, is enough. 
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As to robberies, I wa.s rIfostiy unawar~ of a robbery's exact day and time. 
There werej~st too ltla.riy in the works, I would often learn ·of them when. 
unfa.miliar guys< came to the block and .pulled study participants aside. 
Sometimes, they returned from these sidewalk meetings and continued rob 
bery preparations in ltl¥ presence; Mostly, I stood silent, never asking about 
their plans. I commented only when someone asked for my opinion. Like a 
sounding boaid;mytesponses were in the form of, Yeah, you're right, bro, no 
matter whkwa's asked. 

For instance;<one afternoon, Gus, Neno, and I were hanging out on the 
public stairwell as they smoked weed. While we' were standing there, two 
middle-aged Doltlinican men pulled up in a car, got out, and walked to a 

. sidewalk space, about ten yards away. Gus and Nena met them with partial 
hugs~ Neno then offer-ed one of the men a hit of the weed. Smiling, th,e guy 
accepted and inhaled deeply. For about the next five minutes, they spoke 
furtively. Lheard nothing; only observing nodding heads, moving lips, and 
puffs ofsnioke.Afterthe men left, Gus and Neno returned to our spot and 
discussed an upcoming robbery. 

"It'slike.Iteld.them," Gus said, in Spanish, "if we use the girl, she can get 
us in the aparnneni: without a problem. Without a problem. How many 
times did we use her? Tell me, how many times did we get inside the 
apartments?" 

"No, I know," Nenoresponded. 
"Then he's [the ltlan he just spoke with] saying that it's not going to 

work," Gus c~ntinued; "that: if we send the girl to knock on the door, it's 'not 
going to work. That guy was JUSt talking shit. He doesn't know what he's 
talking'aboucHe doesn't; know shit." . 

Nen6 was silent. Gus then addressed me in English. "Yo, tell me, if we 
. send Melissa to iheapartltlent, aren't those niggas gonna open that door?" 

"Yeah, theyprobablywill,"·I answered. 
"'Cause these niggaswete like, 'Nah, nah, that's not gonna work.1fey 

never open their door.' I'm tryin' to tell those niggas that we used Melissa 
before and.that that shit always works, man. We don't got to pull out no 
guns' and shit' on those niggasin a [building} hallway. Bro, that shit's just 
gonna attract mad attention; Tell me, bro, that shit's just gonna make a lot of 
noise, right?!~ , 

"Yeah, that shies gonna make i lot of noise," I agreed. "You right." 
'~That's what I'm try-in' to,te1hhem. But those niggas just don't want to 

listen, man. Like I said, yo, the niggas we goin' after been doin' this shit for 



years, bro. For years. Tell me, if-they carryin~ eight kilos of coke, theyheen 
doin' trus like for a real long time, right?" .' 
. "If they movin' that much,yeah,~ I responded. "IThatshitjust don't hap 
pen overnight." 

"You know what I'm sayin'?" Gusconti~ued. "Those l1iggas.are gonna be 
lookin' to get robbed, right? Theygonna be prepareafor that shit. Mall, the 
way they want us to do it, nian, that shit ain't gonna work, bro. I know it, 
man. But those niggas just don't want to listen." He pulled euea lighter and 
~elit the weed blunt that had gone out. He and Neno then.resu~edstnokil1g. 

Such moments represented the ~cClpe of my participation. I never'asked 
about a robbery being planned. In fact, I tol~ Pablo and. Gus nOt t~ inform 
rrie of upcoming stickups. I only wanted accounts of oaes that were dotie. 
Just give me after-thefact informatfon, bro. True, Ihadreceived a Federal 
Certificate of Confidentiality from the National In.stitutes ofFIealth. This 
protected me from law enforcement wanting to subpoena my field data. But 
I was unsure if the federal protection extended to ·me 'having "heard some 
thing" about future crimes. 

Yet, one day, Ldid think aloud about how that shztwould be dope, kid, to 
see how a stickup started from beginningto end. lwould understand it better, 
right? Gus, who believed that "experience is the best. teaclher," triedh<ird not 
to disappoint. So he sometimes informed me of upcoming drug hits, and 
even invited me to tag along. dnly through obseryations, he insisted, would. 
I learn what robberies were all'about. As always, 1 declined, citing moral 
and ethical obligations. 

Nevertheless, Gus would persist. And after several plonths; I figured out 
why: I was his opportunity. Not only could his exploits garner possible me 
dia attention, but they also might accord him a higher streefstatus. This \vas 
why he introduced me to everyone as his "cousin," the journalist. Never as the 
SOciologist. The guys perhaps understood the' work ofteporter~, who some 
times glamorized criminals in news articles a.nd trade books. By caUingme 
one, he was announcing to the world that, his brutal acts, \:\rere worthy-:-,he 
even. had a journalist, or personal biograph~r, following him aroull.dP . 

In fact, Gus fell in love with earlier drafts of the robbery.chapters; some .. 
times asking me to carry them when he hung out :tvith girlfriends. Since he 
had given a.lot to the research, I complied. Often, he would have his girl 
friends read the chapters and get offontheirwide-eyedre~ctions.1hat'syo~? 
You're crazy! Other times, he would get lost in his own' rereading of the ac- 

counts, ignoring hIS girlfri~nds and leaving me to make conversation. Yes, 
Gus ""anced a superstardomthat transcended these streets. He wanted to be 
famous, to have every()ne know him, worldwide. 

That said, Imustaddress some other methodological matters, critical 
ones that I cannolonger hide from, no longer duck and dodge: In truth, I 

. have grown weary of runningfrom what I have perceived from the start to 
be. a politically chargedmdhodological note. This is ironic because while I 
sometimes feared for my life during my South Bronx research, I feared even 
more that disclosi~gmyinsider.view would harm me professionally. 

. -1 
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Insid~rResearch: StandpointCrisis . . 
Most innet-<;ity ethnographies h~ye been' done by upper-middle-class and 
elite-ed!lcated researchers, For them, fieldwork is often their first' sustained 
con.tact both with poorpeople of color and with exciting and unfamiliar so 
cialphenomena~thestreets, the sounds; the language, the black and brown 
bodies .. They admit their race and' class privileges and discuss how these 
might have influenced-their observarions.F Then they provide wonderful 
ethnographieinsight,.inostlyforupper-middle-class readers who are just like 
thembutwho woiiJdnever.travel to those exotic worlds. 

Now medcamefroma poor South Bronx neighborhood. I attended bad 
public schools. I used';a plasticshopping bag as my school backpack. 1 wore 
torn, ~holy" sn~akers as my only shoes. I starved on many dreary a.fi:ernoons, 
often haVing only soda crackers and government- cheese to eat. I -shivered in 
freezin!! cold apartments that landlords refused' to heat. Strugglfng Black 
and Brown. people-those were my neighbors and best friends. For me, the 
exotic "others" wererhe professional Whites in Manhattan subways and the 
middle-class Whiteneaehinginpublic schools. Later they were the middle 
class Whites, Blacks, andLa.tinolas that I met as a graduate student. I was not 
privileged in race, place!.or class; And as I started writing this ethnography, 
an uncomfortable feeling welled up inside me. In fact, it made me freeze. 

Fear. 
I was afraid of the repercussions of this unprivileged position: I was afraid 

of how critics would saYithat"my insider knowledge of these South Bronx 
drug. robbers -had produced a less objective, Jess insightful ethnography, 
I was afraid that; unlike privileged ethnographers, who, were praised for 
studying dangerous urban worlds; I would be vilified for revealing violence 1 
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in marginal communities.'! was afraid that the Black;tndLatino/ascholarly 
communities, who wanted no more negative images, would become angry at 
me for studying violent Dominican men. 

Most of all, I was afraid of taking on the dominant White-male, scientific 
voice, which, for me, is neither neutral nor authentic. a was afraid that I 
could not be me, that I could. not write from.my sOciaispace, oneehat cut 
across social statuses and time: educated, street,Domin~cafl,. 19&o.S to 200.0.S, 
cnminalized, marginal, and male. 

Sandra 'Harding and Dorothy Smith's, calIf or researchers to use their 
unique .standpoints, or gendered s~cial positions, was useful here. 23 Patricia 
Hill Collins complicated this idea byshowing'how standpoints are based on 
intersections of race, class, 'and gender.24As an unprivileged researcher of 
color, I could appreciate these methodological hreakthrough~, Yet my un 
privileged position, with its unique epistemology, orways.o£knowingwhat:'1 , 
know, made me feel uneasy. Would I be 'as entitled as privileged ethnogra~ 
phers to reveal my standpoint? Wouldlget the SaIlle sympathetk nods as 
privileged ethnographers did when they revealed their.positi'Onality within 
the research? 

Given my experiences within the privileged world,. 1 thought not - Rein 
forcing this gut feeling was the reaction of colleagues :when italked ab~ut 
the focus 'Of my work It could ruin your careell Twas told, behind closed 
doors. But if/die tomorrow, whatlleave behind won't reveal the true,wdrk~ 
ings of a Dominican drug market insider, I resp'Onded, dram"atically but sin 
cerely. Don't do it, I was told again.' The academic comin.unity witlJudge you. 
Just knowing that you grew up with these violent men willhave them thinking 
twice about you. , 

Afraid, Iwould listen to these privileged insiders.25. They'reprobably right. 
I grew silent. I hardly discu~sed how my background shaped the:research; 
I endlessly sought distractions to avoid writing it up. 

Yet no matter which way I ran, I was. always draggedright back to this is- . 
sue. When I discussed my workin public forums, audiences wanted more on 
my insider status. This is a foscinating topic, they would say, butI want you to 
discuss more about howyourposition as an insider ajfectedyourresearch.lalso 
=« you to address why you're so diJferentJrom them, orhow it is that you had 

. such a diJferent trajectory. I would then answer strategically; not reve;tling 
entirely how I had felt during the fieldwork. Even the original version of this 
book manuscript had limited inside~ discussicms. Reviewers criticized trus 
silence-vehemently-and demanded to know more. . 
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So now,ithas come to. the moment I call standpoint crisis, where I have to 
decide whether to fullydiscloseVmy background. As a person of color, I have 
faced many levels of oppression in my everyday world. Th~ risk of adding one 

, more in the academic world':"'a, place where the dominant paradigm is 
positivistic-makes me hesitate}6 Yet for the sake of being open about the 
methodolegy, Lwill reveal the ttuth: that my South Bronx experiences dur 
ingthe c;rackera didsignificantly,shape my feelings and interpretations dur 
ing fieldwork. They also shaped the way I sometimes wrote this ethnography 
as t'Olanguage; tone, aild style. Here goes •. 

Desensitization 

I grew up in drug-ridden neigliborh~ods, ~itnessed violence, and heard lots 
of talk about viole'uce,. so r was partially desensitized toward many violent 

. acts. When study particip~nts recounted torture stories, I simply nodded, 
chllckled, or smiled. Occasionally, t added a Damn, that shit is crazy, bro. 
Sometimes, I even slapped: ,fi'ves while laughing aloud. For instan~e, one 
night, Gus and' Neno rec~unted a torture incident to Pablo, Tukee, and me 
as we drank liquor on the public stairwell. 

We keptjUckin"himup real bad, bro, Gus explained, and ihe nigga didn't want 
to talk, yo. Lik~ we was doin' alhype of shit to him, bro. I was punch in' that 
nigga and shit. these 'dudes was. chokin' him, pistol.whippin' ... all that shit, 
bro. Fuckin' him up realbtid, Realbad.Then this niggagotthe iron and forget 
it, brq.~ha-ba",hfl![Ji?':t'lenoin.SpanishJ Tellthem what you did. 

. I took out the iron 'and heated it, Neno explained, in Spanish, and told him, 
'I(m gdnn4 burn ypur aSS, ball~su{:ker!.TeII me where it's·{the drugs} at! I'm 
gqnna stain your assij'J';o.Uctl0n'tteI11'l1.e!,Forget it, when the guysaw the iron, 
and thatit was hot, allof~u.dtlenheremembered everything. 

Now tl1e motheifucka rem(fwbered he·waS a fuckin' drug kingpin, B! Tukee 
added, laughfng.Theshltjustcame to him, B.' , 

Yeah, I added, now he'slike, 'Ohshit, that's right, I'm a dealermovin'pounds of 
coke.ljusta.in't recallthat shit'a.minuteago. Ha-ha! 

Sorryfor puttin'you through all that trouble, continued Pablo, acting like' the 
dealer .• You c'1Znputtheiron away now~ha~ha!-that shit won't be necessary. 

And as Gus finished the story, we continued joking and laughing 
including me. Du~ingthese.U1oments, I was more enthralled than bothered by 
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their brutality. Rarely did I think about tne.victitrt, who had been brutally 
beaten, maimed, and burned. In fad:, Isaw those atrdticles as coming with ! 

the drug-dealing turf. Drug dealers knew that this was a business hazard, 1 
reasoned; everybody knew that at. some' point they would have thdr day. It 
was all part of the ~game." 

Afterward, I would go' home and write up the stories or tranScribe the 
tape-recorded inrerviews.-I would then read, the accounts on paper; line .by 
Iineeword for word ... 

Shocked. Disturbed. Those were the words that described my reactibn to 
their drug robbery violence. On the streets, the magnitude of their violence 
was hardly apparent to me. Also, I had justified their violence by blaming 
the dealing victim. I was embarrassed; disappointed. I would never ha~e 
blamed ~he victim of race and gender persecution __ even within thedtug 
market. In fact, the stories that disturbed me most' dealt, :With 'gender an4 
racial injustices and stereotypes. This was why theYllfltd1y mentionecl su<;h 
accounts around me. If they did; it :was because fheyt~o\lg~t that thei~Fon~ 
ments were "safe." Overall, they understood that any sexis~or racist relllarks 
would have me lo~cally tear them apart. Butinthere~lrn of, drug robber~ 
ies, I was just like them. I blamed the dealer.' '. , ... , . ' 

Then it hit me: after hanging out With these men so mucl~: i momentarily 
went back to myoId status 'and role as ,"wannabe" drugd~<1,ler> On the streets, 
the cold .capitalist raticmalizatibns had .retumed, tAose ju~tific~ti~n$for 
making money no matter the human costs"Beating,hurnings"mutilation"" 
Man, jougotia do ,what you gotta d() to get that<io()t, Sometinies,leven,telt 
that certain magic moment again, thil:time during late 1980s when I be 
lieved that the drug market was my only way,to finimcial success. This was 
when I saw the world as my study pahiCipants did, wheillfelt theirlofty 
desires and emotional pain. I was damn tired of being penniless, broke. X 
was desperate to earn tons <:>fmoney ahdprestige. Driig robberies were 'the 
only way out of poverty,. out of misery, out ofthe damn South Bronx ... 
Drugs, guns, and violence-Fuckit.Ju.stpritmedown. I'm ready to go. 

I was "one of them" again. 
On the streets, I romanticized thelll'--'-I saw them~s sti'eetheroes jump 

ing over social hurdles and obstacles. But when J read, their isolat.ed ac 
counts afterward, alone, the stories leaped at me fronithe page.'Then, lin" 
terpreted them from the other extre~e: stone cbId sociopaths. This is when 
I thought that there was something mentally wrong with them, when I 
thought that they were hopeless and irredeemable. Without a soCial context, 
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theirwords and actions m~4e it hard to see them any other way. 1hese people 
are myJrie_nds? I often.asked.mYselF, in disbelief . . 

But thenI wouldrememberthe time when I wouldhave done anything 
to make "crazy" money. So Lput myself in their shoes: Ifl were in their social 
position today, and had invesfed: myprimeyears in the drug market, andhad'a 
criminal record., 4nd had no!legal optionsfor economic success, would 1 join 
them on robberies? ~uldl be capable oJthe violence that they do? Which one 
would it be: wouldlbe;tterlyJohockedanddisgusted at the brutality, or would 
lundersta1fdit as instrUmental t:o getting the drugs and cash? . 

A long pause. . ; 
~e long.pause in my, reply; though, would disturb me, making me an 

swer a definitive No! ~unhatlong pause occurred for a reason. I knew that I 
currentlyansweredfromadifferentsocial space. In the past, I was like ~hem: 
lwas poorly educated; a.dlild of Dominican immigrants, and spent my 
childhood and teenage yearsiuburning South Bronx neighborhoods. I had 
also s~enlittle prospect in schooling and legal work, which had Ied.me into 
,drug dealing. But nowI W<1,S close to getting a doctorate in sociology. Now I 
sawmy.Iife chances differently. . 

What had led to this difference, though, was. ironic: unlike th~m, I had 
fail~d miserably in.~he illegal drug market. Had I experienced drug market 
succe~s and then gonet.oprison{every drug dealer I have ever known, except 
for one, has been jailed arJmprisoned), there was a good chance that Iwould 
have joined thein ondrug robberies. Most neighborhood drug market par 
ticipants with criminal records had done robberies, or desperately wanted to 
de;> one. Why wouidlhave.heen so different? . 

Itwas'th()se thoughts a~d questions that would get my sociological think 
ing to,kickin. I would then search for meanings and patterns on the current 
page, then for their links to the pages from days, weeks, and.months before. 
Throughout this process,} turned to the sociological and criminological, lit 
erature, I wanted to find links ~tween my observations and other scholarly 
theories and empirical findings; Soon, I saw that there was logic and reason to 
these men's violence. At thenlicro-Ievel, I saw how their in-the-moment vio 
lence was shaped by the emotional processes associated with drug robbery. 
At higherlevels, I saw howtheirviolent robberies grew out oflarger cultural 
and material goals, deteriorating economic and community conditions, and 
especially-especially~the shrinking of the c.rack market. The challenge was 
weaving these differehtlevds of analysis into one consistent descriptive and 
analytical patt~nl. With this book; I hope to have met that challenge. 
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Keeping It Real:· Chaiiengestofnsi4t;r Statu: 

There was more, however, to being an insiderthan paste:K!periences) My in 
the-moment appearance, words, and behavior counted too. Let rne explain. 
When! started attending graduate school, lfound the academic environ 
ment new and strange; and its people. equally. new and •. strange; My:' new 
classmates had different world experiences and triost .came from privileged 
spaces. So I often~ravitated back'to thefamiliar~tomy SOl1thBronx neigh" 
borhood and its people. 

And the neighborhood guys still saw me as one of them. They .never for 
got how I had walked the same streets,joked and talked on the same corners, 
and experiencedtheir.high~fivingj~yorfuckin'heated anger:lnotherwords; 
they still expected the same 61' Ran, the same dude who had lived and felt 
just.like them, who felt at ease in the company of drug dealers, who knew 
what to say and do: the grin, the fisted handshake, the lMhat-up?the<Chillin:? 
the A'ight. So despite being a graduate student who wasbusyJearning both 
the sociological way and the way through an upper-middle-class milieu, 1 
was expected to continu~ the neighborhood groove," . 

For instance, one afternoon a,sJ walked with Pablo down a street, I stum 
bled over a . sidewalk crack. ~ickly, lrecupe~ated my balance, showing,.I 
thought, serious athleticism and cool. Yo, you losin>. it. Ran) Pablo still joked, 
shaking his head. Another tiihIe,'l arrived· to the block clean~shayen and . 
wearing blue jeans, runningsneakers, and a basebaHjer~ey,Yankee blue, Yo; 

. you look like afuckin' cop, Pablo rema~ked,Jaughirig. ~;h;.Tukee.agreed,you, 
look like one those Hispanic DTs{detectives}, those rnotheifuckas. ThoughT 
laughed along in both cases, the comments .stung,. Ina.grander sense, they 
were sanctions: I was not supposed to stumble, in..words; acts, or dress. Twas 
. an insider, one. of them. 

Even Gus hinted .at his expectations .ofmyinsiderstatus. One summer 
afternoon, I played dominoes with some guys iRthe public park Aftersev 
eral games, I asked a guy to take ply place, offering my milk_crate seat. As 
I drank a Corona, Gus-:-who was alwa.ys watching~walked overto me. Yo, 
don'tgiveyour seat up to him, he said, annoyed.l:les afuckin'cokehead,. man: 
I was stung again. True, this was a pedagogicaLmoment, one where he de 
scribed the neighborhood pecking order. But his tone was sharp. I had done 
a serious wrong. 

On these streets, then, my slip-ups were unacceptable;In. other words, 1 
could not act naive. For other researchers, outsidern;iiveteis often awonder" 
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ful ethrlOgraphic 1:001.'Z7 Whether real or contrived, it often forces partici 
pants to reach researchers the do's and don'ts of the field site. However.che 
prevailing attitude toward me was: Don't act like you don't know. So I re 
ceived no sympathy, no eritpathy~just a researcher-participant relationship 
full oEna's: No harid-holding. No ·learning the ropes. No protection from 
sponsors. No actinglike a dope. 

Nonetheless,. to gather rich data, I would' pretend that I "didn't know" 
and ask a multitude o£questlQns-sometimes to the point where they ap 
peared aUiloyed .. ·Its that, I need this information in·your own words, I ex 
plained when· I' saw their exasperation. This research is more about how you 
make sense ofeverything, not just about how I make sense of tohat's goin' on. 
Eventually; they,became accustomed to my avalanche of questions and en 
joyed being the "e:li:perrs'\iIl the research. 

Being an insider also meant that I had some protection. Gus, the most vio 
lent robber, vouchedforme as his "cousin," and Pablo andTukee called me 
their "cousin" too .. So guys like Topi, Neno, and David, whom I had just met, 

i would never rob or pull agnn on me. But I also knew that with acceptance 
came adherence to group norms. The guys always enjoyed a good fistfight and 
believed that men should physically.establish their social status, or manhood. 
Myprotection, then,wasHmited to them stopping anyone from potentially 
killirigme. That'sit . .Anything beneath that point, I was on my own. 

For instance, one autumriafternoon~ I discussed with Gus and Pablo an 
interesting but. troubling observation. 1 had noticed that whenever David, 

. Neno, or Topi accompanied me to the bodega to buy beer, they stared at my 
money ad pulleditout of my pocket stared at it as I silently counted it ... 
stared at it as! handed it ('0 the grocer and stared at it as I put it away as 
change. Every time. , 

"Don't worry about tiiose' niggas, bro," Gus said, laughing. "They ain't 
gonna donochiri' to you. I already told them you was my cousin. Those nig 
gas won't dare do shit to you, I5ro. Trust me on that, ha-ha," 

"'Those are some funny niggas, ha-ha," Pablo added. "They be staring at 
your· money and shit:.Just.fu~kthose niggas up, bro. They try some shit, just 
fuck them up: They aiIi't shit, man. Psst, Those niggas is ass, man." 

"I mean; I ain't worried about them," I said, showing bravado. "It's just 
that it always happens; bro. Every time they in the store with me, they always 
stariIi' at my money. Like hake it out of my pocket and I go like this [I cir 
cled my hand with imaginary money); they be goin' like this [I circled-my 
head as though it was following the circling money hand]." 



"Those' niggas are . like dogs and shit, .ha"ha-ha,"·· Gus· said; bursting into 
laughter. ~You ever had some food in your hand, bro, and you start goin' like 
this to a dog [circling his hand], they start ~pvin' theidieads like .... ;they . 
start followin' your hand and shit, ha-ha-ha! Those niggas is funny .. , •• 
Like I said, man, mey ain't shit. Those niggas is realpu,ssy, bro. You could 
handle them niggas, bro." . 

''Just fuck' em up, Ran;' Pablo repeated. '~They're bulishit;bro.Theyaih't 
shit." 

"I'm not worried about them, bro," I said again. ~It's just somethinglno 
ticed, bro, that they always lookiri'attny money. lknowthey not gonna do 
nothin' to me, like personally, bro. I know they w6n:t do that. But .they 
could send somebody to rob me, bro. Theydon:t have to do it [thdnselves]. 
They could send somebody to do it, you understand?' They lookin' at my 
money too much, man.They lookliketheywantitre-e~a"a.lbad, ha-ha." 

"Nah, man, do~'t worry about it:mantGtis said, rea.ssuring me)'Yo, on 
the strength thad told them that you was'my cousin, theywonx try that 
shit, bro. They won't. Trust me, man, they ain't gorina sen.d nobody to rob 
you. They crazy if they do that shit.Theyknowhowlam,bro.~ 

. Like Gus said, everyone kriewhehaqmy back.Infact,I sometimes sensed 
thar-Topi, Neno, and Dav~ddeferredto me because of him. TheY'never 
raised their voice at me. Never put me.down.Theyalways smiled and said; "Y 
que?" whenever I 'came around:"Initially, I thought ih was because I always .. 
played it cool. When I drank liquor with them,I never dominatedconversa~ 
dons; Ijust listened, ~odded, a1).d took slow sips; Infact; we ID()stljr got into 
in-depth conversations when we were alone:.EventHen,lwas intent On getting 
their-story, their side. Now, though, I see how Gus'violence probablyloomed 
large in the backdrop-a mighty force field of protection that shielded me 
from a fight. 

Insider Biography 
. .-; .: _:' 

I admit that I had preconceived ideas whenlfirststartedtheresearch. Given 
my previous drug-dealing experiences, I was inclined to a Mettonian analy 
sis of drug robbers. As a youth, I'had grown up desperately wanting what 
society said I should want: lots of money; Bighouses; Luxury-cars. Designer 
clothes. Respect and status through.·showing off material goods; I .wa~ not 
alone. Most of the neighborhood youth who later becam~' drug dealers had 

wanted the sameLOnthe sgeet corner, conversations that revolved around if 
I had the money had taken rnuch of our time.28 

. And asa teenager, Twas·rather pragmatic about how r could reach the~e 
mat~rialgoak'The neighborhood reality was that most adults had legal jobs, 
yet struggled to make ends meet. Even those who lett atterpurchasing homes 
lived in unexceptional houses and suburbs. Their new neighborhoods had 
blighcmd.theirhomeswere cramped and small(eheir previous South Bronx 

· apartments were actually bigger}. They were also overwhelmed with mort 
gage payments an~ imforeseen, household bills. To me, they had not "made 
it";· economically. they were still close to their former South Bronx home.i? 

AlSo. at an early, age, Twas an indoctrinated American, infused with the 
· capitalist spirit. Thus; Twanted to join the ranks of the financially successful. 
I thought nothing of improving the social conditions of the poor. Instead, I 
searched for that catapult tolling me. over the social fortresses surrounding 
the >rich. In the vernacular. of the .time, I wanted to dress fly, make crazy 
money, and drive fresh cars: But I also dreamed of achieving that other Iife 
style,where, like the'people sh()wn in the Nautica ads plastered on building 
facades and subwaywalls, I sailed ya<::hts and wore preppy clothes. I wanted 
badly to be Captain,Elite. 
'But, again, from what I had observed, school was not the move for folks 

like me. The only'people that 1 had seen rise from the South Bronx ashes 
were a handful of Dominican and, Puerto Rican drug dealers. They were 
'youngmen of color who eventually made more money than their social con- 

· ditions should have allowed. With intelligence, drive, ambition, and luck 
(crackcocaine emerged just on time), they had paved a new economic path. 
Since they earned m()r51110~eythanthe neighborhood adults working legal 
jobs, they won my admiration, hands down. 

, Another admissiomI had also seen a few of my extended family members 
strikeit ri<;hin the drug market. Itiwas an amazing observation. Only a few 
years before, J ha,d visited these poor cousins in the Dominican Republic. 
On, the island; they lived in decayed housing that lined dirt streets, had no 
running.hotwater, and hardly had electricity. Worse, as older teenagers arid 
young adults;.ihey begged me.fof'money and clothes-s-me; theirlitrle twelve 
year-old Ne~ York City cousin; who started every Spanish utterance with 

. the English . .streetsl~ngprefix, "Yo.~ . 
But later, in the Us., the tables were. turned: they had the designer shirts, 

pants, and shoes; they wore the;biggoldchains, bracelets, and rings; and they 
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carried 'rubber-banded wads of cash. Sometimes, theywouldpull out a knot 
_ of money, unroll several twenties, and hand them to me: .l:(ere, say,oit can 
take some girls out. I was impressed. Clearly, most of my, extenped family 

, worked legally and never committed crime. But it was these men wat stood 
out. Although unschooled" they, had created a' different,way to.boomirig 
economic success. 

So thiswas what I had seen: the d~ugm,arket~an innovaFive and alterna~ 
tive path-was the way to go. Merton 101. Sincdhis was how I had roughly' , 
framed my drug-dealing experiences, it was the preconceived idea thatlhad 
brought to the field. To be clear" I ~as not deliberately:te~ting, or advancing 
Merton's or his successors' theories of anomie. My e~peri<:::nc~s had just made 
this theme familiar, even before 1 had seen ~ts academi~forril.. So whether 
I wanted to or.nor, I was thinking in those terms whenTstarted mySouth 
Bronx fieldwork. And when I flipped the research switch and asked why 
these Dominican men had become drug robbers, Nferton's anomie was the 
first lighted bulb. ' 

But as I did fieldwork and read literature, L saw that squeezing my data 
into this preconceived frame was lopping off cruCiaI; parts oEthe. theoretical 
picture. It was like placing the Mona Lisa in a smallJramy, revealing her 
hair, her eyes, her nose, but not that important part: her smile.lwould, I 
realized, need a largerframe, and I found it in Philippe Bourgois' drugmar~ 
ket spin on resistance theory; JackKatz? emphasison crimes emotionalal· 
lure; and later, Randall Collins' micro theory of violence; These theoretical 
contributions we're just as relevant and strong.30 

The Triple RepresentationalIJilemma 

I must admit to one other reason for being absent in an earlier manuscript 
draft. Clearly, I believedin reflexiVity, where a field researcher explains how 
his or her social position affected the researchY Weaving thems<;lves into 
the analysis, they show how they saw what they sawand how they dealt with 
their race, class, and gender position}2 Still, I balked at puttingmyselfalong 
side South Bronx drug robbers. I wanted no one~no qne~cal1ing the a cow 
boy ethnographer. 

The cowboy ethnographer. I usethis term to describe ethnographers who 
are perceived to exploit research for, their own, professional. or' narcis~istic ' 
end. In other words, researchers who are thought to glorify' themselves at the 
expense of the study participants.P Surely, no one knows whether this is 
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true of any ethnographer.;But behind closed academic doors"rhe,word is 
that this happens, and the cowboy is ridiculed and scorned. So the perception, 
not the reality(as the Thomas theorem states), makes the cowboy real. 

Mainly; the charge is 'aimed at researchers studying dangerous or hidden 
populations. For mosdaypeople (and academics), these exotic-others are 
distant,. only seen roaming th~ streets or as images on the nightly news. 
'Thro,ugh ., ethnographies; thoUgh,·, middle-class readers. can [ive vicariously 
through aresearcher, onewithabackground similar to their own, Now they 
get a sense ofhowthey·wpuldfeeLamong the homeless or among the urban 
poor. Now .they get a sense. of how· they would react around violent, men, 
women, or outlaws ontRe down low. Now they were there. 

The word is that some ethnographers capitalize on those middle-class 
curiosities. Theyprojecnhemselves as bravely risking life and limb, as tIght: 
roping dangerous race and class Iines=-and making it back to tell the tale. 
Whether ~uchcowboy ethnographers truly exist, I do not know. Neither do 
I care. As long as ethnograph;ers advance knowledge within certain moral 
andmethodologicallimits, th~y can do as they wish. 

That said, I wanted no part of that label. 
As a result, I retreated furthet,limiting my reflexivity until it was almost 

gone.If! didincludem}Hhoughts and feelings, it waswhen I was touched by 
suffering study participants. Those moments were not prone to sensational 
ism; theirpain would remain front and center. Still, in discussing or depict» 
ingviolence, I notonlyrisk'ed glamoiizing the study participants; but myself. 
too;'1his was the start oEthe triple-representationaldilemma. 

The first representationaldilemma: if I discussed drug robbery torture in 
depth, then Lcould be accused of glorifying the study participants' violence. 
Yet if! played down d~ug robbery violence, then] could be accused of sani 
~izing violent study parti~ipa~ts. 

The second representati(.):n~Ldilemma: if I failed to place myself within 
the text, J could be accused ofn.()t showing how my social position affected 
my research. Yet if I .regp.larly placed myself within the rext; especially dur 
ingviolent moments, 1 could be accused of cowboy ethnography. 

. Inboth cases; I was damned if I do, damnedifI don't. 
But there was one more representational dilemma. As alluded to earlier, I 

was risking being a called out as a minority scholar.who willinglyreiuforced 
racist imagery for professional g;lin.ln a sense, it was like being called, as 
Mark Fleisher would say, a pimp, but. this time with all of its racial connoea 
tions,34 Thu~: 
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The third representational dilemmai;ifldiscussedvi,olence among mie 
norinies, I could be called ahexploitingUncleTom.YetifLfailedtodiscuss 
violencecwhich was central to mystudy,thenlwould.notonlyfa.ihllyinte1~ 
lectualpromise, but also my study participants, who, like me, wanted to know 
what was going on.in their lives; 

In all; as a minority scholar, I faced this triple~representational dilemma. 
This. is what I dids As to the cowboylaqe1,; I could only go through my . -- . - 

manuscript and.look for spots where.the a.ctionseemedcenteredon.me.I 
needed to be reflexive,.just like the ethnographers who have taughtme.inost~ 
Bud also needed to try to remove myselffromthe center 9fana.lysis ;'unless 
my emotions clued me in to what was. going on; Mos.t important, I did not 
want to sanitize the world of these Sou,th :6ronx drug market participants. 
The violence, the rage, the aespair-allwas.depictedinre1ationtolarger 
shifts in the social structure. Last, I did the research With intellectual integ~ , 
rity, which meant, to me, no omissions; Iwollid deal directlywith violence 
among marginal minorities. 

In the end, Lcould not let others dictate my research .. I would never polit~ 
cize the research of others, especially on.topics that are deviant, taboo, con" 
rroversial, or that challenge the sociologi:caJ mainstream. Also, I was not a 
cowboy who had ventured into the "unknown;" The world of,these South 
Bronx Dominican. men was familiar-th.eii neighb9rhood was my· neigh 
borhood, their past was my pastt AndIwantedxo learn about what had gone 
on with our. community, the factors that had shaped our lives; As· an aca 
demic, especially one with close ties to tHe research; this, was my freedom, 
my right. And if these men had .notexisted, then there would be no need .to 
research them. But .they did. This alone merited their study. As<humans, 
they needed understanding too. 

Danger, Writing, an/I Representation 

Throughout the research; I was grateful to the Dominican inen (and one 
woman) who let me observe them, tape-recordconversations; andwritetheir ' 
stories despite the great risks. For this, I wanted to repay ·them.ltwas only 
fair. But I had no money or big payday in sight. For instance, Ihad yetto se 
cure a book deal, so I could not promise royalties.35 Even ifT did have one,I 
was almost sure of two scenarios. First, it 'Would b~ aJaughabJe pittance to 
men accustomed to earning big money. In £lct; given the small earnings. of 
an academic book, they might think that I was secretly pocketin.g profits . : 
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COlZO. This unsettled me. Born 'the capitalist streets, I had learned that money 
doesfunny thFngsto ]xeople, Money could even trump close bonds;' . 

Forinstan~e, one winter evening I sat in Pablo's home, listening to him 
complain about.@eraldo,a drug dealer and ~estaurant owner. According. 
to Pablo, he had allowed Geraldoto register a car under his name. Geraldo 
then' accumulated twelve hundred dollars in traffic viol~tions. Pablo, who 
did not want jail time, demandesi payback. Ceraldo, however, refused to pay. 
As retribution,.Pablo set up Geraldo. for a robbery. These men, I should add, 
are biological brothers. Pablo did not care. . 

. • "Yo, Ran;" Pablo said, angrily. '~He told me, 'I don't give a fuck about you, 
that's your problem;' lrnean, he <didn't say·that, but that's the way I take it 
since he doesn't pay me. That's why 1 already talked to some people to have 
him bagged [robbed]. He's lucky, yo. I sent people already to have him 
bagged, but he's never alone, bro. Like in the mornin' when he opens the 
restaurant, he~swith.lliswife. Fdon't want her to be involved, you know what 
l'msayin!?·Or his kids either, bro. I don't want them-to go through that 
trauma. I wanthim to go through the trauma. But he's gonna get bagged, yo. 
Watch,-I'nijustwaiti&" 

kcouple ofmonthsJater, Pablo was still angry at Ceralde. 
"Can you believe that shit, Ran?" Pablo asked. "That nigga still hasn't 

paid me one dime; bro. Not onefuckin' penny. Yo, and that shit's been. goin' 
on fora over yea~, bro .. Over a £uckin: year." 

"You think he has the money to pay it, bro?" -I asked. 
"Yo; he had the money; Even ifhe don't have it now; the point is that he 

. had it, yo; He could'a;gave me my shit, man. I'm tellin' you, man, nigga's shy· 
sty, man. Especially that 1!igg~,<man. You don't know, I just want to fuckin' 
[Pablo paused, tooka deep. breath, and exhaled slowly] •.. I can't wait for 
that nigga to start makin.' money.To tell you the truth, somebody's gonna be 
knockiri) on that nigga's door.<'I,liaes to the point that I'm in. I'm waitin' to 
hear that he's doin' good, bro." 

"Why don't you tell him every week to, or every month 1:0-" 
,"Yeah, I te11him;.manf' Pablo said angrily. "Yo, he's with some bullshir! 

Always with somebullshit. I'm just dyin' for that nigga to start makin' money. 
EvenifI hear that he's inakin' money in the streets, Randy, I swear on [my] 
moms, yo, l'ma senctniggas {robbers] to his house. For real, man:' 

Again, this was his brothel," from the same mother. What would he do 
to me ifhe thought thatlhadshortchanged him from book profits? This 
and other stories :had' me ea~ily imagine disgruntled research participanrs 



gagging and binding me and then threatening me with a steamingnotiron, 
all for earnings I neve» had. So whenever we discussed the book, 1 played 
down the royalties: . 

Yo, the thing with academic books; I often told them, isthatthey don'tsella . 
lot. I mean,J hope this one does. I'm writin' iUogiveita chance tos~ll alot. But 
from what I seen, none ojtheni dor/t. 

The second scenario was less threatening, but juSt, as reabfwould need 
that royalty pittance more-than they did.l w;s apO(1)f graduate student and, 
given starting salaries for sociology professors, I saw myselfstruggling fi 
nancially for awhile. Most sociologists, Iwasl()arning, did the work not for 
the money, but for a passion to unravehhe sociaiworld. Nodoubt that<these 
intelligent folks could have earned much more as accountants; attorneys; 
entrepreneurs, medical doctors, and corporate man~gers; They simply loved . 
the sociological game. 

Since I loved the game too, Iwas not goingto befilthytieh anytime soon, 
if ever. The study participants were always.sh~ckedwhenliel:ninded them of 
this aspect of my brilliant career. Their usual response was: Damn, that's it? 
You ain't gonna make shit. Then what thefuckyougoin'toschoolfor, allthose ' 
years? But the point, I hope, was made: they knewthat;money.wise, J could 
offer little. 

There was one thing, though, that I could give them. Within. certain' 
bounds, I could grani: them authority over, theirTepresent~tion, And I did. 
Individually, I talked to diem about this authority and then asked them 
about what they would like from the book. Their response? Theywallted me . 
to portray them as slick criminals who outsmarted drug dealers as they took 
dangerous risks. Wait. They also wanted to be On the big screen, wanting the 
book to become a film scriptd?rofessionalDrug Hits: TheMovie. 

At first, I laughed at their cineniatic dreams. Man, you all somefumiy 
dudes! But over time I realized that theytook.their potentialfame seriously. 
This was their chance to be "somebody," .more thanvacantfaces on languid 

. street corners, orblack and brown bodies doing push-ups incscor~hing prison 
yards; This was their chance to rise above their criminal obscurity and be 
come stars. Stars, yo. 

. Since they had risked a lot for my research, I wanted tohonol: that wish. But 
I had to represent them sociologically as well, It .was~oreimportant to reveal 
the social processes that shaped and inflminced them than to provide sensa 
tional stories of their brutal acts. Also; darigerloomed in suc.;hrepresentafions; 
Conservative critics could use them to further vilify poor, mmority communi-' 
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ties. General readers might~never, ever, see the humanity behind the grueSOJ;lle 
acts. In all, frisked remforcing negative stereotypes rather than providing an 
accurate sociological accountdtwas a decisional tug-of.war: I wanted to give 
therna potential movie. ButIwanted to realize my sociological goals too. 

First, I wrote a narrative that IEelt would be appreciated by both study 
participants allda general audienc;e. Wimin mat story, I cut in occasionally 
for SOciological analysis;l used.my natural writing voice, which embodied 
our background. and.past •. ]d. twsabe: it had the cadence that we had inher 
ited from our Dominican culture; it had the words and sounds that we had 
picked up on theSourhBroflxstteets. It had, inall, a voice that I still some 
times.thought) in, spok.e in:' 

Still, fhis voice .was flot' the. academic voice. Like an iron mask, the aca- 
( demicvoi&was hard,. rigid;.it sounded neutral and scientific. I could write 
in that voice, which graduate school had taught me well.But it was not me.I 
shared little with its history";alld practitioners. Using it would also concede 
that the>best expression could never come from people like me. This is sim 
ply untrue and u--nfair .. Still, I could get in trouble for avoiding The Voice. 
Academics could charge .thatT was unprofessional and flippant toward es 
tablished sociologic~l practices. Worst-case scenario: I would be exiled to 
sociology's fringes, where I would never be heard from again. Ay, mi madre; 
Using my authentic voice was full of peligros. 

Que se joda. I took.the chance: My study participants had to appreciate 
and understand the ethnography. So I wrote in my voice, their voice, our 
voice; a legitimate voice; More important, I kept my word. Despite my aca 
demic goals, Iwrote a: ll!amlscript that could potentially attract many gen 

. eralireaders, one of whom could be a screenwriter or movie producer. Win 
. win, I thought, as I imbmitted some chapters to one university press, and an 
entire manuscript ,to both another university press and a trade press. Ex 
cited, I waited for the response. Then: bad news. The trade press felt that it 
had too much analysis. "The university presses, the reverse: the story and style 
overwhelmed its sociological significance. . 

I was dejected. 
I had tried to write an ethnography with both popular appeal ~nd aca 

demic breadth. But I. had failed. My·eager study particlpants=-I did not· 
know what to tell them. Since I had really wanted to publish with a univer 
sity press, I would now have to cut their stories, change the voice, and use a 
traditional academic format. Ultimately, I was a scholar, with a responsibil 
ity to theoretically and analytically understand their worlds. I then realized 
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that • my •. study ·.participants . never .had/r,epiesentat~on:aL authqrity. I could 
overrule them,.·anytime .. I also realizedtp.at,ug matierm)7 eiplanation, tpey 
could call.me a liar, un embustero; Aphone conversation with Gus made me 
feel even worse .. After. catching •• Up,i we talked about thebook~siprogress, 
Then he said:!tfeels real good to knowthatpeople willb.exeadin'my:1ifestory, 
bro. Like the/llsee how it all stqrted, likef.r:om the,beginrt.ing to. end. ," That' 
shit'll make a good movie, bra .. ! knowit .. /lhat's whylqan't wait to. 'read that 
shit. I'm gonna read all ojit, allojit. It'sgonna make 4: goodmovit:? bro. Just 
watch. 

After a pause, L repeated '. to Gus. that L.had to make some manuscript 
changes before getting it published. But,! could not pting myself to tell him 
that I would also delete most of the story.Asofthiswriting,Thaveyettotell 
them.il, can only say: Sorry Gus, Pablo, and Tukee.ltriedmy.best. [really 
tried. 

The study participants, to be sure,willnotliilce this finaLversion .. Foi: S()~ , 
ciological' reasons.I had to cut.theirrobberystories. and..exp<\p.d the sociolog 
ical analysis. Left alone, the disturbing and brutal.tales overpoweredthe .aca 
demicanalysis. I know this fromtheanqnymous,reviewers, wl10gave up their 
precious. time to read the earlier version,$b this time lwrote it (as much as 
possible) in. reverse. I weaved the stories around the sOciologicaL'an.alysis;] 
truly hope this works. ' 

That said, I have tried to keep some of the originalNoice, one that both 
the study participants and generalrea4ers canappreciat~. In doing so, 1 hope ' 
to make this ethnography aceessible.te hoth audiences; lW<\p-t these South 
Bronx Dominicans to upderstandwhatas9ciologis,t is saying about them .. ! 
want a general audience to understand,howa'sodologlstcanuncoverhidden' 
social. proce~ses in. marginal people's Jives,. This is ohly Jail: to the South 
Bronx men and women willing to share theirliveS with me .• To them, !say: 

Gracias, for letting me write ita11'down. 

32 • INTRODUCTION 

, PART ONE 

Becoming Stickup Kids 

The facts oJcontemporary history are also facts about the success 
and the failure oj individual men and women. When a society is 
industrialized, a peasant becomes a worker; a feudal lord is liqui 
dated or becomes a businessman. When classes ris~ or fall, a man is 
employedormiemployed; when the rate oJinvestment goes up or 
down, a man takes, new1reart or goes broke. When wars happen, 
an insurancesalesma1f becomes a rocket launcher; a store clerk, a 
radar man; a ,wife livesakme; a child grows up without a father. 
Neither the life oJan individual nor the history oj a society can be 
understood tIlithou'tunderstanding both. 

c. ,WRIGHT MILLS 
'Sociological Imagination 



ONE 

The Rise'oj the South Bronx 
and Crack 

THE.BRONX'IS A L.!\.~D OF S.TEEP HILLS, green parks, and elegantar 
chitecture .. The boroughi~.sligl;ltly.smalle'r in square mileage than Boston, 
butwith over 1.3 ti),illipn resjdents, it has. almost.rwc and half times its popu 
lation.Still, •• ·it is on~yNtwYQrk.City's fourth most populated borough. 
coming ahead ofjl,lst StatenIsland.1 The Bronx is also the only borough at 
tachedr» the.mainland;.Minhattari, Brooklyn, ~eens, Staten Island 
watersepar~tes them aU, EJ.ne.Jand borders Long Island. Sound to the east, 
the East River to th~ south¢ast, the Harlem River to the west, and the 
coUnty of Westchester, a wealthy neighbor, to the north. 

The naturallandscape ts beautiful, with-parkland covering nearly a quar~ 
ter of the borough} The~e parks offer shady trees, green grass, athletic fields, 

. and colorfuLplayground.s; all for pleasant mornings, evenings.. and after 
noolls. On streets ot:i.tside the parks stand butter-colored art deco buildings, 
a signature of curves and arches that. soften the Bronx sky. These elegant 

, buildings have ,hous.ed residents from all over the world; in. their early years, 
from Europe; and later,from Africa, the Caribbean, and-Latin America.' 

But a .cl()se inspection reveals severity. Sidewalks wrinkle with cracks, 
roads crater with potholes. BuMingfacades crumble, litter adorns the street. 
Every bright color is dirnmed by soot, a thick coat of gray. Though reviving, 
the Bronx is still the Bronx. J>,J~xt to most New York City boroughs, it is 

. crime ridden, pov:ertyridden, and uneducated.? 
It is here that the Jives pfthe Dominican drug robbers have unfolded. 

Not so long. ago, ,theSouttt Bronx was .an urban .inferno, with thieves, drug 
pushers, and vandals roarning.it~abandoned streets. This was not always so . 

. The Bron:x::wasoncea glorious city. But some political, ecoriomic, and social 
woes revers~d the borough's forward momentum. Then it was the Hopeless 



Bronx. The Shameful Bronx. The City on Fire. Under Siege; These Domini 
can men came of age then, during the time when the South Bronx was fall 
ingapart. 

More important to their lives was th,e' crack era. This period coincided 
with the South Bronx demise and' influenced ihe'm fi~st to become. crack' 
dealers, then drug robbers. Thus,· they ev()lved within a social context in 
which political, global, and social forces transformed the drug market, forces 
that would later affect other urban areas too. 

And I must describe'those historical factors in some detail. My own read 
ings of ethnographies suggest that a superficial "background" section-one 
or two pages-is like a speck of dust, large enough to notice, but srriall 
enough to forget after flicking off. This then leads to a limited analysis that -, 
dismisses historical and structural factors. For example, in explaining why 
Black men are overrepresented as robbers,' Katz argues that poverty is irreh 
vant since other poor ethnic groups do fewer robberies .• He then links this 
crime statistic to Black culture, claiming that it glorifies the criminal 
"hardman."5 

I am unsure how Katz discovered this Black 'cultural trait from justlook 
ing at arrest data, police files, or robberautobi<>graphies. Also, "hardmen" 
can be found in other ethnic cultures, like thebandido in Mexican culture 
or the mafia heist man in the Italian to.nerican' community. In the end, I 
wish Katz hid considered bow history~its, social forces and criminal . 
opportunities-matters just as much. Because perhaps' African American 
robbers have less access to crimes controlled by certain ethnic groups. Per 
haps the actions of public, business, and political leaders, and a fleeing White 
(and'Bla«k).middle class, drain the:community's economic pond, which in . 
turn creates a concentration of poor African Americans, which in turnjn- . 
creases their risks of doing street crime.6 

Perhaps it is a combination of all? 
I pay attention to these historicaLand structural-rriatters; Though .these 

Dominican men did not create the South Bronx" it set the stage ·for their' 
lives: In the South Bronx, their criminal opportunities rose 'and feU, and tHe 
effects of the crack era lingered long after the demand for crack had peaked 
and declined. The South Bronx was where they first became dealers, then 
drug robbers, then self-destructive human beings; Thus; these Dominican 
men were situated' in a historical and. social contexn'' . Race, class, history, 
community, and drug market swings all shaped the motion picture of their 
lives." 

... 1:. a "D'r:"r-_'Il'Y"tt.T'" ........... · ....... 'TTT> ... ,.. .............. 

TH.E BRONX 

For real, bro? Nah, that's bullshit, man. I don't remember the 
Bronx being like that. This shit was always fucked up, at least far 

. as I could remember -; Shit, was on fire back then. Fuck, shit's still 
on fire now, ha~ha. Nah,'! can't believe that, bro. You must got 
your facts ~~()ngor somerhin', 

PABLO 

Like Pablo I could not believe, that' our South Bronx was once. called the , . . 
"Wonder BorougH."lo Yet during the nineteenth century, the area was an 
Eden, a tranquil, hilly, andl~afywilderness parceled into large estates. It would 
attract: prosperous Manliattan residents who were sold on the idea of country 
and morality, who wahted t() escape the mostly German and Irish slum neigh 
borhoods tHat wer~ filled with street gangs, drunkards, disease, and crime. 

And by the early 1900S, the Bronx had gone from an idyllic country escape 
to aposh city; full 6fstyle.To make a mark, Bronx boosters built impressive, 
large apartment house's: These. apartments, which the study participants and 
I now called '1home;' ,were designed according to the period's French art deco 

. movement.H Resembling'FrenCh flats, they had all the modern amenities-s-hot 
water, separate,liviIlg and sleeping quarters, electric lights, telephones, steam 
heat, separate kitchens, and. private bathrooms. The grand building~ also fea 
tured elevators, large hallways, . and marbled lobbies, and sometimes had en 
trance courtyards with water fountains, statuary, and shrub-filled gardens. 

Bronx boosters ilso iavishedfunds on one grand public amenity: parks. 
Theywanted a remarkable but tranquil experience in wide-open areas with 
grass andtrees, where people could forget, if for a day, urban life. Like Man 
hattan'sCentral Park,iBrorix parks would stimulate modern residential con 
struction,· raise; properq?,v'ilues, and ultimately increase tax revenues •. Poten 
tially, the Bronx could rivalxhe giandest cities in the 'world: London, Paris, . 
Rome. Indeed, the construction of Croton a Park, Claremont Park, Van Cor 
dand Park, and Pelham.BayParkmade the borough's reputation sparkle.l2 

True to plan, by the 192os; the Bronx was a smash, with modern build 
ings, large parks, and spectacular public works:l3' . 

It' had the Grand Bi:mlevard and Concourse; a broad, four-mile curving 
bou.levard that was.modeled onthe Champs-Elysees of Paris and that show 
cased three 'roadways, one for pedestrians and horse-drawn carriages, and 
'two for automobiles. 



. It had Yankee Stadium, which was madefainous after "Babe" Ruth, one 
of the greatest hitters of all time, awed baseball fahs with spectacular home 
runs and led the Yankees to a string of World Ch::twpionships. 

It had the Bronx Zoo-and the Bronx BotanicahGardens, .which feathr~d 
exotic animals and plant life, and attracted visitors from aU Over the world. 
, It had respectable institutions of higher education; housing thecampuses 
of Ford ham and New York Universities, two intellectual sites that attracted 
the city's brightest. 

It hadthe Concourse Plaza Hotel, a luxury establishrnent that catered to . 
a high-end clientele, hosted extravagant .evertts, and was home to athletic 
superstars. 

And it had a powerful Democratic presence~led,by "You're indik~' 
Flynn" Boss Flynn-'-which played a crucial rolein Franklin Delano Roose 
velt's presidential victory: 

The Bronx had it all.. 
. The successful borough also attracted a middle class wantingmodernliv~ 

ing and a working class wanting upgradedhousing.In addidon, itdtew in a 
mix of immigrants, mostly Americanized Gernian jews and Irish w:anting 
to escape Manhattan's congestion. Later, oppressed Russian arid Easterh Eu 
ropean jews, as well as Italian p~asants, wol.lld make the Bronx their home. 
The Bronx became a symbol of accontplishment, a move up on the status 
ladder.l" ; 

. The Bro~xSlide;Do'wnhill 

Then, like a mudslide during a torrential rainfall, the Bronx went downhill 
after the Second World War. Many White, middle-dass,residents fled from' 
newly arrived poor Puerto Ricans (who themselves' had fled from a sad is 
land economy)15 and from newly arrived poor Blacks .(who themselves had 
fled from a tyrannical jim Crow South); Through the GJ. Bill, which spon 
sored low-interest loans,they:setdedin suburban homes. 

Poverty in the Bronx would also expand becal.lse of a one-man social 
force, Robert Moses.16 As a public official, he purposely designed bridges 
and parkways as cages-to contain minbdties;iarid he demolished Il3 seree;:ts, 
dispersing tens of thousands ofjewisli· residents in East 'freinont, all for a 
seven-mile stretch of highway to ease travel for outSiders~the Cross Bronx 
Expressway.'? He also cleated Manhattan slum neighborhoods-forpublic 
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housing, which upro()ted poot. Blacks and Puerto Ricans to South Bronx 
neighborhoods. The in~ri.X of poor residents, would allow some Bronx land 
lords. to lower building maintenance, which lowered their expenses while 

. increasing their profit.IS ' 

The Bronx slia'furtherbecause of the demise ofN~w York City's manu 
facturingeconomy. Forgenerations, manufacturing had provided unionized 
security{or'European.imtlligraIlots and their children.l? However, between 
1947 and 1976, New York City lost 'about five hundred thousand factory 
jobs, many to non-unionized regions of the country.20 

In an intriguing account, sociologist Robert Fitch argues that Ne; York 
City could have saved ;p:undreds of thousands of those manufacturing 
jobs.21 However, city o$cials sided with the real estate elites, who wanted to 
develop more office builg.il1g~ for higher profits and land, values. Specifically, 
the elite persuaded the city to' give Title I status to much of the land where '.. . / . 
the remaining manufacturing sat; Thus, the plants and factories where hun- 
dreds of thousands of people had worked were knocked down for the prom 
ise of "urban renewal;" 

Worse, the city whole~heartedly subsidized office buildine construction 
. ~ 

by off~ring developers serious tax abatements and relief Banks also granted 
them mortgages in staggering amounts. But after the towering office build 
ings went up, the projectedwhite-collar economy never took off. And for the 
next several decades,vast amounts of office space went unused; The city con 
tinued to. subsidize the empty spaces despite losing the tax revenue. The 
banks also lost millions of dollars in unpaid mortgages. The winners were 
the elite; they.played with city and bank money, not their own . 

. lhosewho lost the most Were blue-collar and low-wage New Yorkers. 
Hundreds of thousands,.ofthemAost traditionally secure jobs, all because 
their presence was a. profithlocker to the powerful_22 And they knew very 
little about how the city and real estate world had ruined their lives. Instead 
they blam~d the minority. poor, . echoing the distortions created by public 
officials. As a spokesman for New¥orkCity's municipal association argued 
decadeslater, "It's thefuckLng>hlacks and Puerto Ricans. They use too many 
city services and they don't pay.any taxes. New York's in trouble because it's 
got too many fucking black~ and Puerto Ricans."23 

For Bronx residents, then, the mighty manufacturing industries were no 
longer the . first~generational step toward the realization of the American 
Dream. And the borough's ppstwar newcomers, who were mostly minority, 
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uneducated, and unskilled, would need a higher education to succe,ed~one 
that, like the new office buildings, was skyscrafer high. 

Beware of the Bronx: Las Gangas ylos 'fecatos 
, ,-.- - - --. i 

The 1960s was the decade when the South Bronx gained a sinistetreputa 
tion. The borough's new inhabitants were thought to embrace drugs, wel. 
fare, and crime.24 True, Blacks and Puerto Ricans committed most of the 
borough's violence, and experiencedmost of its poverty. Critics, though: gene 
erally blamed their supposed wayward cultures. The loss of manufacturing 
jobs, the language barriers, the need for education and training, allwereJost 
in the public's explanation of the Bronx decline. 

Worse, during this period Bronx residents witnessed the rise of los teca« . 
tos.25 Filthy and worn out, los tecatoswere well known co us as they roamed 
the streets day and night chasing manteca, or a heroin blast; After copping 
some manteca, los tecatos sought sanctuary in darlc alleys, stairwells, abari 
doned buildings, or lonely rooftops. They wanted privacy to experience her 
oin's sudden euphoric flush, which;·.forsome, waSimore pleasurable than 
passionate sex, more nourishing than a plateful ofmami's home-cooked food. 
Pura tranquilidad; . 

The tranquility, however, was short-lived. Ofte.n~ the m()re users used, the 
more tolerance they gained-4-.and the more .manteca they needed for the 
same high. If not; they got "sick," or experienced withdrawaL To support 
frequent use, los tecatos wouldsoon swell the ranks ofjoloperos and lat/rones; 
who robbed, burglarized, and mugged residentsfor thatquickdope cash. 

Then the gangs began to make their mark on ,the. South Bronx scene. 
Wearing denim jeans and jackets, thick belts andbtgboots, all adorned with 
war regalia and violent emblems, these youths paraded as the new aristoc 
racy of the streets. Like feudal lords, they commanded neighborhoods, set 
ting the rules and meting out the punishments. They claimed' to do thegood 
that the police wouldn't do: they be.at uptecatos, ran drug pushers off the 
streets, and put up signs that warned, No JunliiesAllowed; The gangs de 
clared that they were about street justice, about deaningup the community, 
about doing what the city had yet to do.26 

However, gangs like theSavag~Nomads, whom I often'sawmilling about, . 
fought bloody turf wars with rivals. Worse, many gangs terrified neighbor 
hoods rather than protecting them: they mugged, robbed; and burglarized 
people, while doing heavy drugs too. 
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South Bronx residentswerdntrouble. Now theyfeared both the tecatos 
and the ganga.durking i~ the shadows, eyeing the scene for . that pendejo 
walking down a lonely street .. Cuidate ... que iJalla con Dios, said fearful 
Bronx residents as they bid a safe fa.rewell in the most literal way. 

A cold, mistyunderwdrld tookover the streets. In.1960, there were close 
td a thousand reported assau.lts; in I969, over four thousand. In the same 

. period, burglaries increasedfrom -just under two thousand to over twenty 
nine.thousandPTooutsiders, themere mention of the South Bronx brought 
the. shakes and the shivers, the body moves that showed how it was best not 

. to go.there. Go to theBronx?¥ou must be crazy. 

Fuego in the Bronx 

Yeah, I reme~ber that shit. People just used 'to put shit on fire 
back then, B:Fuckin' landlords be like, "Don't wanna pay no 
more taxes, B." Ha~ha. "Twenty families still in there? Fuck it, 
theygonna [burn];too, B.". Ha-ha, "Time to put you out your 
misery. Go get ~ulano, the .fuckin' pyromaniac motherfucka. 
He's g<;mna get ~hii; .. st;l;rtecJ l1.0w." Ha-ha, . 

tUKEE 

Then it got hot. Real hot. The South Bronx was on fire, With the Start of 
rent controHaws, manylandlordslost money as building maintenance costs 
rose. Historian Evelyn. Gonzalez notes that landlords also lost money be 
cause many$outh Bronxapartments lay empty.28 Residents that could secure 
enough resources moved'to better neighborhoods, but often had no one re 
placing them. Landlordslos.t.profits fast. 

To keep prQfitsup, landlordS simply stopped maintaining their properties. 
Then buildings crumbled: Then tenants complained: no heat, no. hot water, 
garbage and rats everYwhere .. Slumlords. Hearing the cries of poor tenants 
a.nd. community activists, lawmakers· tried' to strong-arm landlords: they 
passedlegislirtion that penalized neglectful owners; they empowered tenants 
to withhold rents in buildings with code violations. 
'Landlords fumed, disinvesting in their properties altoge.theIvBuildings 

then broke down fas~er. Residents and neighborhood merchants packed up 
. and left. Eventually entire city blocks of crumbling buildings were uninhab 
"ited; Only imaginative kids ,and desperate junkies used the empty sp.ace. 
They created playgrounds and clubhouses, drug dens and homes. 
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Yet landlords were left with the idle structures, whith lost value and cash 
flow-a capitaIist no-no. Then it hit them. They realized that thekproperties 
were "worth more dead tha~ alive.~29It;was better. to burn·them,daim them, 
and collect money from them than to keep them profitless. 

Insurance brokers were also in on. the ~cam; In.a complicated scheme, 
they insured buildings up to twenty-times their reaL values and,then resold 
the insurance on the market, Property owners then hIred ~to.rches," who 
set the buildings ablaze. Afterward, owners collected on insurance claims, 
with brokers getting a nice .CUt too; 

This fraud was so smooth and so·slickthat buyers began purchasingaban 
doned and run-down properries. to barn for profit: Derdict buildings 
bought for a couple of thousand dollars could sometimes be insured for a 
couple of hundred grand. The South BooIlxhuildings flamed in a hurry. 

It wasn't a victimless crime, however: . 
FuegolFuegol cried Sout}p. Bro~x t~nants as. theyHed buildingsjust set on 

fire. 
Llamen 10 'bombero '/ cried their neighbors as they called for firefighters to 

put out the' blaze. . . 
In awe and horror, South Bronx residents ctbwded on sidewalks to wit 

ness the fiery spectacle: blaring fire trucks racing to the scene; firefighters 
hurriedly attaching the cobra of a water hose to the fire hydrant; the bomb 
eros; with a thick lash of wa~er, trying to tame the feral red and orange 
flames; the burned-our reside;;_ts staring quietly at their smoldering homes, 
hoping that something was left among the ashes. Bindito •. 

But some residents joined in on the arson .. 'fo slide up the new publichous 
ing waiting list, desperate tenants set fire to theira.partments.39 Sometimes 
they warned other residents in advancdndcalled thetire department as soon 
as they were safely on the. sidewalk. Still, . the fire sometimes spread and 
burned out other tenants too. The South Bronx had gone up ln smoke on 
every end. 

Throughout the 1970S, South Bronx,residents would experience .blazing 
scenes about twelve thousand times. a. year.31.After awhile, .• the sound of . 
sirens, the smell of snioke, the sight of smoldering buildings"-the whole 
bombed-out scene-were familiar to the communitY_ (When [was a child, 
my own family was almost burned out of two apartments; the smoky odor, 
brown and. red rubble, and stretches. of grayish, abandoned buildings be 
came ordinary to me. $0, till this day, whenever I breathe in the fumes of 
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burningwood or visit decrepit, deserted inner cities, nostalgia stirs up fond 
childhood memories of"home.") . 

The. nation adarge,bowever. got its first glimpse of the burned-out. Bronx 
during the YaIlkee~:podger 1977 World ,Series. During Game Two, a night 
game, an ABC camera, heli¢Qpter hoyering above Yankee Stadium captured 
the imageqfap< abandont;d elementary school in flames. "There it is, ladies 
and gentlemen," <;ommented sports. broadcaster Howard Cosell, "the Bronx 
is burning/'32 Prefiident.~atter had visited a week earlier to observe the ru 
ins. By now the Sputh BrQJ1xlookedJike it had been bombed out in a war 
time air ra,id. Withizy a week. the South Bronx became known as. the. most 

. awfuLplace on earth. 
:Ithelped the Bronx little thatNew York City collapsed. during the 1970S.33 

. For oyer a decade, ~he <:itxhad spent more money than it had coming in. This 
equation produced a·growinghudgetdeficit, with no letup in sight. Worried 
investors pulled.theirmO$ley,fe~ringa citybankruptcy. The city, which relied 
heavily. on bond sales and banks, was in a rrouble.t" Gotham would act 
swiftly. The little people, though, paid the price: thirty-eight thousand city 
workers laid off. Free tuition at public colleges, no longer free. 

Turmoil ensued. p,olice offic~rs picketed City Hall, stopping traffic on the 
BrooklynBridge and cu,~sing()ut non Protesting brothers-in-blue. Sanitation 
workers went o~· strike, allowing rotting garbage to pile up and litter the 
streets. Desperate residents, took over' fire houses, forcing the city to keep 
them open, to help douse the insurance-fraud flames. The city was angry, out 
of controL 

Like the crumbling, graffiti-scribbled walls that marked the city, Gotham 
was a mess-it was fear, ~rime, frustration, abandonment, fire. poverty, 
chaps, financiaUQss ••. and the South Bronx would continue to. suffer. 

'_ .' 

Resilit'1ice in the Bronx 

NQt that all:was doqm a,nd glq()~in. the . South Brons, It had its own cul 
tural innovation: hip-hop}5 As indisco, hip-hop D,Js used two turntables to 
eliminate pau.$es ,betWt;en re(jordsj which kept the schoqlyard and block 
party crowds dancing. l;{oweyer, they p~rposely scratched and mixed rec 
Qrds to create new rhythms <U1d heats. Also, they now spoke over the music, 
shouting out short, thymingphra$es that moved the crowd: Put your hands up 
in the air, and wave them likeyoujifstdon't care ... Somebody scr-e-e-e-a-a-ms 
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Over time, DJs arid then rap groups thymed inlonger>sequences,. in self~ 
congratulatory oratories or in vivid accounts ofghetr~life. 

Electric boogie and break dancing :ilso ma.de theSo~th Bronx scene. Popuc 
laramongthe younger generation,these m~vementswereperformed to under~ 
ground dance and hip-hop music. On etude cardboa.rd slats~ or even straight 
concrete and wood floors, break dancers creatively spun and twisted their 
bodies in a whiz of motions. The boogiers pretended to run electricity 

. rhrough-rheir bodies, eitherin snaky;waves' or choppy sta.ccatO. Sometimes 
they seemed to move as 'if by magic; theY'seemed to glid.e anHfloat on air. 

The older generation. of South Broni residents; main.lY Puerto Ricans, 
stuck to older cultural forms, like salsa. Amateur musicians set upin parks or . 
on sidewalks and played conga drums, ta11lboutines, c:owbelli, and guidas. 
Crowds gathered to listen and dance to the mrtsit:; retaining a cultural tradi 
tion from awarm Caribbean island far away. For a ba.lIlJ.Y afternoon or it daz-' 
zling sunset, the congas b,eat out the rhythm oftheS'outh Brohx Latino soul: 

\ - '. 
Poom, P~om, Pilom .. : . P;in-Poom 
Poom, Poom,Poom ... Pum-Poom' 

Que viva Boriquen! 

The South Bronx was alive.36 , : 

On the political side, South Bronx heighborhoods started to organizeP 
Led by several church coalitions {mostly 'Catholic), residents learned to mo 
bilize and force public officials intoaction. ()tten, they used the famed Aline ' 
sky method from Chicago. First, they agitat~d' ~bout easy, winnable is~ues, 
like putting up' a stop sign or demolishing an abandoned building. Then; 
with rising momentum, they tackled tnore irnpbslQ.g ones, like demanding 
city-subsidized housing or crackingdownonlandlordihsurancefraud. 

It started to work.38 In small steps, Bronx n:eighbornood'organizations, 
picketed' business' institutions' and government agencies. They took on the 
banks, protesting about how despite receiving the bulk of their money from 
neighborhood depositors, they rarely lent to them. They took on insurance 
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companies, decrying how they refused to provide affordable insurance to 
South Bronx pr~perty owners, who would rather abandon properties than 
pay high premiums. They rook on city agencies, which had monies to im 
mediately rehabilitate buildings, yet took their sweet time. Often, South 
Bronx organizations won these tough battles. Sometimes they even formed 
working relationships ,with the targeted institution. The South Bronx was 
finally; u.nclasping its. hands and starting to applaud . 

However, as the Bronx.entered theI98os, it would struggle. The once pow 
erful Bronx Democratic.machine had become weak and C01'rupt. The Rea 
ganadministrationdrastically cut social services. Worker unions crumbled. 

, Traditional manufacrurin,gwork continued its slide. If the South Bronx was 
dealt a deadly blow now; it could .only absorb it, drop to its knees, and gasp. 

Along caine crack,th,enewcontender for the' heavyweight championship 
ofthedrugworld., . 

, ( 

While poor South Bronx residents were weathering arson and abandon- 
ment; better offNewXorkers were snorting cocaine. The powder was all the 
rage at extravagant; seventies parties; nightclub lavatories (a popular snorting 
spot) became as crowded as dance floors. For users, cocaine provided a pow 

. erful combination 'ofs.tartiina and euphoria, the catalysts for unending par 
ties and unfet.tered sex.It was the caviar of drugs, the drug of choice for the' 
well-to-do, for the doctors,1awyers, and. other professionals with the capac 
ity and audacity; to snort it through thinly rolled hundred-dollar bills. 

This decadent periodwould, in pari:, turn out to be the background for 
the drug-related crimes later committed by the Dominican men I write 
about: Cocaine would 'birthrhe. drug dubbed "crack," which would first 
launch them into superstardom and then drop them as fallen stars. But like 

, all social phenomena, crack and cocaine did not appear or vanish by magic. 
Social forces birthed and nurtured them, then dug their graves. 

We must go globaL deep into the jungles of South America, right into the 
belly of Colombia's .economic and political beast. Then to the United Stares' 
raging upper~midd.le-class diug culture and its "tough," politically conserva 
tive men. Then a return-to an emb~ldened Colombia; then a stop in the balmy 
Caribbean; and. then back-to regressive drug policies in the U.S. Back and 
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forth we must go to understand what shaped the South Bronx dtugmatket 
and eventually these Dominican rri~n_39 

. Colombia'sCocaine EC'?,!fJm:)l 

In the late nineteenth century, cocaine: appeared in the United States as a 
tonic for health and personality troubles. Doctors, quacks, and entreprenetits'--'-. 
including Sigmund 'Freud-hailed the stimulant, claiming that it granted 
strength to the weak" voice to the timid, and vitality to the sick}OSool1, pop. 
ular drinks and medicines featured the drug; it promised to enhance spirits 
and cure ills. 

In the early I900s, though, the fear ofranipantaddiction and of the mythi 
cal "cocaine-crazed" Black man led to the criminaiiiation of cocaine -use 
outside ?f medical prescriptions.t! Even am~ng show biz entertainers, jazz 
musicians, beatniks, and street hipsters and hustlers, heroin and marijuana 
would become the drugs of choice.42 

In the I960s, cocaine was back. According to drug researcher James In 
ciardi, its return occurred for two reasons.v' First, trye U.S. government cut 
the legal production of amphetamines and sedatives; which had gained un~ 
derground popularity. As a result, . many drug consumers turned to cocaine, . 
which had been making silent backstage' rounds among rockmusicians.44 
Second, the u.S.-supported P?n American Highway provided the means for 
transporting cocaine: The Washington-based World Bank financed the 
mega-highway, which benefited corporations wanting better roa~sfor busic 
ness. From its southern end, the highway started in.Buenos Aires, ArgerF 
tina, then shot straight west into Chile, where it turned north along the 
western coast and then cut thtough the tough terrain oH>eru, Ecuador,and 
Colombia, all the way into Mexico.45 

For cocaine, the crucial pari was in Peru. Before the highway, Peru {and, 
Bolivia, its eastern neighbor} produced coca leaf locally as. a stimulant. Its 
chewers and tea drinkers got a healthy burst of energy and stamina while 
curbing their appetite too. However, producers'faced obsmdes in selling to 
outside markets. Mules were the best transportation d-iTough ,the rugged 
and dangerous Andes. But with the Pan ~merican Highway, coca seIfers be" 
gan moving huge amounts on newly paved roads. Chile; along and nartQw 
strip of a country, would be' the first major destination;<i6 

First, Peruvian and Bolivian farmers cultivated the 'coca leaves. Second, 
traffickers processed them into a coca paste, or pasta. Third, the traffickers 
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transported the pasta to. Chile via the Pan American Highway. Fourth, 
Chilean refiners turned fhe pasta into a coca base, and then into its powder 
form, eeeaine; Finally, small-time Chilean traffi€kers shipped the cocaine to 
the United·States.47 Simple, smooth, and manageable . 

Short-lived. In I97". G~neral Augusto Pinochet, backed by the CIA, 
overthrew .the' existing Chilean government. He detained mom-and-pop 
drug traffickers, crushing the tiny cocaine industry.48 Frightened Chilean 
traffickers fled north, $ettling in Colombia, which was suffe~ing from its 
own woes. Political1Ydtwas corning off decades of civil war, which had nor- 

. malized violence. Economically, it-was undergoing postindustrial pains, with 
a de~lining manufac~urir,igindustry that had citizens teetering on an eco- 
nomidedge. " ' . 

~en ithappened. Some enterprising Colombians-the seeds of the infa 
mous cocaine carte~s thatwol.lldlater run a hugely lucrative cocaine industry 
learned the art of making co<:ainefrom the Chilean outlaws. .For impover 
ished Colombians;. it was an economic godsend. According to journalist 
William Adler, cocairie.soQllsurpassed coffee as the country'sleading ex 
port ... Its·. vibrant market also. provided hundreds of thousands of jobs for 
."private armies to gua.rd tOea plants and the jungle processing laboratories, 
bankers t~ facilitate money laundering, lawyers, couriers, builders, accoun 
t?nts, bodyguards;. assassins, smugglers~ real estate agents, pilots, retailers, even 
zookeepers: one of the cartelfounders maintained some two hundred exotic 
animals at his. seven~thousand~acre ranch.''49 

Yet it was . .violent work. .'Ihe next couple of decades would witness the 
tragiC. deaths of countless. innJ)cent Civilians and the shocking murders of 
politicians, police- officers, and judges.50 And many of the slain were, in a 
cruel joke,;artisticaliy mutilated . .A relic from the.bloody civil War, the "Co 
lombian necktie" became qocai..ne's symbol of terror: the pulling.ofa victim's 
tongue through a slit throat so that it flopped downlike Hie, or corbata.51 

But stili, it was thefirsrcime.in years that money widely circulated among 
Colombians. And by the.late 1970'S, the Western world's rising cocaine de 
mand had revved up th~ country;s economic engine, producing a multi 
billion-qoUar.cocaineindus.try. 

the Irony oJU.S. Anti-Marijuana Scares 

Meanwhile, back in the United States,. cocaine use was getting a.lifi from mis 
guided D,S. anti"drug strategies.In the I970s, the country's drug enforcers 
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zoomed in on marijuana; a drug iliat scientific studies showed to be relatively 
harmless in moderation. According to journaliseMiChaehMassing; the new 
focus was a political charade, 'meant to appease a rising conservativi:l'parent 
rnovement.F With no scientific evidence; these organized parents 'asserted 
that marijuana was morally corrupting ilie nation's youth. Predictabty,'politi 
cians caved in, fearing the parents: uncannyabilityro instantly rally en masse. 
Marij~ana~new drug enemy NO.1. ' 

Through a crop-eradication strategy, the U.S. sprayed Mexie<Jn marijuana 
fields with paraquat, a highly toxic weed killer. The technique seared many 
u.s. marijuana users, who, as a :health prec~ution, stopped smoking the 
plant's Mexican strain.53 Still, the government had targeted the wrong drug. 
It was U.S. cocaine use that was on the rise, not marijuana. Displacedmari;.; 
juana dealers, though, would observe the new trend.>With smuggling net~ 
works and distributors already in place, cocaine becam~ their new line,of 
business. Now, the planes ,that ~nce flew bales of marijuana to the U.S~ 
would transport tons of cocaine over the Mexican border into Califbrnia 
and over the Caribbean Sea into Florida.>Now, the US. dealers'who dnct: 
distributed pounds of m~rijuana would move kilos upon kilos of coc~lne.5t , 

Sociologist Patricia Adler observ~d how; in SotItheJ;n California, "get 
tough" government interventions pushed'upper4evel marijuana smugglers 
into the world of cocaine, Asa restilt, drug profits skyrocketed, and,thesmug:l 
glers' already lavish standard pflivingrose to 'eVen more'dizzyingheights;55 
In Brooklyn, too, anthropologist Ansley Hamid observed how u.S. drug 
enforcement reduced marijuana distribution. But with smuggling net-Works 
in place, dealers immediately switched to selling cocaine, a morepowerful~ 
and ·morelucrative-drug.56 

In all, U.S. anti-marijuana strategies helped to flood the country with 
cocaine. Cocaine consumption would climb higher and higher, and drug 
dealers would prosper more than eVer. 

The Glampur OjCocaine 

In U.S. high society, cocaine became a symbol of glamour, like a. sparkling 
ring or exotic fur coat. Costing about a thousand dollars an ounce, it was 
enjoyed only by the rich, who basked in its euphoria and. thought of it as a 
fine liqueur. (A 1974 New York Times Magazine article touted cocaine as the 
"champagne of drugs."57) Another article reported that an "atter-sniffofthe 
fine white powder-either from a !>ejeweled coke spoon held to the nostril 
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or through a tighdy> rolled banknote, the .higher the denomination the 
better'_ is as <.:ommOl). as ~<lsl).itter· ofbrandy."58 

Its glow would ~pUIi a copaine. surge among affluent U.S. consumers. Dur 
ing the 1970S, .cocaine. use>1'"ose by about 300 percent. To keep upwith the 
ravenous, appetite, its overseas producers increased supply by, 400, percent. 
As a result ofh.igh.demal1d fllld high availability, purity would increase by 
close to 30 perce~t, and Itskilo.pr~ce would drop by about 6opercent.59 Yet 
it.was still tOQ eXPell,sivefor' poor drug consumers. Their turn would come 
later, thro.ugh a,chemicalyariatiori known as "crack." 

, The Cocaine Era: Dead 

The early I980s W"itnes~a sharpreversal in attitudes toward cocaine, Health 
care providers starte'd receiving thousands of help calls from addicted co 
caine'uscrs.,Shockingly. most .~allets were White~upper-middle-dass Wall 
Street executives .. doctors,lawYers, andocherwell-paid professionals; who, of 
all.people,were.thought,tohave their lives under controL60 Newspapers fea 
tured a~ticletitles sudus "·The Snapkles of Cocaine" and "Cocaine: Pleasure 
Fades Fast, Problefl,lsLiriger."61 

The most shocking headlines announced the cocaine-related deaths of 
University of Maryland basketball star Len Bias and Saturday NightLive 

. comedian John BelushL These deaths made the message clear. Cocaine was 
no~ a harmless party drug or a marker of high status. Instead,it was anxiety 
and depression, financialpain and ruin '---7 it was death. 

According to' MichaeLl\1assing,. the decline of cocaine would create a 
two-tier 'system in drug treatroent.62 Easily costing three hundred and fifty 
dollars.a day, treatment centers offered affluent users long-term rehabilita 
tion, often in, facilities with lush gardens, and health, spa amenities. ' Lower 
income users, however, COUMJ10t pay for such privilege. Instead, ,they relied 
on government-based treatm.ent,>Which,featured short stays and outdated 
facilitiesc-that is, if applicants could ever reach the top ofits long waiting lists. 

Widening thetreatmeo.tgapwas the Reagan administration's dear break 
from a public health model. Christian Parenti documents how, in a show of . 
conservative "toughness." the new White House administration dramati 
cally reduced funds forfederal drug treatment while pouring more money 
into r,epression: high-techlawenfoIicement, corrections, drug task forces, and 
drug user arre~ts.63 Carlton 'Furner, E.eagan's drug advisor, best captured the 
Whire House mood: "IE people can afford to go out and buy cocaine, why 
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should the government pay for their treatment? 'The government is not re 
sponsible for their treatment..:...._'they ate responsible. 'This country: has aproh 
lem accepting the fact that there are re;tlly bad people in society. We've got 
the belief that nobody's bad-that we can rehabilitate everybody:"64 

Ultimately, the zero-toleranceapproachpaved;thewayfor a,majordrug 
epidemic. For Michael Massing, the conservative tll,rn against drug treat 
ment "effectively destroyed'the'nation's"first'Hne, of defense against a new 
drug outbreak .... 'Then, when ·the crisIs finally hit, the administration-' 
paralyzed by its zero tolerance philosophy':_:_refused to take even the most 
basic countermeasures. 'The result was the worst drugepidemic inAmerican 
history."65 Crack. . 

The impending crack-cocaine epidemic would harm poor users the most. 
The government and' public were againsnreating them, only for incarcerat 
ing them, even ifit n;teant destroying individuals,Jamilies, neighborh.oods, 
and communities. As Michael Tonry notes"theeffectwasan'explosion in ' 
the number of convictions of minority' indiv_idualsfor nonviolent drug of 
fenses.66 The prevailing conservative attlwde---::based on radstrhetoricand 
fear mongering67 -'-Was reshaping already impoverished urbanliies. 

Crack 

Smoking cocaine-not new. During thN970S, smoking basuco, coca paste 
in cigarettes laced with marijuana or tobacco, Was comnion inSouthAmer 
ica, And the instant, powerful. high outdid the euphoria that came from 
snorting cocaine, Basuco contained harmful chemIcals like kerosene and 
sulfuric acid, which were used to process the coca le~fiiltopas~e form. But it 
was also cheap.68 At aboar fifty cents a cigarettej basuco j.1ecame popular 
among poor users,' especially street y0Uth ... In fact, an offiCial Colombian 
count in 1983 revealed the existence of over six hundred thousand busuco us 
ers under the age of eighteen-a national crisis.69 

Even in the United' States, some 1970S cocaine >aficiqnad0s smoked co 
caine, or "freebased."7°Anirigenious user (whose identity remains unknown) 
figured out how to free the hydrochloric acid tromthepowder cocaine, puri 
fying it to its base form. Hence::freebase. Freebasing, though, involved flam~ 
mabIe ether, a glass pipe, and a butane torch as lighter. Like comedi~n Rich 
ard Pryor in 1980, a user could go up in flames while performing,the act. 
However, freebase contained no toxic chemicals and provided ahinst:;tnt 
rush. The downside: the fleeting rush caused smbkers to binge for several 

so • BECOMI'N'G STICKUP KID·S 

days. For' instance, i'n'her observations of wealthy White, dealers" Patricia 
Adler notes that "many i~dividuals, once introduced to freebasing, found it 
increasingly difficult·to Inoderate their drug use .... -Some heavy users free 
based for as lortgas sevimofeighrdays straight without sleep. One person I. 
knew went 'through $20;0()() worth of cocaine ill 'a week this way, while an 
other ~sed $66,00owotth'in a .i:nonth."71 The binging, then; madefreebas 
ing expensive and a practice found mostly among the well-to-do, Arid by the: 
late seventies, of the estimated four million users of cocaine, about IO per 
cent frcebased only.n ". 

Crackemetged in the Caribbean during the earlY'1980s. Contributing to 
its rise was a dual effort by the U.S: Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) and 
the .Policia National de <E61ombia, (Colombian National Police-CNP) to 
reduce cocaine trafficking. The DEA learned two vital pieces of informa~ 
tion, One: 98 percent ofColo,mbia's importation of the chemical ether was 
used to produce cocaine. Two; 90 percent of those importations were com 
ing from Germany andEhe Uni~ed States.73 Since ether was used to process 
coca paste into its powder form; no ether meant no cocaine. 

Game·' on. The DRA, and GNP restricted Colombia's. importation of 
ether. Countering,;theColombiantraffickers transported their coca paste to 
Caribbean islands' and to the United States, where ether was available. In 
the midst ohhis duel; somedne on a West Indian island discovered how to 
smoke coca paste by adding baking soda, water, and rum. This formulation 
was called "base,rock" or ~Roxan:ne."74 Later, the rum was left OUt, and the 
drug became known;as "crack," named for the crackling sound it made when 
itWas sm()ked. ' 

. To make crack, cocaine was heated With baking soda and water, until its 
base was freed from the powder, in alatge mound: Users then chipped off 
tiny pieces of the 'residue and smoked them, mostly through a glass pipe. As 
with freeb,asing, the high was intense and, instant, and it left· users in art lin 
usuallylowmood'; 'lliisafter·effect produced bingirig' that lasted 'for hours 
ordays at a time?SThe bingingled to increased demand, and crack use spread 
qui:ckly throughout 'the Caribbean, its profits soon surpassing those for 
cocaine. 

Anotherfactor in the rise of crack was the decline of the cocaine market. 
During the 1970s, the high dertiand for cocaine led to its overproduction in 
Latin America?6 When users later' reduced their intake, a cocaine surplus 
saturated the market. Caribbean dealerswould feel the cocaine glut, the price 
drop, and the profit loss. Their savior was crack, a drug that, after preparation, 



yielded greater quantities. than powder .cocaine .andinviteq binging77 Earn 
ings could explode. 

A.nd they did. In fact, the powerfuLdrug soop made its way throt1,gh l:he 
Caribbean and then into the Un,itedStat;es, l\Jmostin ch~rus,it roseam(}pg 
the Haitians in Miami. the Afriqa,nAmericans in Los .. A.ngeles, .and Jhe 
Dominicans in New York. Later it spread to other dties, like ,Baltimore, 
Chicago, and Detroit.78, The crack era was born. 

, In the coming years, the Drug AbuseWamingNetWork{DAWN} doc 
umented crack's rise. DAWN monitored the country's, d(l.lg-related eme}, 
gencies and deaths in 'hospitals and. tJreatment cente.(s. In .I9&~' it counted 
close. to 5~,o'oo emergency room vi.sits t:hat "mentiontd'~ cocaine. By. 1989, 
the number had gl'own to about IIO,ooo?9 The.dema,ndEor crack was on ~he 
rise. And someone would .meet .those.needs.That entrepreneur w~)Uld get 

. filthy rich. Rich, . baby. Rico, papa. 

The Crack Era ~nd Its Riche; .' 

The inner-dry poor were hungl'Y ~o . .511.t4at .eco.nomic niche~ They were at 
high risk . for unemployment .. Unlike preced.ing gener.a,tions· ofimmigl'a,Ilts, 
they didn't have the manufactU}'ing sectqr as the cmcia,i first step up the e.co~ 
nomic ladder. 'Ih,e Reagan administration had also cut social services. And 
the 1980s was the decade-of G,r«ed is Good, when Wall Street: .executives a,nd 
brokers were earning-fraJ..ldulendy-"'--'sta:ggering amouO:ts qf money}O lhey 
spent it too. Jets. Yachts:Fast cars. The high life. Everyqne sawjt. 

Since its inception, the U.S., like other capitalist-based nations,refra,med 
greed and gluttony as worthy, as t,h<;: buildingblocl<s oft:he-nation's prosp~r 
ity and well-being. It Was an entrenched ':toughluck" ideology. that made it 
noble to contrive ways of making money, even if :'loseJ;S~' were .hurt.in the 
process, The .quintessential American pursued wealth,punto.R,egard·for the . 
economic; mental, an~ health consequences offellow; 9itizens-that was not 
part-of the equation 01' plan. 

The urban poor, born and bred in the U.S., were just aswillingto.work 
and spend in their self-interest. And in the 1980s, they used crack as the ye 
hicle for financial and material. success, Unlike. most Qusiness.es,Jegal or il 
legal, a crack operation was easy to start; cocaine was (:heap; :demand .was 
strong, andmonopoii,es were few. Mom-and-p<>p, capitalists coulc:i,open their 
doors to business with few obstacles. Crack businesses.WQuld hit the city 
streets,. everywhere. 
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For instance, in D~t!'oit; jou!'nalist William Adler traced the rise of the 
Chamber~ Brothers, a £;tmHycbased African American crime organization 
wh.ose founders had tnigrated north to escape from poverty in the rural 
SouthPAfter sWitchingfrom selling marijuana to crack, they struck gold, 
eventually making about .fifty;.six minion dollars per year. In highlife style, 
they draped gold.on·their necks,. and draped women on their arms-and 
even hired a procession bflJmousines to drive them back to their Alabama 

. hometown. 1Ve rich, Goddammitla lieutenant was caught saying on video- 
tape as he snook a laundry basket full of cash . 

In New" York City" a Dominican crack-selling organization, the Wild 
Cowboys, also made mil1ions~over sixteen million dollars a year. In sepa 
rate accounts; sociologist Robert Jackall and journalist Michael Stone note 
how the creW established. crack businesses in parts of Brooklyn, Manhattan, 
and especially the Bronx. Some selling spots earned them over fifteen thou 
sand aw~ek; others, mbre thair a: million dollars per year. But protecting 
those earnings led. tovi'olence--the·murder of both rival drug sellers and 
innocent bysfanders caught in their line of fire. 82 

Not every crack organization was large, violent, or worth millions. Smaller 
operations made just enoughfor dealers to livelarge, in installments. For in 
stance, in ,Washington Heights (upper Manhattan), Terry Williams docu 
rnenteH the lives ofthe "(Socaine 'Kids," those cool, slick, lyrical young Do 
minicans that sold cocaine out of ari apartment.83'After·thdyadded crack 
to their business, their staggering profit hurled them into the high life, into 
bedroo~s overflowing with women, into expensive jewelry and clothes=: 
into recognition in the afterchours dub, where they mingled with the kings 

, alid queens of the drugworH Crack made them "somebody." 
, ,The first (brief) newspaper account of Bronx crackcame in late 1985.84 By 
niid-I986,\journalists were dovering it as a serious problem.85 As'in other 
U.S. citieS, crack hid outstripped rhe Bronx demand for ,powder cocaine. 
Bronx dealers soon prepackaged chipp~d rocks into small and large perfume 
vials. They used colored tops-Red, Blue, Yellow, Gold, and soforth-to 
market their brands. They priced crack from three dollars for a tiny vial, to 
five dollars for a regular< .one{to ten dollars for a "jumbo." Although most 
never became "filthy rich," some made lots of money and ascended to the 
pinnacle of the neighborhood hierarchy; For many youths, they bec~me role 
models, the guys who were "getting paid." 

In my neighborho.od; the cra.ck business owners and employees were mar 
~nalized urban youths and young adults, and they were everywhere: some 
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sold on corners, some in building lobbies. some from apartments, and others 
in the public parks~ Crack dealing" unfortunately; became. a: source of hope, 
a way out of poverty, a way into manhood; away,tobe.goodat some.thing 
when everywhere else we {ailed. Th(ough crack. owe SaW the American 
Dream-with all of its material and.hedonistic promises within .-teach. < 

j3ringIt..AII Together 

In sum, no one could have predicted this: that the. building ofa toad through 
the. tropics and mountains. of South America would· pave the' way for co 
caine. That cocaine would transform Colombia'sgloominto riches,weH be 
yond its deep valleys and rain forests:....,.turning up as fluttering snow on 
balmy Caribbean islands, then as de.wy,luscious raindrops running down 
the faces of enterprising but poor Black and Brown American men. No one 
could have predictedthat this would partially give riSetO not one, but two, 
drug epidemics-a blessing to some, ascourge leO others. 

No one would have tied these two epidemics to a rising conservative 
movement. Our nation's conservatives hadstin:edupfear, ::lnger, andhate 
among White Americans, who were unsure of their place on the rungs of' 
unsteady economic and racial.ladders, 'The source ofthatuncertaintylay in 
the 1960s civil rights movements; inthe open repdlion againstinjustice.1ed 
by long-haired Iiberals; feminists, and people of color~ The culminaJion=: 
the fires, Iootings, and shootings,--,-wouldJock, that conserv~tive .frame in 
place. 

Yet someone should have known (and perhaps someone did) that this 
conservative frame would create a space whetdogic based on fear monger~ 
ing triumphed; where reason, science, and dialogue werelostto irrationality, 
where a fear of marijuana use would result in greater co(:aine .nse, where 
federal funds would push "law and order" to unprec:edentedheights while 
reducing critical drug treatment. Someone should have known(and perhaps 
someone did) that while their conservative words stin:ed yoter fear and out 
rage, they would also ripen the con4itions·for a hatdcore drug epidemic; . 
Someone should have known-they. must have.known!c-that inner citic::s 
and 'their poor would be ravaged the most. 

Because by.the time crack arrived inthe South Brotix,therewas npsocial 
barricade to block its entry. By then,.the area was still recoverillgfrom a S.o .. 
cial knockout: from the massive White. flight that.had. str:ipped it. of politic 
cal, socials-and economic resources, .fro,m the power ... hungry,· intellectual 
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monstrosity ofa man--=-R6bett Moses'--who broke and then reconfigured it 
to feed his ego; and from the arson and abandonment that hollowed out 
neighborhoods and created a gigantic, rubble-strewn' war zone. Crack just 
strolled tight in. 

And crack wouldwreak havoc in the South Bronx. It produced a world that 
pitted law-abiding residents against crack dealers and users, a world where 
neighborhoods suffered fromviolence while empty crack vials. and worn con 
doms littered its streets. It also produced a world where Bronx families were 
tor~-where crack-abusingJovt;d ones tested the limits of trust and family, 
and where dilemmas arose as to,the practical acceptance or moral rejection 
of much-needed crack earnings. Bronx communities were taken hostage, but 
its children were employed. 

For the-Dcminicare men th,l( I studied, the deadly combination of South 
Bronx misery arid a: crick,scourge would shape the rest of their lives. In fact, 
this combination would eventually lead to their self-destruction, to a state 
where they would live and die forthe drug market's promise, would do any 
thing, no matter how brutal, to keep its dream alive. 

Crack was the central turning point of their lives. 

'T'Y._TT.' nTC'T:' r. 'TITT"" ·C' T~ -i.., ,.. ..,. ... 



Crack Days 
1 _-',. 

GETTING PA.ID 

THE STA.RT OF GUS, 1975-1990 

Gus, who was twenty-five years old, was born in the South Bronx. His mother, 
Regina, had emigrated from the Dominican Republicwith her first two chil 
dren, Sylvio and Maribel. In the D.R., she was a smaU~time entrepreneur, sell 
ing homemade candy and cooked food from a street cart. After her husband 
died in a car accident, Regina moved to the United States for better work. 

When she arrived during the early 1970s, Regina moved in with her sister, 
into a cramped apartment in the South Bronx. Like other Dominican im 
migrants, she immediately found employment in a sweatshop and worked 
long hours for meager pay. Here, she met Gus' father, a philanderer who, 
after impregnating her, fled the relationship, rarely to be seen or heard from . 
again. I 

Alone with two children, and one on the way,· Regina wanted to avoid 
deportation. So she arranged a marriage to esrablish. her family's legal resi- 

. deney. Afterborrowingfour thousand dollars, she married Daniel, an older 
Puerto Rican man,wno disappeared after the business transaction. 

Then.she tnet Salazar:· .. , 
Salazar was a Coiombianimmigtant who washed dishes in a small Latino 

restatml.11tbn]eromeAveilJ.le. Ashort, wide-ribbed, amiable man, he worked 
lorig and late hours fotadish.washer's pay. However, on the side, Salazar ran 
a cocaine operation. Duting the early 1970s, hewas one of the thousands of 
destitute emigrants .that-fled Colombia for New York City. And he was one 
oEthe few who saw coclline as a way out of abusive work conditions. $0, 

_ through a networkofC610mbian compatriots in' ~eens, he started selling 
cocaine in the··Bronx; 

At first, in vas slow going, Salazar only sold to friends in nightclubs- and 
after~houl's dubs: Th¢ disco era, though, improved his cocaine sales, and he 
moved thefamilyftom theitctamped basement apartment on Elliot Place 
to anart deco-style thtee~bed.toom apartment on i6sth Street and Walton 
Avenue. Then crack cocaine exploded on New York City streets. Drug deal 
ers now purchased more ofhi§ cocaine (to cook into crack), and he estab 
lished his own craxk SpOt. To t6pit off; he even earned money from competi 
tors, who bought their produdtfrom him. So by the inid-I980S; Salazar was 
the King 6f Walton Avertue; making the most money out of all the neigh- 

. borhood drug deaIers. _ 
Since childhood, then, the crack'industry's high profit and violence were 

normal for Gus. For as long as he could remember,- money; drugs, and guns 
had been a part o£his world: 

"They would Mways be talkin' ahout drugs' in front of me;" Gus recalls. 
"They probably thob.ght that since I· was little I· ain't· know . what . they were 
talkin' about. Bi:Itlknewwhat they were talkin' about. I mean, I didn't really 
understand it. Like I knew they was sellin' drugs, but I didn't know every- 

- . I - 
thing they were doin'~ IWQuld see guns all the tiIIie too. They [Salazar and 
his workers} would like open their jackets, take them off; whatever, and they 
would have guns like in their wa:ist. What I saw a lot was them always carr 
yin' a lot ofmoney:Sometitnes they would like'bring that shit· to the house 
and just start countin' it." ,1 

As a teenage:r, I observed such moments when-visiting Gus and his older 
brother, Sylvio~ During' playtime visits, we often had to close. their bed 
room door.Yet on bathrooIIi breaks, I sometimes opened the door to see 
Salazar and others diligently couilting a mound of money on the dining 
room table. Knowing that it was "business," I immediately averted my eyes 
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and detoured into the bathroom. XH sa'o/ thisocql.sional1y,.Gusmusthave 
seen it daily. 

Also, Gus saw his older brother, Sylvio, drop out ofhighcscbool to work 
with Salazar. Within a year, he had climhedhis way up.to be<;:omii)g Sala 
zar's,partner".making tens ofthous~nd1; ofdollarscperweekSoon neighbor 
hood residents crowded around him,.tr.eatiJ:lghimlike a local dignitary. Hat 
in hand, some asked for work in his crack; bllsiness, and oth,ers, all cheers, 
just wanted his good favor. Gus wanted the sam<e. respeq too. 

"Salazar made a lot of mqney," Gusrecalls, :'and I saw how everybody 
was, treatin',him. Even Sylvio, whenh,e start~dwot:kin' withSalaza,r, people; 
was lookin' up to him. So imagine, bro, everybody lookin' up to them, apd 
that's my brother and, [step] father. 1. had to qo. so;nethin'too. pllt .itIike 
this, it's like! wanted to prove to everybody.thad was a.man; that lcould 
do it better than them. That'swhyI waIlted·to sell drugs,bro.,Butlknew 
that Salazar would be like, 'No,' if I went to hitn an4 told him to put .me 
down." . '., 

So at-the age of thirteen, Gus felLinto a teenage drugcsdlingteam that 
sold three:dollar crack; vials. His partners, were neighborhood Blackyouths, 
whose families dealt small amounts. of~n~l dust (PGp.)andcra~k. Unlike 
their suburban counterparts. with bette,1." options forachievin,g status,Gus 
and his crew would use crack to earn masculinity and respect. 

"I started sellin' crack with 'Fikki and ~uggy, the m17renos (:Slacks) on my 
b,lock,"'Gus recalled. "For every vial we sold;we godifr.y cents. I was makin: 
like two hundred, three hundred [dollars] a day;Forth~feen, that shitw<ts 
good, man. We were buyin' a1f types.ofdothes and shit. We had moneY to 
eat, we was takin' people OUt to eat, payin' for., their shjt.lpat's when we 
started gettin' all these girls' and shit" ha-ha. _Imagine.r was only. thirteen, 
years old and was already (lIckin'!J'Q1 tellin' you, man, rnoney Q1akes :l.lol: of 
things happen, bro. Itdefinitely.gets you alot.of ass at thirteen, ha~ha." 

With the drugs came. unsanction¢ lllasculine violenc.e. Middle-class 
teens proved. toughness on athletic fields and rinks"and ifviolent enough, 
received university scholarships; S()uth Bronx: youths with. drug market ex· 
posure proved their courage in other ways. 

, For instance, Tikki and Buggy gave Gus t)V:o guns, "a .22 [revolver) and a 
fuckin' old ass .38 [revolver]" for protection. "I used. t()c~rry. the .38 every 
day," Gus recalls .. "The shit ain't ,have no fuc.k:in' handle or nothiIlg. ,h~ 
ha-ha! We had to put the handle like With a piece of cardboard. We cut it 
and taped the cardboard to make th,e handle." 
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With that junkyar~ gup Gus caught his first criminal: case at the . age of 
fourteen: While attending school sporadically; Gus started < talking to-Ei 
leen, a classraase. However, she was seeing a member of the Casanova Crew, 
one of the many 'New York City crews that emerged during the mid-eighties. 
Some Casanova guys warned Gus 'to stay away from her. But he paid no 
attention. 

"So one dayI'm outJ:hete,~ Gus recalled; "and this kid comes over and he's 
like, 'Yo, this dude wants to. talk to you over there: I was like, 'He.wanna talk 
to me?Forwhat?'Bewa.slike;'Nah,hejustwanna talk to you:' 1 was like, fuck 
it. And I just happened to have that .38 on me that day in schooL So we-was 
talkie' and he was like, 'Yo, I told you to stopfuckin' with Eileen.' Then he 
went to get somethin' in his car, like.he turned around. When I seen him like 
readiin'irito his car, Ididn't even give him a chance andjust shot his ass," 

Gus shot him four 'times: ;"1 shot him once and hefelLAnd then I ran up 
to himand shot him again three ti~e~.": Then Gus ran. However, a couple of 
plainclothes police officers ina corner pizza shop heard the shots. They went 
outside, saw Gus running, and took to.chase: 

"They were Tight hehind mer Gus recalled: "Bud didn't kno~ they was 
cops.So :I turned aroundaooshot the last two bullets that I had, I shot those 
shits.ldidn't know they-was cops. But the cops tryro say thad shot at them." 
At'the age offourteen;. then, Gus attempted murder. Sadly, such violence 

was one of the few ways that he;' and a growing cadre of marginal youngsters, 
could demonstrate their toughness. The government, in its own attempts to be 
conservatively tough" h~#reduced social safety nets for the poor, which made 
the neighborh()od more ;mllnerable to drugs and violence. It was no surprise 
that theprobabili~fordeadlyviolence amongyouths like Gus increased. 

The 'shooting also made Gus a neighborhood legend. From then on, I ob 
served residentsfear and ri:spedhim. And even fear and respect those close 
to him~for instance, me. Since Totten hung o~t with Gus, teenagers within 
a half-mile radiuslinked.me with his violence, greeting me as though we 
werelonglostfriends. Clearly,Jknew that Gus' enormous shadow granted 

. me this deference. Yei Tdidn't care. As a marginal teenager, any respectfe1t 
good, especi¥lyifitwas linked to mas~ulinity and violence. Tragically, then, 
I cheered on Gus' shootings. and beatings. It made ,me "somebody" too. 

Atter his. arrest, Guswis detained at the Spofford Juvenile Center, a jail 
for juveniles awaiting adjudication and sentencing-a warehouse that only 
worsened marginal youths; Its most important highlight: fights. According 
to Gus, most fights arose to prove who was tough or punk. 



"The kids," Gus recalled, "they all wanted tG be gal'lgsters; 'Ih.ey used to talk 
about who was makin' more money onthe srreeF, ,like who was'sellin' more 
drugs, all this bullshit. So alot of fights started because somebody would say 
that somebody else was talkin' shk.,;; or.like soniebodyhvould hear somebody 
talkin' about this and that, or.theysee.them.actin~.like'wecan't fuckwiththem. 
We would be like, 'I'm gonna test him. I'm gonna make him prove it'!" 

In time, Gus adapted to-the centersviolencd'Fol'instance; when he satin 
a seat, another inmate challenged his spot. Now he did.thisto.others .. When 
he changed the channel on the dormitory television, another.inmate chal~ 
lenged his program choice; Now he .did this to others.R.atherthan rehabili~ 
tate him, .the juvenile facility enhancedhis brutality. 

. After his release from Spofford, anld then from Highland R.esidential 
Center (a medium-security youth facility), Gus enrolled in Walton High 
School in-the South Bronx. But aftera couple ofmoriths; he dropped out . .At 
sixteen years old, he just wanted to e:;u:n seriousmolleyand saw little hope 
through school. So he asked Salazar and Sylvioforwork in their crack busi 
ness. He was older now, and they gavehiin.ajob. 

From Monday to Saturday; noon to midnight,-Gus:managed their crack 
operation. Sitting in a stash apartment; he distributed crack to str~etwork 
ers and kept a daily record of drug and m()ney transactions. During his ten 
ure there, Pablo and Toften visited-him. Helooked bored and lonely, with 
the long hours taking their tolltThejobleft little roomfor imagination: just 
counting crack vials, moneyxand scribbling numbers intO a notebook. Even· 
mally, he felt shortchanged, considering all the drudgery<¥1d risk involved; 

"I was gettin' played," Gus said; ''{.was only gettin'like' six hundred a 
week or.somethin' like that, And-I was always there frotntwelve [P;M.]to 
twelve [A.M;l, bro, almost every day. Sometimes>1 had tostaylater because of 
some bullshit or something. ;; On top. of that, if the cops came Lwould get 
busted by myself, bro. I was the only person inthatapartment. Imagine. if I 
went down, they would charge me with all those drug'$;" 

Later, Gus became the new cook and bagger, where he worked .me same 
hours and earned the same pay. Throughounhe day, he cooked the cocaine 
into a mound of crack;· then, with a razor, he sliced.it into tiny pebbles,later 
stuffing them into perfume vials. After a few weeks of this routine, crack 
market realities sank in . .Although he wasJamily to SalatarandSylvio, crack, . 
after all, was business . .And the point of business was to maximize .profit hy 
reducing labor costs as close to zero as, possible while squeezingmorelabor 
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from wqrkers;Yet.Gusfound spaces of resistance. 1 Like a legitimate worker 
fightiflgag;lin~t oppressive work conditions, Gus orchestrated a scheme that 
raised his income by about five hundred dollars per day . .As a talented cook, 

. •. 1 
he often prod.uced more crack than ustral-from the same amount of cocaine. 
He calle4 this getting.«extra." . 

"WhenI got nice at cookin'r Gus recalled, "I started gettin' 'extra' back .. 
I would keep ,that extra.·Like itwould be a half-ounce extra. So I would bag 
that up; you know, like for.1tlyself and Scotty {a seller in the organization] 
and 1 would tell him, 'Yo, here, send these down the hallway, and sell these 
dimes [ten.dollarvials}.' We iv'ere sellin' like twenty-five [vialsj.at a time 
twenty"fivewere ours, twenty.fivewere Sylvie's, twenty-five were ours, twenty 
five were Sylvio's." 

Competitive, Gus,;wanted to out-earn Salazar and Sylvio, who together 
made about fiftythousan<:i dollars 'a week. So he left the organization to go 
independent. Front then Qn, he bought his own "coke," cooked his own 
crack, and vialed. his own product. He then managed hi~ crack operation 
outside the Black Gate; a building with a black iron gate at its entrance. 

Now Gus made serious money, which allowed him to spend conspicu 
ously; Still sixteen, Gus bought: aJawmodel car, inwhich he sometimes in 
vited me oudor a fide. He drove us around the neighborhood, nonchalantly, 
rolling to a stop on every corner, dramatically lowering the tinted windows 
to' greet the ri~e~less corner boys. . 

'Yo,. Whatup? he asked. 
.' Yo! theyalways. responded. 
'Ih.en, pumping up the bass,laden volume, we rolled off to somewhere 

else, Let's go /Jere, let's go there ~ .. Yo, look at that girl, say somethin': Hey 
babYiYou wannd a 'rit/e?No?But madeyou smile, slapping fives, ha-ha-ha ... 
then cruising back to the block; inspecting for smudges, for dirt, admired by 
the sidewalk crowd, who laughe4 at his every joke, who agreed with his 
every line. Then he wa,s b~ckto,business- Yo, r llbe back-disappearing for 
one, two; or three hours, then reappearing and inviting some of us to a food 
joint nearby, sortingthe knot of wrinkled dollar bills that paid forrhe sodas, 
burgers'. and fries. 

Then gone .again, then back again, talking discreetly (but not too discreetly) 
to his crack workers nearby. 

111en gone again; then back again, adorned in more gold, in fresher 
clothes, to gowith a girlfriend for a movie, and later, for a dinner, and mucho 
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mil tarde; for a hotel or the stash apartment~s bedroom nearby •. Money, 
women, power, respect~Gus,. to the yOURg arid old ofthe neighborhoop., 
had it all. 

Jason; a neighborhood friend who back then was a. low,,:wag~ security 
guard, but was now a cab drivenrecalled: "lrememberhe was makin' money 
and spendin' money.The nigga had a lot gold; Hewas .. almosdike Mr>T on 
the block, ha-ha, He had a car, a brand-new Trans Am with a system and 
half He had mad bitches. He.had mo~ey.1haes all Lean say, he. had money. 
And the niggi was young, man. The nigga wasJike only fifteen, sixteen. 
Whenever we went out, he always flipped [paid] the bill. He used to go out a 
lot with Sylvio and Salazar, like to a,bunch of restaurants, to dubs, alLthat. 
Like I said, he was a young nigga too, spendin' more moneytnangrownmenJ' 

Later, Pablo joined the crack operation,managingthe dayshift,fmm noon 
to midnight, while Gus managed the night shift, frorrimidnight to rioon,2 

But because of increased police presence, Gu~ and Pablo movedtheir Ope 
erations to John Mullay Park, two blocks down, on Jerome Avenue. Here, T 
observed them recruit boys to sell crack while sitting on parkbe~ches.This, 
Gus reasoned, would reduce suspicion.; 

"Because think about it," Gus explained. "If yon see a kid sittin'like on a 
bench in a park, you not gonna think, 'Oh, they sellin~ drugs outhere~' They 
just kids chillin' in the park. But let's say somebody oldercwas to sit on a 
bench all day, you're gorina thmk somethin's·up. You're gonna .think.that 
he's sellin' drugs or somethin'," . 

One afternoon, Gus took a drive with Sylvio. They were cruising down 
Gerard Avenue (a block down from Wal~on Avenue}when a police car or 
dered them to, pull over. While searching Sylvids vehicle, the policeJ6und a 
handgun under-the passenger seat, where Gus was sitting. Bgthwere arrested~ 
Although Gus knew nothing about the gun, he willinglyto.okthe charge. He 
already had two previous cases pending: arobberyand a drug possession. 

The robbery charge was from the previous year. As crack use had risen, its 
committed users had gained a bad reputation. They were often unwashed 
and emaciated, and thought to be so immoral as to do "any thing" for crack. 
for instance, as a teen, I once witnessed a young street dealer offer a dollarto 
a crack user if he would do twenty push-ups over a pile of dog dung: As' the 
crack user got close to twenty, the young dealer pressed chis foot against his 
back. The crack user strained and eventually'fell upon the droppings. He got 
up and shamefully received his dollar while everyone laughed. The. crack 
user became an object of ridicule, while his tormentor achieved status. 
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Similarly, I .obsente<:l Gus secure status through the brutal humiliation .of 
ctackusers. "Likewhert they [crack users] werewalkin' by," Gus recalled, "we 
jusdike knocked them out/We used to make bets to see who could knock 
onetlUtwith one punch and shit. Sometimes I could do that shit, just knock 
them out with One punch ••. Nobody gave a fuckabout that shit. A fuckin' 
crackhead; nobody cared':' 
.. For·instance, one day, he and a' frierid attacked a "crackhead" carrying 

two pillows. Afterward, Gus' friend stabbed the victim and stole the pillows. 
The next day, the polic~ ahested Gus and charged him with the robbery. 
Gus tookthe charge 'o/ithout revealing the srabber, a show of bravado and 
loyalty mat awed everyone. 
,.···The drug possession charge resulted from a police stop while he was out 
on bail. After exiting Salatar's "legitimate~ clothing store one day, Gus en 
tered his car, drove around the corner, and was immediately pulled over by 
undercover P.olice. Accordirig to Gus, they placed him in their unmarked 
car and interrogated him. 

"[They]started askin' me allrhese fuckin' questions about Salazan" Gus 
recalled. "Theywere:tellin:me a lot of shit like, 'You think we don't know 
what goes on in there [the stote]? We know everything that Salazar does, 
that you do ... " all that shit. They even started beatin' the shit out of me, 
rightthere in the cariUld shit}' . 

Afterward, thepolice'searched Gus' car.' Under the passenger seat, they 
foundim ounce of cocaine. Gus was arrested. 

With the newguh charge; iheprosecuting attorney gave him a plea deal: 
if Gus took the gun charge (which came with a one-year sentence), then the 
robbery and drug.possessIon charges would drop. Gus accepted. 

He was sent to Rikets·lsland, the-infamous New York Cityjail, 

HOW PABLO BECAME PABLO, 1971-1990 

Pablo, who'was twenty-eightcyears-old, was born in the South Bronx. His 
mother, Carmen, hacrarriv~d there ,during the late 1960s and secured work 
in a belt factory. With her paltry earnings, she supported her two children 
arid, mother, who were stHLin the Dominican Republic. To earn more in- 
2bme;she. served andcooked in restaurants too. 

Shortly, Carmen<met.Reuben, a Dominican immigrant working as a 
painter. After establishing a relationship" they moved into an apartment on 
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14sth Street and St. Anns, sent for Carmen's .rwo 'children:;' and, then con 
ceived Pablo. Reuben, however, drankheavilyand often had late nights with 
friends (my own father-his bestfriend,-.,'amongthem). One morning, he 
arrived home drunk to find that one"year"old Pa.blo had been playing with a 
razor and badly cut his foot. He arguedwith Carmen: and, enraged; got into 
his car and sped away. Later in the afternoon, his car was found in a COlli 
struction ditch. Reuben was dead .. Pabl<rwould ofte!,! wonderabouthis own 
life had his father lived, 

"Ifhe was still alive, I think my life would've been different/' Pablo con 
fided. "I mean, you never know what could!ve happened.' But· maybe I 
wouldn't have gone through all the shitthat I been through. Maybe he 
could've given me support or somethin',bro. I don't know, man. Ijrist think 
about that shit sometimes." 

AfterReuben's death, Carmen secured a jo~ in a restaurant a.sa full·~ime 
cook. She then built up some savings and' bought a·house in Gamden, ]NeW: 
Jersey. Unlike their previous home, in the South Bronx;.this house was em.a 
hushed residential street. . 

"It was mad quiet," Pablo recalled. ''After.six o'clock, not even a car passed 
by. Everybody was nice and everybodywentto church like: tWo times a week 
It was like a real safe street," 

"Who lived in that neighborhood?" I asked. 
"I remember that it was aboftt halfand half, White kids and Hispanic 

and Black kids. I used to play with them a lot; We used to playa lot oftackle 
football in this park. I had fun, man. I'm tdlin' yori,;Illsed to live inareal 
quiet neighborhood. It was-real nice, bro."· '. 

Though Camden would rank as the nation's most dangerous city within 
twenty-five years,3 for now it was safe--so<safe that Carmen, who still 
worked in New York City, felt comfortable leaving Pablo and his older sister 
alone for weeks at a time. Throughout her life, Carmen always worked hard, . 
and she always looked for opportunities to get ahead, investing in small 
businesses and real estate. But as a single mother with limited English and 
no access to affordable child care, she was forcedtoleave herchildren alone. 
For Pablo, it resulted in a terror-ridden childhood. > 

"Living in the house was hell," Pablo tecalled. '~That bitch [his sister] was 
crazy. She did all type of shit to me, bro. Ifshe didn'tlikesomethin' ldid, she 
would make me do stupid shit; bro. Like; Ihad to clean the house by myself 
I had to clean the basement by myself I had to wash clothes by myself_:_all 
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type ofsh~t3Hdidn:_t.do it, she would get a fuckin' belt or stick or whatever 
and beat che hell out.afme.]fltram~ back dirty from school, Fwould.gec an 
ass-whippin'. Igot sc,ars ta;this day from that bitch, bra.': 

The expense af maintai;ting hauseholds in New York and New Jersey 
proyed tao. much far Carmeil.LAfter a year, their house went into. foreclosure 
and they moved back to the Bronx, By then, Carmen ha4 received a large 
lump-sum payout for E,euben's death (she had sued the city successfully for 
itsncgligencedudngstteetconstructian). With the money, she purchased a 
bodega> or groqerystore;in Manhattan's Washington Heights.4 After a year, 
she sold the store and purchased another one in our neighborhood. "I used 
to wark there like after school and then the weekend," Pablo. remembered. "I 
used to hate it 'cause Twas a kid. I wanted to. do kid stuff, you know, When 
you a kid you don't want to. go. to. work. You wanna have fun. I was workin' 
andlwasn't gettin' paid!' 

Pablo attended a local high school in the Bronx, several train stops away. 
The school had afootbaU program and Pablo joined its junior varsity team. 
He immediately shone: as a middle linebacker, he was a sure.tackler; and as a 
running back, he made everyone one miss. According to Pablo, the head 

. caach injhniorvarsity told him, "They already talkin' about you in varsity. 
Everybody sayin' you're gonna be great." 

By his junior year, Pablo had madeit to varsity, and after the starting 
middle linebacker got hurt, he played in every game. Soon the game's laud 
speaker.constantly announced his last name: Garcia? 

"I wasn't the fastest or the strangest," Pablo recalled, "but I had a heart 
like. a lian.! didn't quit; I hit peaple hard. In fact, to this day people I don't 
even remember see-rae in the street and they're like, 'You're Garcia. You 
couldfuckir(hlt.lalmost quit'footbaU 'cause you hit too fuckin' hard.''' By 
then, he wanted to. start atrunningback, a position held by a teammate who 
was heavier, stronger, and faster, hut less skilled. 

~I just gotEed up," Pablo. remembered. "I told the offensive coordinator, 
1Listen;jllstgivemethe rock-Just give it to me! Then coach finally put me-in 

. the game." That daYf did wark: Twas bre~kin' niggas' knees. It was the day 
that I was like; T could do this and nothin' could stop me.' " Within weeks, 
Pablo. was a. superstar. "I used to. wa.lk dawn the hall," Pablo. recalled, "and, 
forget.it; everybody knew me:" His fame strengthened his work ethic. To 
spend time with him, I atten had to visit his school's gym after practice or 
his home when he ""'asgroggy..'eyed and sore, 
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His athletic shine did Ilot extend into the dassroom. AsJong as thad 
known.him, Pablo struggled academiCally, always putting forth.a inonumen~ 
tal effort for minimal-grades. Hewas,not alone, In outrightcacts of resistance; 
ot~er struggling schoolmates repeatedly skipped classes aad., brazenly 
hung out by the school's infamous concrete "Wall.'r IfIlotforfootball,.Pablo 
might have joined them. 

"The coach said," Pablo recalled" "'You're not. gonria play with those 
grades.' So I could never fail classes. Footballmoi:ivat~d 'me to pass m¥ classes 
so thad could play; I used to see the kids who didn't play sports hang by the 
wall. They never went to class. Not me, J.went to my 'classes. In fact,J only 
graduated because I wanted to play footbalL" 

In the summer before his senior year, buzz circulated about Pablo making 
All City and being recruited by a top college program. And Pablo did not 
disappoint. In his first game, he made sixteen tackks and five sacks (act6rd~ 
ing to Pablo, the latter is still a school record)., 'Now Division Luniversities 
showed interest. 

"Rutgers was after me lik~ crazy," Pablo remembered. "They weren1t that 
good, but it was a major college, Division 1.1 also had Michigiln;cal!in' me. I 
had Iowa callin' me .. I had a bunch of schools calli'r{ me, toJet rile know that 
they knew who I was." " " 

H~wever, Pablo would have trouble g<ming into' a Division I. school. He 
had the strength, toughness, quiekness, and intelligence to play football/But 
he lacked the furious speed to play middle .linebacker Qr 1'l1nning backat: th,e 
top collegiate level. At two hundred pounds; Pablo ran theforty-yard dash in 
only 4.8 seconds. Top football programs now featured players that Wyighed 
twenty more pounds and ran the forty in 4.5 seconds orless. '1 remember the 
coach tellin"meat the time," Pablo recalled; "that ifLwasjusta_littlek'aster,I 
could get into Oklahoma, a Nebraska, or an LSD. But Ljustdidn't have the 
speed." 

What mostly hampered his football prospects, though, was an ankle in 
jury he suffered during a tearIlworkout. He w(,)uldmiss the rest of the season 
after playing only two ga!lles. Pablo was down. He thought th~s was his year 
to explode. 

"I was depressed," Pabio remembered, "because I knew that I was gonn_a 
break every fuckin record out there mit wasri'tEor 'fiacturingmy aakie. lwas 
supposed to do it all that year. I knew Lcould dojt." . 

Although he eventually returned to the field,)?ablo played with alimp for 
the rest of .the season. And since he missed many games, college football 
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. programslostintere~t."Like allthepeople stoppedcallin' me andaskin-rne 
how I'm.doin'," Pablo recalled; "Before I hurt my ankle, they would call a lot 
just call to say, 'HowYQu doin'? H~w' s everything comin' along?' Then they 
just stopped caHin' me," 

Pablo felt that his coach had not helped matters. He knew that organized 
football was a worH:Lwhere sociaL networks counted just as much as ability. 
And the coach was Pahlo?s only broker to the higher ranks in arhlencs.? With 
a phone call, 'and a positive w~rd or two, Pablo felt,. the coach could poten 
tially open a space-:+not a Division I space, but maybe a Division II or III 
space_;--for Pablo. And outside the school, no one could provide that social 
capital. ' 

"Like when the riffers stopped comin'," Pablo recalled, "he [the coach] 
didn't really like help me. ,I.rememher the guy from LSD (Louisiana State 
Univeisity}was w<;ttchin' a practice and he said somethin' good about me. 
But my ·coach.didn't say anything ta. help.". Pablo' thought about . playing 
footbalLat Nassau Community College en Long Island, which expressed 

. interest;However, hewanted to play at a four~yearcollege, feeling that scouts 
woUld pay more attention: SO> when an African American high school 
teacher-e-aot his.coach..,-asked him-if-would be interested in playing at, his 
Down South alma niater/Pablojumped at the chance. 

. "[He) washke, 'I've seen you piay and you're really good,''' Pablo recalled. 
"'What do you plan to .do}.You should play at my alma mater in Georgia; 
You'U ns:ally like it do,Wnthere and they have a good football team.' He said 
that he wo~ld help me get into the school and get the information for 'me." ' 

After getting the c@llegeapplication,·the teacher.helped him complete 
andmaiLit.ofE Theil he waited. Afew months later, Pablo received a letter of 
acceptance. He. also received a partial football scholarship and was sched 
tded to be anhe summer footbalLcamp. 
"1 felt good;!' Pablo remembered. "I felt like everything was right there. 

Like everything~s ready. LikeJ had to go to work. Like I was on a special 
mission. It was my first time goin' away and Twas happy as hell" 

So Pablo was proudofgohlg '~to work," of having-a; 'chance at labor that 
was valuable, creative, and fulfilling-,-not the monotonous blue-collar and 
service work of his family's immigrant generation. Just as important: it was a 
manly work; thus,unlike Gus, Pablo had little. reason to do street violence to 
prove his manhood.He 1;tadthe playing field .: 

However, Pablo also. had the misfortune of having attended New York 
City public schools. Most were in disrepair and overcrowded, and located in 
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. blighted areas with low property values andtax bases; So they could never 
match the resourcesofsuburbanschools.zWorse, they beca.tne: a place where 
boys like Pablo were treated not as bright.tninClsandpotentialleaders; but as 
inferior students and future criminals.8 And Pablo must ,have sensed this. . . 
He had a single-minded focus on football;mot school.¥etforfootball suc- 
cess, he would endure more educationalshameandhumiliation ... 

Like many student-athletes, once he got to college. he found that he was 
academically unprepared to "get by."9 "Cbll~ge was .. hard,". Pablo remem 
bered. "It was harder than I expected. When 'I got there,.lwasn't prepared 
for. those. classes, man.' I had trouble in almost alLthose classes. 'lmean, we 
had tutors, but it was still hard. Most of the time, I just let it go. In passed a 
test, I passed. In didn't, I dion't.- After a while, lwaslike, ~Fuckit: As long 

. as I was playin' ball, fuck it." 
Pablo also felt an economic strain. To survive and pay. tuition; Pa.blo re~ 

lied on student loans and the government-sponsoredPellgrant. However; he 
had to wait till mid-semester to get any cash. Also, his mother sent him no 
m~mey even though she had. sold her gro~ery storetfor profit and estab 
lished numerous investments in the. Dominican Republic, "Financially, I 
was struggling," Pablo recalled; "I would askmy mom for :money. but she 
would never send me some. I couldn't ul1derstandthat shit:lWas-tryingto do 
somethin'.positiveandshewouldn't send . .tne any money~l-alwayslike needed 
extra money to buy things like f00d from-the supermarket,Jike to get a snack 
or somerhin', or like td just. have moneyin.my pocket. I was gettin'by~juSt 
barely, bro." 
.With no family.support, Pablo depended on the generosity 9£his.tearrimate 

and best friend. "lwasluckyI had a goooteammate.Ellneverforgethim;, 
bro. He was this Blackdude named Jay. He alwaysloqkedoritfor mewhel1ever 
I needed money, bro. He even took me tohisnometowninGeorgia and every" 
thing. That was a real cool experience. I'll.never forget that; shitA teme.tnber 
when. I got to his house" I was like shocl-:.ed. His family treated me like real 
family, bro. They made me feel 'really like at hQme~ He became like my best 
friend down. there, man; I use to staY-with him- for like holldays.foribreak.for 
everything. 'Cause I couldn't go home. Iain'i: have,no money togo home;". 

When summer break arrived, Pablo wanted to spend it in the South 
Bronx. He was tired of staying aleneha his dorm and\.vanted to avoid over 
staying his welcome with his friend. So he caIled.Gus 1:0 ask if Sylvio could 
send him transportation funds. Gus then told him not 1:0 .-Worry, that he 
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wouldsend the mop:eyinstea& GuS' gave~ me the money, which I then wired 
toPa:blo. 

Aweeklater, Gus picked up Pablo at the bus terminal. Pablo was stunned. 
SiXteen-yeat:old Gus was driving a "hooked-up" car. Also, whenever we ate, 
dra.nk, of danced,yonrigG;us picked up the tab, Within a few days, Pablo 
made alife~changing decision. "Gus paid for my shit to come back to New 
York," Pablo remembered. "I was like; 'How the fuck is this little dude . 
gonna pay my shit to ~ome back? How thefuck he got himself a ride?' So I 
came home in the summer and saw Gus rnakin' money and payin' for all my 
shit. I just made the decision:. iLwasgonna make money, man. I said, 'Fuck it' 
and that was it. I mean, I had plans of goin' back to school. I wanted to play 
balL But T had plans of1llakiri' a little bit of money so that I could be alright 
when I went back. I just didn't want to be broke." 

Pablo decided • to sell crack. This was not his. first' encounter with' drug 
. dealing. When Pablo -Was a child; his mother kicked Out his older brother 
because he refused to work or attend school. Later, when Pablo was in his 
early teens, his brother started showing up in brand new cars. "I didn't know 
exactlywhat he was doin'F Pablo recalled, "because I was kid. But Hiked the 
cars he-was in. He was always ina new one almost every time I saw him." 

Even when he learned that his, big brother sold drugs, Pablo passed no 
judgment. In fact, he saw that no one ever made a big fuss. "I thought that it 
was alright that he was sellin' [drugs]," Pablo explained. "Because my mom 
never said, 'You better not do that,' He used to buy her stuff too and she 
never said, 'No, I don't want it. Take it back.' No one ever said anything, bro. 
So.I didn'tthinknothin' ofit."lO 

Sylvio"though; objected: He wanted Pablo to stay out of trouble and pur- 
. sue his football-dreaffis. Pablo had a special status in our neighborhood; 
since most of us dabbled in sports, we appreciated his athletic prowess. So 
when he, .in partnership'with Gus, approached Sylvie to buy some cocaine, 
Sylvio said "no,"· 

But by ihen, Sylvio had become a true capitalist whose only obligation was 
:tomaximizepi-ofits: N~-w;he'made moneyEor its own sake; despite making 
tens of thousands ofdolla;s weekly, he could not turn down a chance to 
make afew thousandmore: He. sold Pablo the drugs. 

. "What made Sylvio give iilwas money, man." Pablo recalled. "Me and 
Gus was bllyin' top dbllan;fftnat nigga. He was jerkin' me and Gus. He was 
gettin' his shit dirt cheap and then killin' us. That nigga Sylvio made a lot of 



money from us." Alone, Gus had made about.five hundred dollars. daily; 
With Pablo's help, the crack operation ran twenty-four houts a day. So Pablo 
soon made dose to five, hundred dollars daily too; Times were. looking 
good. And like many neighborhood yoilths, I admired his :newfound riches 
and accorded him respect on the money.;makinggridiron. Also, 1 basked in . 
our dose friendship and eagerly hungout \vith him as he directed:his sales 
team, collected his money, and treated me tofood and drinks.·So I tooted 
for him to reach the financial stars, cheered.his success in the drugmarket-,-" 
wished that I could one day earn moneylike him; 

But his glory days were numbered; A mOhth after his start, he was ar 
rested for steering a customer (an undercover police officer) to, a.crack seller. 
He. pled guilty to a felony and. was released .on probation. His ,football 
dreams: Gone. . 

"The arrest was what sealed the deal, bro," Pablorecalled. 'Tknew that 
once I got a felony, I couldn't go back [to school]. Iwou:ld lose my scholat~ 
ship, the financial aid, all that shit, bro. I couldn't go back down there be;. 
cause ofthatsliit. So I stayedhere.~ , 

Shortly after, Pablo was arrested for the same offense and pled guilty •. No 
probation this time. He was sentenced to one year at Rikers island, or "The 
Rock," the infamousjail where chaos reigned .. 

IN.SUMMARY 

Both Gus and Pablo were remarkably loyal to: the .US. achievement ideol 
ogy. Thus, rather than frame their acts as a rejeCtion df society, 'we should 
view them as an acceptance ofsodety's economic, material, and masculine 
goals. What hardened their capitalist tendencies were dieir family's business 
leanings: Carmen was always searching for business investments, and Sala 
zar and Sylvio were savvy drug dealers. Also, Gus' mother, Rdgina. used 
some of Salazar's earnings to operate small·· businesses' in. the. Bronx:, and, 
later, to construct apartment rentakin.the Dominican Republic.u Thus,for 
their families, the search for riquezas; orriches,was,important . 

. This is why I place Pablo and Gus'withina U.S~achievemehtideologythat 
urges. high profit and. self.interest-that . values money. and" consumption 
over non-economic or non-material goals; Therefore, like sociologists Steven 
Messner and Richard Rosenfeld; and Robert Merton before them, fEound' 
that economic crime originates within society, within what it tells people to 

want and achieve. I': Combined with a marginal neighborhood, terrible pub 
lic schools, little social capital, and the crack era, this increased their chances 
of being sucked into the illegal drug market. And as marginal criminals, 
they had a high risk for arrest;.detainment, and imprisonment. This meant 
experiencing the brutality ot~ ~ru{J jail. . 

Rikers Island: 


