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_neseén savagery of these cpimes,ﬂbut also the indifference with which
the world seemed to view them.
LAPD delectives had probably never been stafled adcquate v to han-

dle the” hlgh levels of viglenee-south of the Ten.But durlng the Big

Years‘ caseloads swelled to the point-of fidic ulousness with so few de-
tectives handling so many cagés that the job came to resemble battlefield
surgery. Caseloads' were at least twice what experts recommended for
many of those years, and ten times what RITD detectives would be as-
51gned a decade and a half later.MWhat-détéc S *surh_l ]
uld never be repeated hisgeneration of homicide

detectives remains, to this day, unique in their exposure to the Monster.

They toiled ccaselessly, racking up overtime and divorces. Strokes

and heart ateacks proilferated in their ranks. One detective in Sonth

Jt got to the pomt where we were preﬂy much living at thf: station. The

phone would ring, and you'd cringe.” S
onali Duecuves feit they were ﬁghtmg

At was hard notfo. takeitp
an.invisiBle war. By then, the notion-of a “lot of black and Latino drug

dealers and gangsters. shootmg each other down in ihe "hood had be-
come normal: 1t was often not news. “I remember a banner headline
in thes Lis Angeles Times one weekend,?.recalled D¢
“X"bomb _in, Beiraeiad Tlled six ‘peoplerWe had nine murders that

weekend, and not a one of - ehén made the paper. Not one,” It was ag-

gravating, cr a;_y;ma’xmg. “You were dealing with problems and people
Zddetective John

that lhe m‘ajiﬂi‘iry of society doesn’t wantt think about,

“and South Bureau “ri hey ave ot the ones who have to knock

B i

on that front door aLIwo’ $nr. and say, ‘Your loved one has been killed.””

‘_.‘;”ccpgl_dn t helieve

the decisions being madesdn Paiker Center.
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But 1o brass; aetccllve werk s strmtly reactive,” as one high-

brime 'pré“ﬁf%'fffﬁ—“

seemed to win oul OVET- Anve ugations prevenilve patroi projects, gang

st il upmdc down,” said a Newton homicide detective,

lcads to siereotypmg peopléas po[ent:al threals Biit © prcact;vc ? patrol
work. sotfided better. Prevenuon arried an added bonus, as legal
scholar Carol Steiker-hag noted: it gave police wide latitude, since the

Constitution-places many constraints on legal procedure. gffer-ascrime,

far. fewer before it.
many detectives brought battlefield dedication
io the job in thosé years. But it was inevitable that the work would suffer.

Cages: were butchered; investigations were rushed, cursory, abandoned

“midway through. “You conld have cases ‘with Qxablc Teads; 5Tt you didn’t

have _t' ne.towork them because fresh stufl Was coming in,” said Rick

«f S8

; High- homlclde environments are alike. The setting is usually a mi-

nority enclave or disputed territory where people distrust legal author-
ity, as in South Los Angeles, where law had broken down in the Big
Years and murder flourished. The killings typically arise from argu-
ments. A large share of them can be described in two words: Men fighting.
The fights might be spontaneous, the result of a long-running feud, or
the culmination of “some drama,” as Skaggs would put it. These male

@y, 43 :
dramas,” he observed, were not so different from those among quar-
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reling women of the projects. In fact, they were often extensions of
them. “Women work through men by agjtating them to homicide,”
noted an anthropologist studying Mayan villages in Mexico. The ob-
servation fit scores of killings in L.A. that cops chalked up to “female
problems.”

The smallest ghettoside spat seemed to escalate to violence, as if’ ab-
sent taw, people were left with no other means of bringing a dispute to
a close. Debts and competition over goods and women—especially
women—drove many killings. But insults, snitching, drunken antics, and
the classic—unwanted party guests—also were common homicide mo-
tives. Small conflicts divided people into hostile camps and triggered Jast-
ing feuds. “Grudges!” Skaggs would exclaim: to him the word summed
scores of cases. Every grudge seemed to harbor explosive potential. It
would ignite when antagonists met by chance, in the street or in liquor
stores. Vengeance was a staple motive. In some circles, retaliation for
murder was considered all but mandatory. It was striking how openly
people discussed it, even debating the merits from the pulpit at funerals.

From antiquity, the “men fighting” problem—men killing one an-
other to settle disputes or exact revenge in the absence of a trusted legal
authority—has confounded thinking people.

Tt would be too sweeping to assert that lawless peoples are all alike.
But across historic and cultural settings, there appears a common pal-
ette of adaptations to lawlessness.

Loose talk and rumors are particular aggravators. Canadian Inuits
fought over “chronic lying,” the Sudanese over “volatile conversation,”
and Jim Crow blacks over “gossip and whispering” Revenge and jeal
ousy murders are standard. So are reprisals against snitches who serve a
distrusted state—“touts” kneecapped in Northern Ireland, informants
necklaced in South Africa. Gangs that declare an order-keeping role—
like the murderous neighborhood watches of Ghana—are another sure
sign that a vacuum of legitimate authority has been filled by extralegal
violence. So is the habit of grabbing one’s friends from police, as people

do in South African townships,

Witnesses in such contexts are scared. Men act touchy. They fixate
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on honor and respect—a result of lawlessness, not a cause. Petty quar-
rels grow lethal, and may mask deeper antagonisms. And arson, for
some reason, gets a starring role—in czarist Russia, gold rush settle-

ments in Alaska, and the sharecropping regions of the South.

In the dim early stirrings of civilization, many scholars believe, law
itself was developed as a response to legal “self-help™: people’s desire o
settle their own scores. Rough justice slowly gave way to organized state
monopolies on violence. The fow homicide rates of some modern de-
mocracies are, perhaps, an aberration in human history. They were
built, as the scholar Eric Monkkonen said, not by any formal set, but
“by a much longer developmental process whereby individuals willingly
give up their implicit power to the state.”

There are many challenges to this viewpoint, and many variations
on it. But history shows us that lawlessness is ifs swn kind of order. Murder
cuthreaks, seen this way, are more than just the proliferation of discrete
crimes. They are part of a whole system of interactions determined by
the absence of law. European history offers a panoply of rough justice
systems based on personal vengeance, blood feuds, shaming riruals, and
stincry forms of retributive and clan violence, Frequent homicide was a
part of this picture. High homicide rates have also been recorded among
hunter-gatherer peoples, such as the !Kung of the Kalahari, and other
societies without elaborate legal structures.

Tellingly, the syndrome also crops up among isolated minorities
altenated from the state, frontiersmen, and occupied peoples—any
place, really, where formal authority is patchy or distrusted. Thus, some
Indian tribes in Ganada and the US. have disproportionate homicide
rates, as do ethnic and immigrant enclaves in Switzerland, England,
Wales, and Italy. In the peaceful Netherlands, non-Dutch ethnics suffer
many times the homicide rate of their Dutch comparriots. Eighteenth-
century rates among settlers on the wild edge of the American colonies
were almost exactly those of South Central blacks in the twenty-first
century. In the town of Tira, Israel, today, Arab citizens of Israel also

suffer a homicide rate similar to that of black Seath Central. They

blame the Israeli police in terms that would sound familiar to John
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Skaggs: “As long as it’s Arabs killing Arabs, they just don’t care,” one
resident said.
It’s like a default setting. Wherever human beings are forced to deal
with each other under conditions of weak legal authority, the Monster
lurks, The ancient Greeks wrote of the Furies, hideous black gorgons
who held grudges and rasped, “Get him, get him, get him.” They could
*_be subdued only by law. End H ‘@{@ }é‘ﬁ
had to be

" schooled in folkways They had to-understand secret slang and symgblic

el sOE-gagses-In-such-tomtexis-homicide- detectiy

aflronts.and s fhaneuver through the endless nicknames and aliases. They

. Had to understand people’s fear of being labeled “snitches.” T hey had

nized cadre of __superdefectwcs schooled by catastrophe.

" the crowd, migrating to the fringes of the crime scene or into adjoining

to he able, iovunravelthet o relationships surroundmg each case—

"“"‘vﬂw«x-a- oy

that.dense weave of homeys, “fiancés,” baby daddies, and road dogs.

The homicide detectives had to learn how to pull bureaucratic levers

FristEd s FOT YRR ol TrdiTerenes, iad o work-fast-and.eff
juggling multiple cases. Puiting. togethera ghettogide mutder case wasn’t
a linear. task==5tic clue leading to another, then anothes, like in all those

1ove side to mde dﬁd hacktrack,

IV shows. 1t required investig:

like spiders weaving webs, ‘N}tne  lied,. recanted -or- d}sappeared.““
Their stories were- asuilly 1 inconsistent, Successful cases were spun from

mtersectmg points of corroboration, not straight-line narratives.

Finally, the detectives who learned their craft in those years came to

know the pmfound griet of homicide, the most .qpcciah?e Eowledge*
ofeall] 'Ihey knew the way the bereaved struggled to function hour by

hour. 'Ihey krrew about good days and bad days. Good detectives said
The best

to fdmlly metnbers, L car'l possiBiy Kridw-hews you feel.”

of their.eraft:'A” detecuve‘named RIL]{ Gordon mli workmg in South

“Bureau as of this writing, had come to view the moral dimensions of his

hat he talked of them in almost religious terms,

ses there,

"“‘”"*‘b-’itw»«

Gordon’ would sayffsomethmg b]ggcr than themseives Hi}m;hty was

h1s«',d_0_g;t::1:;p he ability to remain open, to let evidence speak. To dis-
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WY alty Tennelle would become one of thlS ehte the small;

Irish midcareer man from Orange County.
Baitx and Tennellﬁ established & division of labor. Ba:tx wou§d pro-

cess. the ¢fime scene. Tennell e, with his fluent Spanish, would melt into

Inevitably, he would talk to someone the patrol officers had

mlssed would FRd“some-tidhit, ryone else had overlooked. Baitx

thought Tennelle’s ability to canvass was umanny Lie would hardly no-

tice his partmer’s perambulations, but somehow, at the end’ of-the day,

witnesses would be flushed from the brambles.

Tennelle projected.competérice “without being mtxmldatmg He was
compact not tall but broad- shouldered, with guileless brown eyes and a

‘T'he fines formed a series of arches to his hairline and
lent his whole face 4 kindly look.. In_ a ;ob that was all about people
skifls-—finding witnesses, persuading them 10 “alk=he excelled.

The dizzying homicide peak of 1992 was upon them. Baits, ,and

Tennelle worked an astonishing twenty-eight cases that year, almost

Lhe.,me-ommended caséload. Tem}el]c thrived o it g

when Téng l sn't workmg, he preferred hlé home l]fc wanted to be

with Yadira and

ewklds, ‘puttering around the house. Tennelle rarely

talked about work. At home, DeeDee Tétinelle was hardiy aware that

her father was a homicide detective until once, as a childksl

‘made a

secret discovery of-autopsy photos in a drawer.”




