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THE CRIME


“I’M DEPRAVED ON ACCOUNT I’M DEPRIVED” 

Chapter One 

On the evening of July 30, 1957, 15-year-old Michael Farmer and his best buddy Roger McShane were hanging out at Michael’s home, an apartment building on the far Upper West Side of Manhattan. They had just bought some new 45s and were playing them on the phonograph. After listening to all that rock ‘n’ roll, Michael walked into the kitchen just as his mother was asking his father what time it was because she was about to reset the clock. The time was five minutes past 10 o’clock. Michael’s gait was different; it was a kind of limp as a result of a childhood attack of polio. On request, his mother gave him a glass of milk, which he downed quickly, saying he was going to walk his friend Roger home. Together they left the apartment.

It would be the last time Mrs. Farmer would see her son alive.

Michael Farmer’s death due to a stomping by local gang members shocked not only New Yorkers but the nation as well. Two weeks after the incident, Time, the nation’s largest national news magazine, in an article called, “Youth: The Scavengers,” tried to make sense of the killing: “Roaming the parks and roads, scavenging for pride, for some kind of self-identification and for excitement, the gangs (125 different gangs in all New York) too often base their conduct on moviedom’s version of swaggering honor, red-blood achievement. They call themselves Egyptian Kings, Dragons, Beacons, Imperial Knights, Fordham Baldies, Comanches.”

In the 1950s and into the early 1960s, urban America had a teenage gang problem. Michael Farmer got caught in the downdraft. 

There was little doubt about how Michael Farmer
 died. While walking into the Bronx’s Highbridge Park, the two boys were jumped by 18 gang members. Michael Farmer was punched to the ground, kicked, and stabbed. Roger McShane, although wounded and beaten, managed to drag himself to the street and get help.

Why the two boys were beaten initially was a bit confusing. The attack was the revenge of one gang against another for an incident in the near past. Time magazine got it wrong. In its reporting, the Egyptian Kings gang played stickball (a street version of baseball) against the Jesters (another gang). The Kings lost and then refused pay off a bet they made on the game. The Jesters raised holy hell, and the Kings decided to get even. Michael Farmer and Roger McShane were the first two boys the Kings encountered on their revenge night, although neither of the two boys was in a gang.

Even the New York Times, in an article on August 1, 1957, was inaccurate. Its reporting stated: “Four youths were arrested last night in the aftermath of a teenage gang fight in Washington Heights in which one youngster was fatally stabbed and another wounded seriously. The victims in the fight Tuesday night were members of the Jesters, and the trouble actually started a few days before, when 40 members of the Egyptian Kings attacked five Jesters near the George Washington Bridge and a Jester was stabbed by a member of the Dragons, a gang friendly to the Egyptian Kings.”

Lewis Yablonsky, a sociologist who at the time was working to remediate gang participation in New York City, did a study on the causes of the Michael Farmer incident. In his report, the conflict between the Jesters and the Egyptian Kings was about controlling the swimming pool at Highbridge Park. According to one Egyptian King member, the Jesters had barred them from swimming in the pool, backing up their control of their turf with a gun.

On the night Michael Farmer was killed, a group of
 Egyptian Kings and Dragons, an allied gang, met in a tenement hallway near the corner of 135th Street and Broadway. Some of the kids gathered there had prepared for action. Since there were few guns on the street, one boy had a machete, another held a knife, and a third swung a metal chain with a heavy metal sinker at the end.

According to Yablonsky, the origins of the gathering went back several years, when two gangs, the Scorpions and the Villains, merged to become the West Side Dragons. It was only recent to the Michael Farmer incident that the Dragons formed an association with the Egyptian Kings. Prior, the Dragons controlled their turf from 135th Street south, while the Kings worked the area around 152nd Street and Broadway. Together the group controlled the gang turf from 125th Street to 155th Street.

A candy store on 152nd Street and Broadway was the unofficial meeting point for the Egyptian Kings. That particular night, word on the street was of a rumble or some other kind of gang action, and as many as 70 to 80 young men gathered outside the candy store, drinking mostly sodas, playing the jukeboxes, and nervously talking trash. Some boys carried bottles of cheap liquor, and a few came with girlfriends. Although the gathering was about fighting the Jesters, by about 10 o’clock that night, the active participants had dwindled to a core 18 of boys. They headed to Highbridge Park. The route to the park would pass a police station.

To avoid detection, the 18 boys traveled in groups of two and three and then reconvened at about 10:15 p.m. in Stitt Park, roughly seven blocks from the Highbridge pool. A handful of boys were sent to “scout” if any Jesters were around. Yablonsky wrote, “Gang boys under these extreme emotional conditions often perceive all youths in a neighborhood as potential enemies. By this time, they were ready to ‘swing out’ at anyone.”

The Kings and the Dragons entered the bushy area surrounding the pool and staked out their ground. About 10:30 p.m., Michael and Roger entered the park. McShane reported, “When we reached the front of the stairs (to the pool), we looked up, and there were two of their gang members on top of the stairs. They were two smaller ones, and they had garrison belts wrapped around their hands. They didn’t say nothin’ to us; they looked kind of scared … I saw the main body of the gang slowly walk out of the bushes on my right. I turned around fast to see what Michael was going to do, and this kid came running’ at me with the belt. Then I ran myself and told Michael to run.”

One of the Egyptian Kings who was later interviewed by the police reported he asked Michael if he was a Jester, and Michael said yes, although there was no documentation that Michael was a gang member and probably wasn’t because of his infirmity. The interviewed Egyptian King said that he punched Michael in the face and then somebody hit him over the head with a bat. Another Egyptian King interviewed by the police added that he kicked Michael twice: “He was lying on the ground lookin’ up at us. I kicked him in the jaw … I kicked him in the stomach.” Still another Egyptian King in his testimony said, “I was aimin’ to hit him, but didn’t get a chance to hit him. There were so many guys on him. I got scared when I saw the knife go into the guy, and I ran right there. After everybody ran; this guy stayed, and started hittin’ him with a machete.”

Michael Farmer died, but Roger McShane made it to Presbyterian Medical Center in critical condition. He survived.

The police mobilized quickly, and within 24 hours, all 18 of the gang members were arrested. Eleven of them were 15 years old and under. They were tried in what was called at the time Children’s Court and committed to state reformatories. The older group of seven, none older than 18, were indicted and tried for first-degree murder. Their trial lasted over three months. The results were mixed; two were guilty of murder in the second degree, two were convicted of manslaughter in the second degree, two were found not guilty, and one was declared not guilty because the jury found him to be “mentally sick” and he didn’t know what was going on.

Time magazine reported on the trial’s outcome with a headline, “Crime: These Marauding Savages.” The brief story began: “An all-male, blue-ribbon jury studiously listened to the story of a thoroughly senseless murder … the Egyptian Kings had armed themselves with knives, a machete, a heavy dog chain, sticks, pipes, and garrison belts, and slipped into the park looking for members of a rival gang. They found no rivals, only the Farmer boy and a friend. Neither belonged to any gang. Unable to defend himself, Michael Farmer fell under stabs, kicks, stomps, and blows.”

The American family in the 1950s was under assault from the inside. At the dawn of the twentieth century, with the country still more rural than urban, children worked for their family. Then, with the advent of the Great Depression, all family members of age, especially boys, needed to bring in whatever pennies that could possibly be earned. Things didn’t get better for teens in the 1940s because they were now drafted into the military as World War II raged across the globe. Finally, in the 1950s, teens had free time to do things like listen to the new music, soon to be called rock ‘n’ roll, that was emerging. “Rebelliousness” and “juvenile delinquency” were words and phrases constantly applied to the youth of America. The movies of the 1950s that caught the attention of the young still in junior high and high school were The Wild One, about a motorcycle gang; Rebel Without a Cause, about disaffected teenagers; and Blackboard Jungle, about the violent subculture of urban high school boys. All three, in some way, glamorized this notion of rebelliousness, being misunderstood, or violent.

The notoriety of the Michael Farmer murder elevated the constantly newsworthy sociology of disaffected teenagers into the ultimate threat, the teen gang, which was or wasn’t a myth depending on where you lived in the country. Although not much of a worry for the millions of families increasingly moving to the suburbs, it was a major concern for big city residents, not just in New York but in most other urban locales, in particular Chicago.

The occurrence of urban gangs in America is almost as old as the nation. The first urban gangs arose in places like New York soon after the start of the nineteenth century, as a wave of immigrants, mostly impoverished, arrived from Europe. After the Civil War, urban gangs became more entrenched and violent following a second, even larger immigration wave that continued well into the twentieth century.

“Gang emergence in the Northeast and Midwest was fueled by immigration and poverty, first by two waves of poor, largely white families from Europe,” wrote James C. Howell and John P. Moore in article entitled “History of Street Gangs in the United States.” The second wave of immigrants (Poles, Italians, Irish, and Jews) overlapped the first wave (from Great Britain, Germany, and Scandinavia). Both groups largely consisted of low-skilled and low-wage earners, and with the second wave, the housing and welfare capacity of growing Northeastern and Midwestern cities contributed to slum conditions and accompanying crime problems, including gangs. Or as the Jets gang sang in the ultimate 1950s gang movie, the musical West Side Story, “Hey, I’m depraved on account I’m deprived.”

In New York, an area at the southern end of Manhattan defined by Canal Street to the north and the Bowery to the east was home to many notorious gangs such as the Dead Rabbits and the Bowery Boys. However, the most consequential was the Five Points Gang. One of its co-leaders was a man named Johnny Torrio, who found a number of street thugs to recruit, including one Alphonso, or Al, Capone. In 1919, Torrio moved to Chicago to take over the mob in that city, bringing with him Capone, who was wanted by the authorities in connection with a gangland murder.

These historic gangs were populated by young men, but not necessarily teens. This latter phenomenon would come with a third period of gang growth in the mid-twentieth century, with millions of African Americans coming up from the South and Latin American immigrants from Puerto Rico, the Caribbean, and elsewhere. These new groups crowded into New York neighborhoods already settled by European Americans, particularly in areas of northern Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the South Bronx.

The original West Side Story movie, which opened in 1961, was a Romeo and Juliet story against the backdrop of a Puerto Rican gang battling an entrenched white gang for neighborhood superiority. The Wanderers movie, which opened in 1979, was a nostalgic look back at the same period of time, the end of 1950s and the start of the 1960s. This time, the scene was the Bronx, and the many gangs depicted were all ethnic Italian, African American, Chinese, and even Jewish. The protagonists belonged to the Italian gang called the Wanderers, while the apparent antagonists were the Fordham Baldies. As it turned out, the real danger was a gang called the Ducky Boys, which was ethnically Irish.

Like the Fordham Baldies, The Wanderers’ Ducky Boys were based on a real Bronx gang called the same name. In interviews with original members of the group, the real Ducky Boys were formed at the beginning of the 1960s by two sets of brothers, ages 11 to 13, who hung around Twin Lakes Park. The two relatively small bodies of water attracted ducks and locally were referred to as the Duck Ponds. The young boys used to fish and ride their bikes around the lake. One day, they ran afoul of an older crowd of young men and women, ages 18 to early 20s, who also hung out at the park. In one story, an older boy took the bike of one of the brothers and threw it in the water. An older girl felt bad for the boys and stopped the older guys from messing with the kids. They were so enamored with the girl that they called her the queen of the Duckies, and in turn, she called the kids the Ducky Boys. This could be true or close to a true story because one of the original Ducky Boys explained that the gang was formed when the older clique of boys got drafted or moved on, giving way to the younger boys who became the heart of the Ducky Boys gang.

Some movie critics took umbrage at the Ducky Boys being portrayed as the ultimate horror in teen gangs. David Denby, for example, wrote: “… the boys drive into an unfamiliar part of town controlled by a fearsome Irish gang called the Ducky Boys, and Kaufman (Philip Kaufman, the screenwriter and director) fills the street with smoke and gruesome figures looming up out of the sepulchral dark. Kaufman’s instinct as a screenwriter would have told him to drop Richard Price’s bizarre notion that the Irish are faceless killers (while the Italians are vulnerable individuals).”

A scene early in the movie has three of the Wanderers coming to the Baldies because, as a Wanderer named Turkey said, “We have problems with the niggers.” Terror, the leader of the Baldies, responds, “You know Roger, don’t you,” who is the one African American in the gang. Roger says to three Wanderers, “Maybe you know a cousin of mine, Stitch,” who was the leader of the African American gang with whom the Wanderers were supposed to rumble.

In the real story of Michael Farmer’s murder, the 18 gang members who were involved in the murder were a mixed bag of ethnicity, including white, African American, and Hispanic boys.

This universality would change as ethnic groupings solidified, particularly as the third wave of immigrants settled into urban neighborhoods. By the 1960s, more than two-thirds of New York’s gangs were Puerto Rican or Black, Howell and Moore reported.

Chicago, which was America’s second-largest city for most of the twentieth century, first dealt with gangs around the time of the Civil War. In an abstract called “Explosion of Chicago’s Black Street Gangs, 1900 to Present,” the author Useni Perkins claimed that Black street gangs did not appear until the 1920s, adding, “the impact of Black street gangs on the Black community was minimal, at best, prior to the 1940s.”

Between 1910 and 1930, more than a million African Americans from the rural South migrated (the Great Migration) to the urban Northeast and Midwest looking for work. During that period of time, 200,000 Blacks settled in Chicago. The migration didn’t slow down during the World War II years; from 1940 to 1950, Chicago’s African American population nearly doubled to 500,000. During the 20 years between 1940 and 1960, three major Black street gangs formed, the Devil’s Disciples, the P-Stones, and the Vice Lords.

The most famous of these gangs were the Vice Lords, principally because of one of the most intense academic studies of a singular gang, by R. Lincoln Keiser, who taught at Wesleyan University. Keiser had worked as a caseworker for the Cook County (Chicago) Department of Public Aid and the Chicago Municipal Court, where he was introduced to what was referred to at the time as the “Black ghetto culture” and the Vice Lords. His abstract, published by a mainstream publisher, was called The Vice Lords: Warriors of the Streets.

One of the first things Keiser did in his abstract was to explain how a gang forms. It is a little like reading a history about the rise of the Roman Empire. When the Vice Lords were forming, two other gangs dominated the Black neighborhoods: the Cobras and the Imperial Chaplains. There were also smaller gangs, called clubs, who were generally in conflict with other stronger rivals. The Vice Lords supported these smaller groups, and in return, these aggregations became subgroups of the Vice Lords. This included a club called the Spanish Counts with about 20 to 25 members. Although small, several Spanish Counts had gang-fighting reputations, and the Vice Lords’ prestige was enhanced.

Keiser writes that, even with absorbing numerous smaller clubs, the Vice Lords would have been at a disadvantage if the Cobras and the Imperials had cooperated. However, during a gang fight with the Vice Lords, the brother of the Cobras’ president was accidentally shot by an Imperial, and a gang war between the Cobras and the Imperials resulted. In 1962, the Imperials began to break up. Meanwhile, the conflicts between the Vice Lords and the Cobras intensified. Between 1961 and 1962, numerous rumbles ensued, with members of both clubs killed. Then in 1962, a Black high school student was killed in a Polish neighborhood, and the Vice Lords united with the Cobras in retaliatory raids. 

By the next year, the weakened Vice Lords were supplanted by two more aggressive gangs, the Blackstone Rangers and the Devil’s Disciples, who quickly clashed with each other.

The history of Chicago and its gangs is important because the first sociological studies of gangs came out of the University of Chicago beginning in the 1920s and 1930s. These studies usually focused on social problems attributed to urban social disorganization as the reason teens turned to gang membership.

The most important research paper to come out of what Yablonsky called “the Chicago School” was Frederic Milton Thrasher’s 1927 book, The Gang: A Study of 1,313 Gangs in Chicago. Others would plow the same path, including Frank Tannenbaum in his study Crime and the Community. One hypothesis for gang expansion was that youths who indulged in minor “delinquent” activities tended to be pulled into gangs as they clashed with other and existing and settled members of the community. For example, minor youth indiscretions, such as hanging out, annoying people, shop-lifting, and climbing over roofs, would be construed by the wider community as situations that needed punishment. As Tannenbaum explained: “Conflict arises out of a divergence of values. As the problem developed, the situation would gradually become redefined, and the community attitude would demand suppression. … conflicting forces at work in the community produce a delinquent self-concept and attract a youth into a gang … more socially acceptable forces lose their claim on the youth … the delinquent gang wins, not because of its inherent attraction, but because the positive sociocultural forces that might train a youth into socially acceptable behavior patterns are weak.”

When Yablonsky was writing about the 1950s teen gangs and how these aggregations became more aggressive and dangerous, he noted, “today’s violent gang, above all, is characterized by flux. It lacks all the features of an organized group, having neither a definite number of members, nor specific membership rolls, nor a consensus of expected norm … it is a mob-like collectivity that forms around violence in a spontaneous fashion … To some boys [violence] acts a kind of validation. Others … in this amorphous organization, employ violence to demonstrate they are ‘somebody.’ But most members of the gang use violence to acquire prestige or to raise their ‘rep’.”

It’s interesting to note that “youth gangs” were a recognizable problem as early as 1946, and they attracted the attention of the New York City’s law enforcement bureaucracy. The emergence of violent youth gangs that committed a number of senseless and vicious homicides led the city to deal with these groups in a special project that was called the “detached-worker program.” This led the city to organize a more permanent social agency called the New York City Youth Board. While it appeared that the group could not suppress gang violence, it did develop a concept of what a gang was that has been used by similar city agencies around the country.

Indeed, youth gangs or teen gangs in New York experienced a period of growth and notoriety from the 1940s into the next decade. After Michael Farmer’s murder, numerous city, state, and federal efforts were directed at the teen-gang problem. By the late 1950s, the federal government began to prioritize anti-gang intervention in urban areas like New York, noted journalist Natasha Ishak. This effort focused on cutting off the source of disaffected young men and women who fueled the growth of these gangs in the first place. The basic idea was to increase funding for social programs designed to bring youths job training and employment opportunities.

In New York City at least, there was a general feeling that the teen-gang situation had finally run its course and was all but dead. “The gang intervention programs began to bear fruit in the 1960s as the city saw a decline in gang activity,” wrote Ishak. “This trend was helped by the Vietnam War and the work of activists who connected with gang members to harness their anger over the injustices to their communities that were also being addressed by the broader social movements of the 1960s.”

Not everyone agreed. Walter Miller, who wrote the report, The Growth of Youth Gang Problems in the United States: 1970-98, argued that nothing had changed since the 1950s in regard to youth gangs, only the attention of the media, which had moved onto the Vietnam War, Civil Rights, and urban riots. In fact, Miller claimed that gangs had become more dangerous than ever in the 1970s.

What happened was, the underclass white population that were immigrants or children of immigrants moved up the economic ladder, and as with many other middle-class families, moved away from the city to the suburbs. By 1970, Ishak noted, “about four-fifths of gang members in New York City were either African American or Latino” or the ethnic groups left behind.

The violence of the 1950s with gang members fighting it out using makeshift weapons, garrison belts, and knives seems almost quaint today. The proliferation of handguns and powerful automatic weapons has since changed the nature of gangs. Whereas city gangs once organized to control local turf, newer gangs, such as the Bloods and Crips, which emerged in the 1980s in sunny, sprawling Los Angeles, became national criminal organizations with more serious objectives, such as controlling the nation’s drug trade.

A report by the National Drug Intelligence Center in 1994 claimed that the Bloods or Crips had a presence in 180 jurisdictions in 42 states. As always, outdone by one city or another, Chicago-based gangs in a different study done two years later reported having 110 jurisdictions in 35 states.

While some disaffected or economically handicapped urban teens still migrate to local and violent aggregations, the ganglia of gangs has become big business, working numerous illegal activities, not just across the country, but also across national borders. The concept of the teen gang from the 1950s looks almost pastoral compared to the gangs of the new millennia. No wonder they are viewed more nostalgically than nefariously. As early as the 1970s, author Richard Price and movie director Philip Kaufman sensed the change of viewpoint was coming, hence the book The Wanderers and the subsequent movie based on it.



THE SONG


THE FORDHAM BALDIES VS. THE IMPERIAL HOODS 

Chapter Two 

Like his closest friends, Carlo Mastrangelo and Fred Milano, Angelo D’Aleo deported himself staid, confidentially, and a bit threatening as a member of a Bronx gang based in that borough’s Little Italy neighborhood. The tough teens called themselves the Imperial Hoods. But, unlike Fred, who was the leader of the gang, Angelo and Carlo were just among the regulars. The Imperial Hoods weren’t like the sharply dressed Wanderers gang in the movie The Wanderers, with matching slick-sheen jackets of gold and maroon and the odd logo on the back of a road disappearing into the distance. The Imperial Hoods had their own colors as most other Bronx gangs did in the 1950s. “People had colors they wore to indicate which gang they belonged to, and if you had the wrong color in the wrong neighborhood, if you wore the wrong color shirt for example, you were in trouble,” recalled Warren Gradus, who grew up in the same neighborhood as Fred and Angelo and would eventually become a key component of the Belmonts as Fred, Carlo, and Angelo did when they created the successful singing group in 1957.

“You had to be careful what streets you walked at night,” Warren added. Sometimes, even the most experienced gang member slipped up. Angelo, who should have known better, was caught wearing a purple shirt in the Purple Gang’s neighborhood. The result wasn’t pretty, as Angelo ended up in the hospital. Were the wounds serious? Warren laughed, “He survived, but anytime you wind up in the hospital, it’s serious.”

I grew up outside of New York City, in the epitome of the new suburbs springing up across America, a place called Levittown. While there were no longer urban neighborhoods for teenagers to defend, territoriality was still important. Levittown was America’s first modern suburb built at the end of the 1940s for GIs who had returned from World War II, got married, and started raising a family but couldn’t find housing as all resources in the first half of the 1940s went to the war effort. When Levittown was built, four high schools were created. If you went to one high school, you tended to avoid hanging out in the section of Levittown where kids attended a different high school. This regional self-protection behavior remained in place until the mid-1960s, when I started high school. My crowd – not a gang, but still a group of pleasure-seekers and risk-takers – would often crash dances held at churches or schools in another section of Levittown. This invariably led to fights or bigger melees called rumbles. In those days, there were no guns or weapons to fear, so everyone just slugged it out until the adults or the police intervened. No one really got hurt – except me. During my senior year in 1967, my group crashed a dance at another high school in Levittown. I foolishly strayed from the penumbra of my own crowd to dance with a girl. Isolated in another part of the darkened gym, a bunch of local high schoolers jumped me. It all ended with me being dragged out by friends. Later that night, I checked into a hospital with a broken jaw.

In The Wanderers, that nightmare scenario was significantly worse for a straying Wanderer nicknamed Turkey. He took a wrong turn in the Ducky Boys’ neighborhood. He didn’t make it out alive.

The Imperial Hoods operated out of an area near the intersection of Belmont and Arthur Avenues. The latter street was more commercial, with stores, eateries, and delis. It is still a good place to go to for a “real” Italian meal. This area is the Bronx’s Little Italy, a long subway ride from the well-known Little Italy near Greenwich Village in Manhattan. Both are smaller in total area than they were during the post-World War II prime years of the 1950s. In the Bronx, some things don’t change. Back in the 1950s and into the 1960s, if you were not white, you didn’t go into the Bronx’s Little Italy. And sometimes, if you were white and unknown to the local denizens, it was dangerous as well. Steven Kaen, who grew up in the Bronx, recalled, “I had a friend who was raised there, and I used to drive him back from my home in Riverdale.” He would say to me, “At the next intersection, make a U-turn and go back, because if you go two blocks further down, you won’t make it out.” Steven would do as he was told, although he could look down the street and see grandmothers sitting on the stoops at 10 o’clock at night, as serene a scene as one could conjure.

The movie The Wanderers evolved out of a Dion song called “The Wanderer,” and one might say that Dion evolved out of the white doo-wop group appropriately called Dion and the Belmonts. And, yes, the group name “The Belmonts” was derived from the Bronx’s Little Italy street of the same name, Belmont Avenue.

The surprising irony of the 1979 movie The Wanderers, which was a nostalgic – and phantasmagoric – look back at the 1950s/ early 1960s teen-gang culture, was that it could trace its roots to four Bronx teens who became Dion and the Belmonts – all of whom were former gang members. Carlo Mastrangelo, Angelo D’Aleo, Fred Milano, and Dion DiMucci. At one time, all belonged to Bronx gangs, as did a lot of other teenagers. As LuAnn Mastrangelo noted about her family, “Carlo was in the Imperial Hoods, but one of his brothers was in the Fordham Baldies.”

For Dion, a tough, self-described “troubled” kid, one version of home was the streets of the Bronx. He and his buddy Ricky Giuliano decided to join the local gang, the Fordham Daggers. This is all it took. The two boys went to the leader of the Daggers, a thug named Bruno, who probably knew Dion and Ricky from the neighborhood. Bruno said that all they had to do was pass the initiation, which consisted of three punches in the stomach from each member and an hour in the sewer hanging from a manhole cover. 

In The Wanderers movie, Richie (Ken Wahl), Joey, and Turkey meet with Baldies to consider an alliance. Things go wrong from the start, and the Baldies drag the three boys from the Wanderers gang to a bridge in the park. Peewee (Linda Manz), the one Baldies girl, says to the three, “We were thinking about making you honorary members of the Baldies and we would start by shaving your head.” That alone strikes fear into the heart of the ornately coiffed Richie and Joey until a much more severe consideration is suggested.

“I wanted to be tough and I wanted to be part of something, and I had that kind of crazy energy that makes you do dangerous and stupid things,” Dion recalled. “We’d come together to protect the turf, the few blocks of tenements we called our own, and staked out against the other gangs: the Imperial Hoods or the Italian Berettas or the Golden Guineas. It was kids drawing double-dare lines in the schoolyard.”

It was a little more serious than that; Dion and Ricky attended their fair share of funerals from car crashes, knife wounds, drunken stunts, and, since there were few if any real firearms on the street in the 1950s, zip gun shoot-outs.

Today, a zip gun would be called an improvised weapon. Basically, it was a piece of wood cut into the shape of a gun. In the Bronx, the gun’s barrel was generally formed from the base of a car antenna, which was wide enough to let a .22-caliber bullet pass through. At the back end was a bent nail to which was attached a thick rubber band. The rubber band was pulled back and then released, which resulted in enough power to launch the single bullet. “It worked very well,” said Gradus. “Guys used to make these in shop class. Freddie Milano made me one. I still have it.”

There were personal consequences of gang membership as well. As Dion remembered, “I started getting drunk when I was 12, smoking pot when I was 13, and shooting heroin when I was 14.”

Gang loyalty was not as rigorous as could be imagined. In fact, one of the key plotlines in The Wanderers begins in earnest when it becomes apparent to fellow Wanderer Joey (John Friedrich) that Turkey (Alan Rosenberg) is thinking of leaving the Wanderers to join the fearsome Baldies. Although Turkey is wearing a Wanderers jacket, his head is already shaven when the movie begins. The Baldies are introduced at the very beginning of the film occupying plenty of sidewalk space along Fordham Avenue, a main shopping street in the Bronx. Some of the Baldies are in motion, and the mise en scene gets amped by the soundtrack kicking in with the Four Seasons song “Walk Like a Man.” The Baldies are clearly visible weaving through the crowds because of their male joie de vivre, beat-up leather jackets, and bald heads.

This is where art imitates real life, because Dion and his friend Ricky leave the Daggers to join the Fordham Baldies, a local gang that took its name from the American Bald Eagle and not from the haircut. Indeed, like the young and handsome Dion, many of the real-life Baldies boasted an extreme pompadour with a ducktail or duck’s ass, or simply D.A., at the back. This was the effect of combing heavily pomaded hair straight back on either side of the head so the look on the back of the scalp was a part from the crown to the nape.

Dion and Ricky didn’t exactly forsake the old gang as much as they grew out of it. The Fordham Daggers were the farm team for the Baldies, with most of the members in the 14- to 15-year-old age bracket. These were the most intense gang years because one had to prove oneself worthy to be a Baldie. Once you were accepted by the older gang, then it was mostly just a matter of hanging out, intimidating the locals, and just being a nuisance – until it was time for action.

Dion and the original Belmonts were all born between 1937 and 1940 (Dion was born in 1939), so they would have begun their gang involvement starting around 1953 and kept at until around 1957. Gradus, who was younger by a few years, knew the name Fordham Baldies but not much more. “They were older than us, the generation before.” 

Fordham Road was where people who lived in the Bronx went to shop. The discount department store Alexander’s stood at the corner of Fordham Road and the Grand Concourse, the main thoroughfare that ran north-south through the Bronx. “Everybody went to shop on Fordham Road,” recalled Susan Kaen, who, like her husband Steven, grew up in the Bronx. “I would go with my mother because she knitted, and there was a store right off the Concourse that sold yarn. For us, it was a day out. We would stop at Nedick’s for a hot dog. There was also a great ice cream store called Jahns and the Paradise Movie Theater.”

Asked if she ever felt threatened by the Baldies, Susan said she just didn’t remember ever seeing them around. However, as she got older, she was told never venture into Poe Park because that’s where the gangs hung out, particularly the Baldies. This was an odd confluence because Poe Park was named for Edgar Allan Poe, who rented a farmhouse at that location in the 1840s. It was here that Poe wrote some of his most beloved poems, including “The Bells” and “Annabel Lee.” The only lyrical genius to emerge from the Baldies was, as it turned out, Dion.

Dr. Edwin Hertz, who retired from a long tenure at the Department of Sociology at Baruch College, CUNY, was born and raised in the Bronx. While kids from the Belmont-Arthur Avenue nexus went to Theodore Roosevelt High School, during the mid-1950s, Hertz attended William Howard Taft High School further to the south but still in the Bronx.

Hertz remembered the Fordham Baldies well. “They were like terrorists, striking fear into all of us. If you mentioned the Fordham Baldies, people ducked under their covers. Once there was a rumor that the Fordham Baldies were coming to Taft to fight someone. It scared the shit out of everyone, and the school let students go home early.”

The Taft students came from the Lower Concourse area. Hertz lived on Morris Avenue near where it crossed 167th Street. This was the home to the Fordham Baldies’ big rival at the time, the Sportsmen, who were a mainly Irish gang.

“We all knew the gangs and we knew to avoid them,” Hertz said. “If you offended any one of them in any way, you got smacked around. But we knew who they were and to stay out of their way.” That wasn’t always easy. The Sportsmen would sometimes walk through the busy Taft schoolyard, which would quickly and quietly empty, as kids realized “Hey, gee, it’s time for me to go home.” One time, Hertz remembered, he was hanging out with two friends on the school steps just beyond the schoolyard when a group of Sportsmen approached. For no reason at all except to assert their dominance, they grabbed the two friends and punched them hard at the muscle atop their arms. Then they turned to Hertz, who as teenager boasted a pretty good DA of his own. One of the Sportsmen said, “This guy looks cool” and let Hertz be without getting punched up.

In the 1950s, there were two ways to maintain a high profile on the neighborhood streets if you were a teenager. The simple program was to be initiated into a gang. The harder choice was to be a musician, or to be more obvious, a doo-wop street singer.

Stan Ziska belonged to another late-1950s/early 1960s, white doo-wop group, the Del-Satins. He was born in Brooklyn but grew up in the Yorkville section of Manhattan. “There were plenty of gangs even in my neighborhood back then,” he recalled, “When I saw The Wanderers, it was familiar to me because that’s the way it was back then. I even had my own motorcycle jacket. My favorite movie at the time was The Wild One with Marlon Brando. Yes, my motorcycle jacket had a skull and crossbones drawn on the back. I mean I thought I was Marlon, but we didn’t have motorcycles, we had bicycles. And I wasn’t in a gang; I was in a singing group.”

Besides the pure enjoyment of group singing, there were other benefits. “Back then, there were a lot of singing groups, practically one on every corner,” Ziska said. “When the girls walked by and listened, we knew how to show off.” 

Ziska started singing at 13 years of age with a friend, Bobby Failla, another founding member of the Del-Satins. Their first group was called the Yorkville Melodies, and they would sing on street corners. Not everyone was a doo-wop fan. While the local girls would stop and say hello, the people who lived in the apartments nearby would yell down for them to shut up, or worse, throw things at them. “The stories of people throwing eggs at you or dumping water from a high window were actually true. It happened to us,” said Ziska. Philistines!

All members of Dion and the Belmonts started their music careers at a young age. Freddie Milano, for example, had been taking piano lessons since he was nine years old, and Carlo Mastrangelo played the drums. As a 13-year-old teenager, during the summer, Carlo was lucky enough to get a gig playing the various Catskill resorts, when the mountainous region north of New York City was the biggest summer colony in the country. Like Stan Ziska and Bobby Failla in Manhattan, Freddie, Carlo, and Angelo also used to sing doo-wop on street corners in their neighborhood.

As Dion remembered, back then it seemed as if every street corner had its own harmonizing heroes, guys who spend hours getting down their parts, riffing off the established doo-wop hits of the day, mostly performed by Black groups. The street corner singers all dreamed of the day when maybe if they were good enough, they “could whip up that slick a cappella blend like topping on a sundae,” and they would hear their voices emanating from the radio.

Carlo, Fred, and Angelo were the “best in the neighborhood,” said Dion. “Maybe the best in the Bronx, and back then, there was lots of competition for that crown.” Sometimes, Dion, on his way to wherever, if in proximity to the trio in action, would stop and join in, taking the lead on such popular songs as “Earth Angel” (the Penguins, 1954) or “Story Untold” (the Nutmegs, 1955).

“Doo wop singing got popular and it got competitive,” Dion observed. “The singing groups talked about their rivalries as seriously as the gangs did.” As Dion made his way around the neighborhoods of the Bronx, he made a mental note of who were the best singers on the street, perhaps thinking that to succeed, he would have to be part of a group. No matter who he heard, Carlo, Fred, and Angelo were still the best in his opinion.

“They were guys who’d drift in and out of my scene for years, not close friends, but guys you’d shout hello to from down the street,” said Dion. Although Carlo, Fred, and Angelo established themselves as a group, they allowed Dion to take the lead on impromptu sessions because by 1957, Dion was already a star in the neighborhood.

Pasquale DiMucci, Dion’s father, was a first-generation American, native New
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