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Foreword

by Rene “Boxer” Enriquez



ON MARCH 22, 2002, I DEFECTED FROM THE MEXICAN MAFIA. AT THE time, I knew it would be a life-altering decision, but I didn’t have a clue as to how much. Now I’m housed at an undisclosed location nearly a thousand miles away from my old haunt at Pelican Bay State Prison, and my life seems so removed from the man I used to be—Boxer from the Mexican Mafia.

Today I’m just Rene Enriquez. I’m no longer a Mafioso or a figurehead for a crew of murderous, drug-dealing gangsters, but just a regular Joe clawing my way out of a dark, evil abyss and back into the grasp of humanity.

The transition has been a difficult challenge for me, as if I were Superman turning back into Clark Kent forever. But each day that passes I feel a little bit closer to becoming a normal person.

I no longer have to wake up with a fear of Mafia politics—plotting someone else’s death before they plot mine. There is no longer a need to constantly arm myself with a prison shank in an unceasing state of “war-readiness.” Nor do I have to continually question the motivations of supposed brothers in crime—men of poor intellect who can’t think beyond their own megalomaniacal sense of entitlement.

Even though I am still living behind bars, life now has a true, unfamiliar sweetness to it that is almost beyond my ability to describe with words. I’ll try by saying that simple pleasures mean so much more to me. Things I had given up hope of ever feeling again have enriched me: the touch of my wife’s hair, the smell of perfume on her neck, the occasional warmth of an embrace by my mother and father, and kisses from my children. These are all experiences that were lost during years of prison visits where I was separated from loved ones behind glass partitions. Under my current housing conditions, I even get to taste the gift of home-cooked food with some regularity. And for a man who loves to eat, that is truly heaven.

Most importantly, I’ve pulled from the ashes of my past life what I believe is a nobler calling. Every time I am given the opportunity I strive to educate law enforcement, academics, behavioral scientists, and the general public about the national threat of urban street terrorism and nontraditional organized crime.

In reality, it’s not the threat of Al-Qaeda–improvised explosive devices (IEDs) that imperils the streets of Los Angeles. It’s street gangs that pose the greatest single threat to public safety and that contaminate our youth with a bankrupt moral code. Gang proliferation and gang migration—mostly emanating from southern California—has spread across the United States and into a number of foreign countries as if it were a disease.

Clearly, I don’t possess a cure for that plague, but what I can do is offer the reader an insider’s view into a prison and criminal subculture that should scare the hell out of the public.

The Mexican Mafia’s tentacles reach far beyond the walls and razor-wire fences of prisons. And sadly, its influence also continues to ignite racial violence between blacks and Latinos in schools, as well as racially motivated street gang wars. The Mafia-induced subculture destroys our most precious commodity—the minds of our young people.

There is no doubt that some skeptics will say this book is nothing more than a glorification of the Mexican Mafia and gang violence. I believe the opposite is true. Laying out the stark brutality in the pages of this book is an attempt to deglamorize the gang philosophy that many young people embrace as a viable status mobility system.

If the publication of this story dissuades one person from participating in the gang lifestyle, enhances the knowledge of even a few law enforcement officers, or enlightens a handful of educators, then the author and I have accomplished our goal.

Also, it would be remiss of me not to acknowledge the carnage of thousands and thousands of victims of gang violence—much of it due to Mexican Mafia brutality. Recognizing my personal responsibility for twenty years of organized crime violence and the negative impact that it has had on others is only a small step in my long walk toward redemption.

I’ve told these Mexican Mafia horror stories numerous times, but I have never seen them in print. Reading the material in one sitting actually startled me. I was shocked at my own inhumanity, my capriciousness, and my lack of compassion. Intellectually digesting the animalistic way I lived was difficult. The realization that my life was dedicated solely to crime and violence was painful.

I wanted to teach people about the dangers of the Mafia after I dropped out, but a funny thing happened along the way. I ended up learning about myself. Some will understandably believe this turnaround is a manipulative play to get out of prison.

I’m not attempting to hoodwink anybody here. Readers will formulate their own opinions about Rene Enriquez. In all likelihood, many will see me as a monster, and I understand that.

At one point I recall wanting the author to somehow mitigate my responsibility and “pretty me up” to make me appear less evil. But then it dawned on me early on in this project that “there are no swans in the cesspool.” This story had to be told as the author wrote it, warts and all.

Regardless of how I am portrayed in this book, those who know me best see that I have changed for the better. My new wife had much to do with that. During one of her visits, I was depersonalizing some of my past victims and rationalizing that they all fell into the NHI category: No Humans Involved.

“They were only mobsters,” I said. “No harm, no foul.”

She reacted angrily. “How dare you say such a thing! Those people were loved by someone. They were somebody’s son, father, or husband.” Then she hit me with an illuminating question: “How would you feel if somebody murdered one of your sons, Rene?” I was at a loss for words, dumbfounded. My wife in a burst of anger taught me a quality that was anathema to a mob guy—empathy.

I know that I am no swan, but believe me when I tell you that I no longer want to live in the cesspool. Others will argue that I am not far removed from the criminals who come alive on the pages of this book. What is now different about me? At least I chose to pull myself out of that cesspool. They continue to wallow in it.

I’ll probably spend the rest of my life paying for the wrongs that I’ve done—either physically locked up in prison or emotionally trapped with the ugly memories of what I’ve done to myself and others. However, I find some comfort in the fact that I’m a better man than I was yesterday, and I will strive to be an even better one tomorrow. I owe that to my devoted wife; my family, who should have bailed on me years ago; and the law enforcement officers and attorneys who took an interest in me, believed in me, and gave me another opportunity for redemption. And lastly, I owe it to myself.

Today I’m just a regular Joe—a son, a husband, a father, a grandfather—and for once in my life, I’m okay with that.









Introduction



IT WAS NEAR THE END OF A LONG DAY IN OCTOBER 1995 WHEN THE phone rang at my office desk. I had just finished presenting the third segment of a long investigative story that explained how a convicted triple-murderer—acting as his own attorney—was abusing the court system to facilitate Mexican Mafia business. It was a court case that launched “Operation Pelican Drop,” an expensive, secret, top-security transport of more than a dozen of California’s worst “high-risk” inmates, including Rene “Boxer” Enriquez, whom I described as “a notorious mob hit man.”

While chasing different organized crime stories in the past, I’d experienced my share of angry calls and more than a few death threats. I wasn’t in the mood for any fresh ones, and I hesitated to pick up the receiver. But I did.

A feisty woman on the other end of the line eviscerated me with a torrent of punishing words. She didn’t like what she’d seen on TV, especially my portrayal of Rene Enriquez. It was not the only time I had featured him in a piece about the Mexican Mafia, also known as La Eme. I had first done a sweeping, five-part TV news exposé and documentary in October 1991 about the resurgence of the Mexican Mafia and portrayed Enriquez as a brutal, heroin-addicted Mafia hit man. During research on that piece, I’d interviewed an associate of Enriquez’s and a recent Mafia dropout, who had both done a number of hits for the mob. It’s interesting to note that those two hardened killers agreed to talk to me about any subject with one exception—they would not answer questions about Boxer Enriquez. He generated that kind of fear.

In May 1994, I had described Boxer Enriquez as “a Mexican Mafia killer” during a four-part, in-depth exposé I did on Eighteenth Street, the largest criminal street gang in Los Angeles. With an estimated twenty thousand members, it was involved in extortion, drug dealing, and murder and had close ties to the ruthless La Eme.

Now the angry woman on the phone identified herself as Lupe Enriquez—Boxer’s mother. She insisted he was a good-hearted son, not the murderous mobster I had described. I, on the other hand, was something less than pond scum for running down her beloved boy. I figured the last thing I needed to do was insult some notorious Mafia guy’s mother, and I tried to soothe her wrath. After about twenty minutes on the phone, she decided I was a “nice man” after all. Lupe Enriquez suggested that if I wrote to Rene, he would probably do an interview with me—so as to warn young people away from the evils of gang life. So I crafted a letter and mailed it to the maximum-security prison in California.

A month later, a two-page response, handwritten on lined, yellow legal paper, arrived from Pelican Bay State Prison. The letter expressed “a bit of a surprise” that I had written to him. He informed me that he was aware of the stories I had broadcast about him and that he “was not desirous of that type of exposure.” Yet he understood that I was “a journalist merely reporting on events.” There was a polite refusal of my request for a TV interview, with a little barb attached: “I have no interest in being splayed across TV screens and dubbed a ‘hit man’ as you’ve seen fit to so affectionately entitle me.” But the letter writer made it clear I should feel no threat: “Rest assured that I harbor no animosity for you whatsoever. In closing, I wish to thank you for the cordiality with which you treated my mother. I also appreciate the honesty which you displayed in your letter to me and your willingness to be frank. I place a high degree of emphasis on a man’s personal integrity. If you feel the need, please do not hesitate to contact me in the future.” It was signed, “Sincerely, Rene Enriquez, ‘Boxer.’”

In May 1997, Rene wrote me to ask if I could make some still photographs from the videotapes I had shot of him during court appearances. He was locked down in a Security Housing Unit (SHU) at Pelican Bay State Prison and was not allowed to take photos of himself. Rene wanted to send some relatively recent pictures to his family members. I complied with his request and joked that the courtroom photos looked better than mug shots. He quickly sent me a thank-you note, saying, “You’re right, they sure beat mug shots.” A happy face was sketched right next to the comment.

In the following years, I received a Christmas card from Pelican Bay every year and always sent one in return. The messages were short holiday greetings wishing each other and our families the best. Usually, this legendary mobster wrote a little happy face for emphasis at the end of a humorous sentence.

Then, in the spring of 2003, I heard through contacts in law enforcement that Boxer Enriquez had dropped out of the Mexican Mafia. Frankly, no one could believe it. Several days later, I got a call at the office from John Enriquez, Boxer’s father. He said Rene was interested in working on a book about his life in the Mafia, and he wanted me to write it. Would I be interested? The answer was yes.

Days afterward, I was on the telephone with a man I knew quite a bit about as a robber, an extortionist, and a murderer. Through his violent behavior, he had climbed the criminal ladder into the upper echelon of a group widely recognized as California’s leading organized crime threat—La Eme. We had never talked before. The Mexican Mafia is supposed to be a secret organization, and members, who refer to themselves as carnales, normally speak to the news media under penalty of death. Given the notes we had exchanged during a decade of limited correspondence, I was not surprised that he was articulate, engaging, and gregarious. I quickly found out that he disliked the nickname Boxer and wanted to be called Rene. I was warned that he was a manipulator, and that was true. He still reveled in his somewhat legendary reputation as a mobster, but it was clear from the outset that he had regrets. There was no doubt that he was bright, and at his best he was charming and interesting. It was impossible to leave an encounter with Rene and not wonder what he could have done in life had he not chosen a path of crime. The alter ego of Boxer had dominated his existence, and it was clear he was trying to rediscover Rene. There was a relapse in his drug addiction after four years of sobriety, and early on he went through a period of second-guessing his decision to leave the mob.

Since 2002, Rene and I have met face to face for a total of about thirty hours at different lockup facilities, and we have spent endless hours on the telephone. During the last year of the book project, we talked with each other on an almost daily basis. Our conversations far outreached material for the book. We talked about life and what it meant to be a good man, a father, a son, a Christian. There were reminiscences about his friends in the Mexican Mafia—not just as mobsters but as people. Our talks delved into the depths of evil, drugs, depravity, and death.

As much as two people can when they communicate on the phone and during prison visits, we grew to know each other. I daresay—as shocking as this may seem to some—that we developed a friendship. There is nothing in Rene’s criminal past that I admire. It is sad, discouraging, and frustrating to me that so many young people today are choosing lives that imitate the gangster lifestyle. Boxer Enriquez helped keep alive the myth that the Mafia is a fun, glamorous, prosperous, honorable way to live. In the years to come, I hope that Rene Enriquez will do everything he can to dispel that myth. In the end, it is up to him—and only him—to prove that he is a changed man. He is, in fact, another test case for redemption.

A lot of what you read on these pages comes from firsthand accounts by Rene. However, much more comes from research that includes thousands of pages of legal documents, police reports, courtroom testimony, Mafia debriefing reports, published news accounts, and personal interviews with law enforcement agents, prosecutors, defense attorneys, relatives, and confidential informants. In an effort to establish a consistent narrative flow, the information supplied by all of the above is not always referenced specifically.

The eighteenth-century writer, thinker, and statesman Edmund Burke said, “All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.” Rapidly approaching forty years as a working news reporter, I have seen too many good men do nothing, not only in the underworld but in the corporate world as well. It makes me sick.

To those in the Mexican Mafia or gang associates who might be angered by this book, I ask simply, do you want your sons to be in the same life? I would argue that they should strive for more. There is no true fulfillment in a life driven by drugs and fueled by blood and violence, looking over your shoulder all the time, wondering when your best friend will put a knife in your back or a bullet in your head. Also, prison walls can be forever—not just locking inmates in, but locking them out of a productive life they chose not to live. Certainly, some who find themselves on the other side of the law were driven there by mistreatment in their own homes while growing up. Others were drawn to the flame of evil through other perceived or true injustices. To them, I can only say: break the chain of mistreatment. A real man nourishes righteousness, not evil.

Lupe Enriquez urged me to say at the beginning of this book that I am not here to blame anyone. I don’t stand in judgment. I am trying to tell a story as honestly as I can about a man, his family, and a criminal organization that shaped his life. I tell it in hopes that others can see the warning signs and learn from their mistakes—and from their broken lives. “It wasn’t easy,” she told me, “for anyone involved.” So there it is, Mrs. Enriquez.









CHAPTER 1

Blood In, Blood Out




HE HAD A LOT OF BLOOD ON HIS HANDS—FROM THE STREETS AND from behind bars.

Now he sat in Los Angeles Superior Court waiting for Judge Florence-Marie Cooper to set a trial date. He faced two first-degree murder charges and two attempted-murder charges. If convicted, the death penalty was a definite possibility—at the very least life in prison—and he didn’t seem to care.

In fact, as a nearby television news camera videotaped the proceedings, twenty-nine-year-old Rene Enriquez, better known on the gang-infested streets of southern California as “Boxer,” calmly turned toward the camera lens, softly mouthed the word “lies,” and broke into shoulder-shaking laughter.

He was strikingly handsome with a personality that demanded attention, a certain presence that commanded respect. Thick, jet-black hair combed back. A full mustache turned down at the edges. A sharp, pointed nose and high cheekbones betraying his Mexican-Aztec roots. His wire-rim glasses surrounded friendly eyes that instantly could turn cold and threatening. He was five-foot-eight but carried himself like a man a half-foot taller, trim and athletic. He actually looked good in short-sleeved jailhouse blues. If not for the tattoos that marked both sides of his neck, dotted his hands, and sleeved his forearms, he could easily have put on an expensive suit and passed for one of the slick courthouse lawyers who make a living representing guys just like him—gangsters.

While on parole a year and a half earlier, he had ordered the death of a young woman for stealing drugs from him, and several days later he put five .357 Magnum bullets into the head of an errant mobster who had shown cowardice. Then, while awaiting trial, he did two other bloody hits inside the Los Angeles County Jail—stabbing the rival mobsters so many times that it was only a stroke of fate that kept them from making an early trip to their graves. In truth, authorities believe he had participated in at least ten murders and had personal knowledge of seven times that many.

Boxer Enriquez was a full-fledged member of the ruthless Mexican Mafia, also known as La Eme, a regular modern-day Murder Incorporated. And he was proud of it. “Eme” (pronounced EH-meh) is the Spanish phonetic pronunciation of the letter “M”—for Mafia. He has EME tattooed on his left hand. The word EMERO, also for “M,” appears on his left bicep. A butterfly, or Mariposa, also signifying the letter “M,” is on his neck. An actual life-size black hand is tattooed over his heart with a small “eMe” emblazoned in the middle of the palm—the e on each side lightened in color to give prominence to the letter M. La Eme has a saying that, “when the hand touches you, you go to work.” That means murder, maiming, mayhem, extortion, drug dealing, robbing, burglarizing, kidnapping, or anything else the Mexican Mafia brothers want done. And Boxer had done them all.

He moved his chair back and forth on its hind legs and stared at Judge Cooper as she set his murder trial date for January 1, 1993. This was no sweat. He stood up straight, already handcuffed and waist-and-leg-chained, and was escorted out of the courtroom under heavy guard. That was the way he would go anywhere outside his cell for the rest of his life. There was the sound of chains clanging as he walked, and he turned and nonchalantly waved as he neared the prisoners’ exit door at the side of the courtroom. There would be no bail. Again, he didn’t seem to mind. Already Boxer had spent about one-third of his young life locked up. He was reasonably comfortable in prison. Besides, he was a feared killer—even in a world of killers, he knew he would never hesitate. Others would. He was a killer’s killer and proud of it—a warrior.

He also knew that the Mexican Mafia controlled not only County Jail but the largest inmate population in the world and all the prison rackets, including drugs, extortion, and gambling. The California Department of Corrections had 160,000 inmates, and La Eme used murder and fear to keep them in line. Yeah, he would be just fine.

By his own admission, it was a “twisted” existence, but he was smart and confident. He knew he not only looked like a gangster, he was one. And after all, it was a life he had bargained for, and there was only one acceptable way out. He’d taken an oath with his Eme brothers—“blood in, blood out.” In other words, the only way out of the Mafia was in a pine box.

That was the cardinal rule in this deadly game he played, and he felt he was a player at the top of his game.

And besides, the Mexican Mafia had a Spanish word to describe the position of its members: rifamos. Translation: “we rule, we control, we reign.” The line that divided life in prison and life in the outside world seemed blurred.

Boxer’s criminal career was indicative of the lifestyle of the Mexican Mafia, which did outrageous crimes with impunity, not caring if the brothers got caught or went to prison. They adapted, becoming creatures of the penal system and the cruel streets of the underworld. They had no regard for human life, and still don’t.

Rene Enriquez, aka “Boxer,” enjoyed being one of them. And to more completely understand what Boxer had become, it’s important to first know the bloody history of the organization that spawned and shaped him.









CHAPTER 2

Mexican Mafia History




IT ALL BEGAN IN 1957 AT THE DEUEL VOCATIONAL INSTITUTION (DVI) in Tracy, California, five years before Rene Enriquez was even born. That lockup was then considered the last stop for the state’s most incorrigible and violent juvenile inmates. It was in effect a junior prison. Those who were too difficult to handle in reform school were sent to the California Youth Authority (CYA), and those too violent for CYA ended up at DVI. At the time, it was often referred to as “Gladiator School,” a place where already tormented teenagers honed their criminal skills and acted out against rivals from enemy barrios.

As the Mexican population grew in southern California, so did a barrio culture that spawned street gangs with traditional rivalries, neighborhood against neighborhood. Deadlier and deadlier gangs were formed to protect home turf. They called themselves vatos locos, crazy dudes. In his book Mexican Mafia: Altar Boy to Hitman, former Eme member Ramon “Mundo” Mendoza says, “The more aggressive gang members went about the serious business of establishing violent reputations. Along with the reps came the celebrity status. A completely abnormal social value system was established.”*

Some of the gang members, in honor of their ancient Aztec or Toltec roots, or even the more recent Apache and Yaquis tribes, took on Indian warrior names such as Caballo, Chato, Crazy Horse, Crow, Cuchillo, Geronimo, and Indio. Others adopted more modern gangster handles like Shotgun, Machine Gun, and Capone. In either case, the names were adopted out of pride to generate fear and respect.

At DVI, sixteen-year-old Luis “Huero Buff” Flores of Hawaiian Gardens, a Los Angeles suburb, is credited with coming up with the idea of uniting all the Mexican-American southern California gangs into one big prison “super gang” or “gang of gangs.” Together they would cease Mexican street gang rivalries inside prison, control the heroin trafficking, protect themselves against unruly prison guards, and unite as brothers (carnales) against rival black and white inmates. Mundo Mendoza observes: “These guys were raging maniacs whose modus operandi was ‘all offense, no defense.’ They were extremely aggressive, had no respect for their adversaries, and unabated disdain and contempt for the general population. We felt bulletproof.”

Prison lore has it that Huero Buff was fascinated with the power and mystique of the Italian Mafia and dubbed the new group the Mexican Mafia, or La Familia Mexicana. There were about a dozen original members, who quickly doubled their ranks and terrorized other inmates, stealing their possessions, mostly canteen items and drugs. Mundo Mendoza notes, “The goal in the beginning was to terrorize the prison system and enjoy prison comforts while doing time.” Those who resisted Eme extortion were beaten or stabbed. Huero Buff later said, “It was a kid’s trip then, just a branch of homeboys from East L.A. If I felt like killing somebody, I would, if I didn’t, I wouldn’t. We were just having fun then. The power was intoxicating.”*

The majority of the early members did come from East Los Angeles gangs with violent reputations: Hoyo Soto Maravilla, Varrio Nuevo Estrada, White Fence, Big Hazard, Clover, and the Avenues. Everyone was recruited for their fearlessness, aggressiveness, and ruthlessness. Each candidate had to be sponsored by a “made member” and voted in by the entire group. All were supposedly equal in status, were sworn to secrecy about La Eme’s existence, pledged their allegiance for life, vowed to kill for the organization, and promised never to show fear, weakness, hesitation, or doubt. Any infraction would be punishable by death.

Memorable names of Eme pioneers include: Mike “Hatchet” Ison, Eddie “Potato Nose” Loera, Jesus “Liro” Pedroza, Alejandro “Hondo” Lechuga, Gabriel “Little Sluggo” Casteneda, Benjamin “Topo” Peters, Joe “Colorado” Arias, and Richard “Richie” Ruiz. Rodolfo “Cheyenne” Cadena, who at the age of fifteen stabbed a local gang rival to death outside a dance hall in Bakersfield, is widely known as a cofounder of the Mexican Mafia. He was only five-foot-four and weighed 120 pounds, but he was a handsome, natural leader with tremendous energy, high intelligence, a hair-trigger temper, and undisputed presence. He suggested that the word “Eme” be used along with the term “Mexican Mafia.” It added a Spanish flavor for those who still bickered over the name, believing it was too much like the Italians. Also, Eme could be used as a code word around prison guards and others unfamiliar with the language.

By 1961, administrators at DVI, alarmed by the escalating violence, had transferred a number of the charter Eme members to San Quentin, hoping to discourage their violent behavior by intermingling them with hardened adult convicts. It didn’t work.

For example, the story goes that Cheyenne Cadena arrived on the lower yard and was met by a six-foot-five, 300-pound black inmate who planted a kiss on his face and announced that this scrawny teenager would now be his “bitch.” Chy returned a short time later, walked up to the unsuspecting predator, and stabbed him to death with a jailhouse knife, or shank. There were more than a thousand inmates on the yard. No witnesses stepped forward, and only one dead man entertained the idea that Cadena was anyone’s bitch.*

Other young Eme members at San Quentin continued their reign of terror. A pair of Mafia killers, for no apparent reason, stabbed a stunned Robert “Bobby Loco” Lopez, who staggered across the upper yard, hit the pavement in convulsions, and died. A few days later, the deadly duo stabbed another clueless inmate.

Eme’s Alfredo “Cuate” Jimenez killed another convict on the lower yard, and Mike “Hatchet” Ison took out another in the prison gymnasium.

Tony Chacon was from Lopez Maravilla, the largest gang in East L.A. at the time; it also had the largest number of inmates in the state prison system. Chacon made the mistake of badmouthing the Mexican Mafia. So Eme hit men Richie Ruiz and Eddie “Pelon” Moreno took him out in the San Quentin Adjustment Center, a unit that housed the worst of prison bad guys.

Charlie White was a black inmate upset about Eme bullying tactics. He shouted obscenities at Eme stalwarts locked up in their cells, singling out Hondo Lechuga. Those who fought with their mouths from behind closed cell doors were derisively called “cell soldiers.” Shortly after cell doors were racked open to let inmates out to the exercise yard, an Eme soldier greeted White on the tier with a series of shank shots that closed that cell soldier’s mouth forever.

Juan Zamilpa was a highly feared and respected inmate who had killed an informer about a year earlier. Not to be messed with, he let it be known that he would take no shit from the Mexican Mafia. Cadena—believing Zamilpa might be of some use to Eme—on the yard tried to reason with him to stop disrespecting the brothers. Zamilpa wouldn’t hear it. On his way back to his cell, Zamilpa was stabbed eleven times by four Eme members. It was not possible to disrespect someone from a grave.

It was all killing for the sake of killing, to claim superiority on the yard, to let other cons know Eme should be feared.

Ramon “Mundo” Mendoza, who participated in twenty mob hits before he defected in the late 1970s, says that they dedicated their lives to “making a career out of crime.” He calls Eme the “special forces” of the gang underworld. Mendoza says, “We recruited the worst of the worst, people who were willing to kill at the drop of a hat for the organization.”

In 1967 President Lyndon Baines Johnson increased U.S. military strength to a half-million troops in Vietnam to defeat the Viet Cong army. During that same year, Mexican Mafia strength grew to more than thirty hard-core members, and they controlled drug trafficking, gambling, extortion, loan sharking, and prostitution not only at San Quentin but elsewhere as their numbers and influence spread throughout the DVI and California penal system.

The Eme quest for complete control alienated many other Mexican-American inmates who were fed up with Mexican Mafia bullies stabbing, killing, and stealing their watches, rings, cigarettes, and anything else of value. Some of them secretly formed a new prison gang called Nuestra Familia (NF), or “Our Family.” It was first established in the mid-1960s at the California Training Facility in Soledad. Some of the early members were from the Los Angeles area, but NF drew inmates primarily from rural communities in northern California.

The Mexican Mafia saw NF as lame and inferior, just a bunch of farmers, or farmeros. However, in 1968 at San Quentin, a full-scale riot broke out after a Mexican Mafia soldier, or soldado, stole a pair of shoes from an NF sympathizer. Nineteen inmates were stabbed, and one Eme associate ended up dead. The battle became known as the “Shoe War,” and it established Nuestra Familia as a major Eme rival.

After the Shoe War, a number of Mafia heavy hitters were transferred to Folsom State Prison, considered the end of the line for hard-core convicts. Jailhouse legend Joe Morgan was one of the notorious inmates there. He was a tall, muscular, bald-headed Croatian with a near-genius IQ who grew up in East Los Angeles and San Pedro barrios, beat his thirty-two-year-old girlfriend’s husband to death with a rubber hammer when he was only sixteen, and buried the body in a shallow grave. He robbed banks, escaped from jail twice, committed multiple murders, and had Mexican cartel heroin connections and ties to the Italian Mafia. Despite the fact that he was not Mexican and he entered the Mafia at the advanced age of forty, Morgan was dubbed the “Godfather” of La Eme within a few years. He had been shot in the leg during a bank robbery; after gangrene set in, it was amputated below the knee.* That earned him the nickname “Peg Leg,” but no one called him that to his face.

About the same time Morgan became the Godfather, Nuestra Familia formed an alliance with a Marxist-oriented black prison gang called the Black Guerilla Family (BGF). And the Mexican Mafia formed a loose alliance with a white supremacist prison gang called the Aryan Brotherhood. During the following year, 1972, there was a bloodbath of thirty-six murders in California prisons, and gang experts believed La Eme was responsible for as many as thirty of them.

Meanwhile, the Mafia terror reached out into the streets for the first time.

On December 6, 1971, the body of Mafia soldier Alfonso “Apache” Alvarez was found lying in a pool of his own blood in a local park in the city of Monterey Park, a bedroom community of fifty-five thousand people that rubbed up against East Los Angeles. Apache, three bullet holes in his head, was executed because he failed to pull off a daring escape plot designed to free several incarcerated Eme brothers while on their way to court in San Bernardino County. Police didn’t know that, but they found a hand-size blue address book in his shirt pocket. Some of the names listed had the letters “eMe” written next to them.

Detectives comparing notes then found there had been an earlier torture/execution-style murder in San Bernardino County. Jimmy Lopez had been given some Eme heroin to sell on consignment, but instead he used it himself. He was methodically shot in the knee, the shoulder, and other parts of the body. He was found with his pants down around his ankles and a bloody fourteen-inch screwdriver lying on the ground next to him. It had been shoved up his rectum. The coroner estimated that Jimmy was tortured for about three hours before he died in a remote canyon in the San Gabriel Mountains.

A number of Eme brothers were now out on parole, stockpiling weapons and setting up drug connections. Apache’s execution illustrated that Eme wouldn’t even hesitate to take one of their own. Along with the Jimmy Lopez hit, it showed that the Mexican Mafia could get you anywhere, anytime—not just behind prison walls.

On November 18, 1971, a parolee named James “Chapo” St. Claire was found in the Lincoln Park area of Los Angeles, hands and feet tied, three bullets in the head execution-style. St. Claire had been trying to get federal grant money to set up a drug rehabilitation program. La Eme didn’t like competition.

Millions in grant money was being handed out during the 1970s for drug rehab programs. It was Cheyenne Cadena’s idea to take them over, and the Mafia did infiltrate at least four of these L.A. area–based projects. Eme parolees were hired as counselors, and “ghost slots” were set up where Eme members were paid and never showed up for work at all. Other moneys were siphoned off to buy drugs, finance other illegal activities, or pay for Mafia entertainment. And ironically, the programs gave La Eme direct access to hundreds, if not thousands, of heroin users who would buy their product. It was an effective scam that generated a steady stream of illegal big bucks.

By the end of 1972, Cheyenne Cadena, after brokering a short truce with Nuestra Familia in 1971, arranged transfer to Palm Hall, a high-security lockup at the California Institution for Men (CIM) in Chino, an NF stronghold at the time. Cadena was a visionary and believed that brown men, La Raza, should unite against a common enemy, the establishment.

Bloodthirsty hard-liners like Joe Morgan disagreed. Mundo Mendoza says, “Many of us considered it unacceptable to engage in dialogue with a group we considered inferior—Nuestra Familia. We considered them pests that need to be exterminated.” Besides, an enemy was an enemy, forever. The farmeros should die. In fact, Mundo remembers, “while Chy was engaged in dialogue Eme members in different prisons were killing ‘farmers.’” In fact, a couple of Eme soldiers, in a different section of the same Chino prison where Cadena was seeking peace, stabbed two NF members.


On December 17, 1972, NF took its revenge. Cadena came out of his cell to go to the exercise yard and was met by a group of angry Nuestra Familia hit men. He was stabbed again and again and clubbed with a lead pipe. His near-lifeless body was then thrown from a second-tier balcony. When he hit the ground, another NF soldado continued to slash away at his torso. The coroner counted fifty-seven stab wounds.

Cheyenne Cadena was dead at the age of twenty-nine. Any thought of peace between NF and Eme died with him.

The carnage would continue for decades. Mundo Mendoza explains, “The outrage over Chy’s killing was deeply rooted in our arrogance. We were more offended by the disrespect shown to our organization than the fact that Cadena was killed. It was a blow to our huge egos that a farmer killed a highly placed Eme member.”

In 1977 the state of California eliminated indeterminate prison sentences—except for first-degree murder. All sentences were changed to a determinant number of years behind bars, and everyone was given a parole date. This ruling released a new wave of Mexican Mafia members onto the streets. It became apparent in a 1976 photo at the funeral of La Eme’s Jesse “Chuy” Fraijo of Norwalk—who died from a drug overdose—when more than a dozen Mexican Mafia members posed for a picture.* They all wore collared jackets or sweaters, not just to protect themselves from the nippy air but to more easily conceal the weapons hidden under their clothing. Morgan’s bald head stood higher than the others, who still wore their hair long, most of them down below their ears in the fashion of the 1970s. Half of them sported Fu Manchu mustaches, and more than a few hid their eyes behind dark glasses.

Mundo explained afterward that, he, Morgan, and a few others forced heroin dealers to sell only their heroin. “If they didn’t,” he added, “we killed them. We sent the message—sell our dope or die. We’d kill someone and then go to a Dodger baseball game. It was strictly business, nothing personal.”

Eddie “Lalo” Moreno, made in the 1970s and now dead, claimed the average Eme recruit had three or four murders under his belt. “You start to enjoy it after the first time,” he said, “to see a person plead and cry for help, literally pray to you like a saint. And you just get hopped-up, the blood and everything, it’s just weird. It’s a sickness.”

It was a sickness that would clearly afflict Rene Enriquez in the years to come as he tried to live up to the bloody, ruthless, treacherous history of those who came before him in La Eme.









CHAPTER 3

Boxer Beginnings




IT WAS A SLIGHTLY CHILLY JANUARY DAY IN 1973 WHEN A FEW Mexican Mafia shot-callers, Luis “Huero Buff” Flores and Richard “Grumpy” Garcia, joined a small group of mourners and family members in a Bakersfield cemetery to pay their respects and bury the first Mafia icon, Rodolfo “Cheyenne” Cadena. Most of the other carnales were still locked up in prison and unable to attend the services. The inscription on the gravestone read, RECUERDO DE TU MADRE Y FAMILIA. In English, “Remembered by your mother and family.” The initials EME roughly scratched in the stone beside the commemorative plaque made it clear that family included his Mafia brothers.

One hundred thirty miles to the south, in Cerritos, a new, booming, mostly white, upper-middle-class suburb that borders Orange and Los Angeles counties, Rene Enriquez was enjoying his favorite Christmas present, a brand-new set of slot racing cars. He was ten years old. His mother and brothers often called him “Nene,” a family nickname that developed from one of his siblings’ inability to pronounce “Rene.” He was a bright, gregarious, normal kid who played army with a GI Joe action figure and loved to joke around and be funny. “Batman was my hero,” Rene recalled with pleasure, “and every day after school I watched my favorite television shows: Speed Racer, Little Rascals, and The Three Stooges.” He was the middle son who inherited some of his father’s restless ambition, and as a boy he often led his brothers in the games they played.

A year earlier, Rene’s father had landed a new job and moved his family into a brand-new four-bedroom tract home in Cerritos, twenty-four miles southeast of Los Angeles. It was the state’s fastest-growing city at that time, carved out of a community that just a decade earlier had four hundred dairy farms—it had had more cows than people. In the 1970s, acres of feedlots gave way to more than thirty tract housing projects with parks, recreation centers, a regional shopping center, and one of the largest auto malls in the nation. It was not exactly the hood.

There were still dairy farms within walking distance of the Enriquez family’s house. Rene and other kids used to play in the pastures—“kicking over cowpies looking for magnets.” In the 1930s and 1940s, farmers used to shoot a magnet down the throat of dairy cows to act as a safety device. Occasionally, cows would swallow pieces of broken baling wire that had fallen into piles of hay. The sharp metal pieces could tear up the intestines and kill the cow. On the other hand, the sharp steel wire would stick to a smooth magnet and prevent the cow from being harmed. Sometimes the magnets would work through a cow’s three stomachs and end up in the stool—becoming a prized souvenir for neighborhood kids on the lookout for them. “We’d spend hours looking for those magnets,” remembered Rene. “We also looked for pollywogs and baby frogs in Coyote Creek. And there was an urban legend that deadly quicksand lurked beneath the water’s surface, so we always stayed on the edges of the creek.”

Other times the dairy farmers would pay Rene and his childhood friends with an ice cream Dixie cup or pint of chocolate milk for raking dung into a pile or picking up the trash in front of the drive-through dairy store. “It was a beautiful little area,” remembered Rene, “and the entire world was right. My biggest concern was the Fourth of July, Christmas, Halloween, and my birthday. I didn’t have a worry in the world. It was great.”

The Enriquez family moved to Cerritos from Thousand Oaks, another tract home community forty-two miles northwest of Los Angeles, where they had lived for a few years in a trilevel house with a balcony and built-in deck in the backyard, just minutes from the Sunset Hills Country Club. It was very nice. Thousand Oaks still has a reputation for being California’s safest city.

Rene was born July 7, 1962, at Hope Hospital in Los Angeles, and the family lived on Ninetieth Street in South-Central Los Angeles during his preschool years, surrounded by relatives and mostly black neighbors.

His father, John Palacios Enriquez, was an old-school, stoic, macho man who was born in Arizona and raised in Guadalajara, Mexico; he came to the United States when he was twelve years old, not speaking a word of English. He went to work in a furniture factory when he was sixteen, learned the trade, worked hard, became a shop supervisor, foreman, and plant manager, and in 1978 opened his own factory. Called Resin Craft Decorating Industries, John Enriquez’s factory made custom furniture that ended up in fancy restaurants and bars at places like the Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles and the MGM Grand in Las Vegas. He also owned commercial real estate and a liquor store. It was the American dream come true. He was prosperous and proud—maybe too proud.

He was thirty years old when he married Lupe Olmos on April 18, 1959, a second marriage for each of them. She was a twenty-four-year-old, brown-haired, hazel-eyed young woman from a little old town of haciendados called Lanoche Buena, just outside the city of Jerez, Zacatecas. Her family was well off for Mexico. John and Lupe were Catholics. She also secretly practiced a little brujeria, a Mexican witchcraft that combined some of the old Indian ways with Spanish Christianity. Rene walked in on his mother and grandmother once while they were working up something mysterious with Tarot cards, and his mom quickly tried to hide them. He looked at them both and said good-naturedly, “All right, brujas!” (witches). Rene said, “I loved my mother dearly and affectionately called her ‘Shorty’ because she wasn’t even five feet tall. She was warm, full of Mexican folklore and unconditional love.” She also was permissive to a fault.

John and Lupe had two daughters and three sons together: Perla, Marco, Danina, Rene, and John. Lupe could never control her children. John was the strict disciplinarian, always a bit standoffish with the kids and easy to anger. However, Rene remembered, “there were moments of tenderness with him curling up on the couch with us when we were little. One night he came into my room and taught me my first prayer, the Our Father. And he told all of us about St. Jude, the patron saint of lost causes, helper of the hopeless. He made us go to catechism classes and went to church with us on the Holy Days.”

John wanted his children to be good people and blamed his wife’s liberal, permissive ways for any troubles they encountered. He and his wife argued often, and he would call her by the nickname “Animal.” “Animal,” he’d scold, “no! Eso no esta bien” (This is not good!).

She called him “Viejo,” the old one. “Leave them in peace, Viejo,” she’d respond.

Rene said, “The constant arguing embarrassed me, and there were few displays of affection between my parents. Once in a great while I saw them kiss, but I never saw them hug, walk arm-in-arm or hand-in-hand.”

The sons would always go around their father’s back to their mother when they wanted something, and they would get it. She was always a soft touch. Her husband more and more began to think she was “crazy,” and he looked down his nose at her for being from the Mexican hill country.

Years later John Enriquez would write to the parole board for his son Rene: “By the time he was three years old, his mother and I did not get along and couldn’t stand each other. We remained together, because we thought it would be best for the kids. She did what she wanted, so did I. Neither one of us realized how much harm we were causing them. We failed to give them the nutrient that all kids need to grow of sound mind and body, and that is love.”

John was also a sociable womanizer who, according to his wife, was a heavy drinker for years. The womanizing was often fodder for fights. “My mom once caught him in a compromising position with an employee at his shop,” remembered Rene, “and she confronted the woman with a screwdriver. She just didn’t want some tramp to steal away her man. During another argument at home, my mother smashed a glass ashtray over my father’s head. The children were all crying. I never saw him hit her back. He just took it and told her to stop. On that occasion, my brother Mark actually called the police, who came to the house and broke up the argument.”

John Enriquez spent more and more time at work and less and less time at home. Lupe said, “He was never there to be with the kids, talk to them, and bring them up. I did it my own way, and I did it with love. Sometimes love doesn’t do that much. I did the best I could.”

There weren’t many minority kids in Cerritos, and that at first led to a few playground scuffles for Rene until he learned “to take care of himself.” He didn’t fit in that well, struggled with math, and was an average student. “When I was eleven,” he said, “I broke into a neighbor’s house and stole some firecrackers.” He was ordered by a Juvenile Court judge to pay for what he stole and was put on informal probation for burglary. It was his first brush with the law. In sixth grade, he attended the Aesop School, which was only for Hispanic and minority children. That’s when he started to ditch school—a lot.

For the Enriquez family, the American dream began turning into a nightmare. The two daughters, Perla and Danina, “were always good girls,” according to Rene. It was the three sons, mostly Rene and Marc, who were drawn to the dark side.

Just a few minutes’ drive from the family home in Cerritos were Artesia, Hawaiian Gardens, and Norwalk—the other side of the tracks—all communities with a significant presence of Mexican street gangs. Rene’s older brother Marc was the first to join. The gang was called Arta, short for Artesia 13.

Rene immediately thought the gang members were charismatic with their tattoos and sharp cholo outfits: beanies, wool Pendleton shirts with white T-shirts underneath, baggy khaki pants, and shiny black leather shoes. They were “cool”—to a twelve-year-old kid, they seemed powerful and respected, and they seemed to get the girls too. They were “rebels,” and Rene figured that “being a rebel was a chick magnet.” Besides, his older brother Marc, now in the thick of it, was Rene’s hero. He wanted to be just like him and frequently tagged along with Marc and his homeboys.

The Arta gangsters were bad guys. A lot of them lived in a small ghetto in a seedy part of Artesia. It was not far from the Pat Nixon Park and Recreation Center located near South Street and Norwalk Boulevard. The wife of newly elected President Richard Nixon came to the project groundbreaking in September 1969. There was a historic landmark house there on property where Pat Nixon grew up on her family’s farm. Members of the Artesia 13 gang actually burned the little house down—for the hell of it.

One day when Marc was at his girlfriend’s house, Rene—now twelve years old—was walking along with Bobby “Apache” Guerrero and another homey called Sparky when suddenly they pulled him into an alley behind the liquor store.

Apache said, “We’re going to jump you in!”

Rene was just a wide-eyed kid, still a little square and frightened.

“No! No! I don’t want to be in the gang.”

Apache’s fist found the soft part of Rene’s stomach, and he doubled over in pain, his wind gone, gasping for air. Then boom, boom, boom—from all directions—hard teenage knuckles pounded against Rene’s limp body until the two older boys ran out of steam. Tears began to well up in his eyes, and there was a little sniffle from his nose when he heard, “All right. You’re all right. Knock it off! You’re a homeboy now. Homeboys don’t cry.”

Rene swallowed his pride and then coughed it up again. He was a gang member now, a tough guy.

A few days later, Marc, Rene, and a homey named Junior began some training at Montebello Youth Boxing on Whittier Boulevard. It was Marc who decided “Boxer” would be a good moniker for his little brother.

“Yeah, that’ll be a good nickname for me,” Rene agreed.

Everybody said, “Yeah, he’s Boxer.”

“At first I just loved having a placa [moniker]. It made me more like my brother and his friends—a member of the gang. But as I grew older I also grew to dislike the nickname.” However, the name stuck.

Unbeknownst to all of them at that point, they had planted the seed that would grow into a monstrous man-eating plant. Although family and close friends continued to call him Rene, as the years passed Rene and his gangster image became Boxer.

John Enriquez didn’t like any of it and was constantly preaching to his sons. He told his boys, “Stay away from those hoodlums. You dress like a bum. You look like clowns in those big clothes!” So they hid their cholo outfits in the garage and halfway down the street put their gang garb back on for the day. They blatantly ignored their father’s wishes. Rene thought his dad was “an uncool, old-style Mexican.” Besides, he and his brother had a new family now, and they were cool—the Arta gang.









CHAPTER 4

Drugs, Dealing, Robbing, and Rebellion




RENE STARTED TO DRINK ALCOHOL WHEN HE WAS THIRTEEN, BREAKING into a pantry cupboard where his dad kept the liquor. He and Johnny Mancillas, a school buddy who lived in the next tract over, poured a combination of Johnnie Walker Red, Bacardi rum, and Kahlúa into a tall glass and chugged it down. By then, Rene had already been smoking marijuana for a year.

A neighborhood character, Becky, five years older, was the famous local head who introduced him to weed. Her parents were old hippies who always placed a big peace sign in blue Christmas lights on the roof of their house during the holidays. She was a tall, blue-eyed, blond hippie chick who wore cutoff Levis and a vest, marijuana patches on her shirt, and biker chains looped from her waist to her wallet. He was walking by her house when he heard this feminine voice ask, “Hey, you want to smoke?” She had some cheap grass. Rene decided, “Yeah, that’s cool.” So they went out to this empty field where there was a big hole in the ground and lit up. He got loaded, hung out for a while with Becky, then threw up. Honestly, he didn’t much like that first experience with marijuana, but after that he smoked it on an almost daily basis. So did most of his new homeboys.

Older gang members would insist that they didn’t force the younger ones to imbibe or toke up, that it was a twelve-or thirteen-year-old’s own choice. But a kid trying to fit in, trying to impress his older, cooler peers—he did it. The Arta homeboys, like so many other gangsters, washed their hands of responsibility for the younger ones. And Rene, just past puberty, had already slipped into a pattern of substance abuse that arguably helped shape who he would become.


His second brush with the law wasn’t any more spectacular than his first arrest for stealing fireworks from a neighbor’s house. He and two thirteen-year-old friends ditched school and were headed to the house of a girl who had promised them sex. They had already shared some heavy petting, but she was going to go all the way this time. As the three anxious junior high lovers headed down the street, Rene noticed a yard where a new sprinkler system was being installed. He couldn’t resist kicking over some of the elevated sprinkler heads just “for the hell of it.” A neighbor saw him do it and called the police. Rene didn’t make it to the end of the block before he was arrested for malicious mischief, counseled, and released.

The Enriquez house, one of only a relatively small number in Cerritos lived in by a minority family, became a meeting point for the gang members. They all lived in nearby Artesia, but the garage at the Enriquez house became a safe place where they’d go and get high. It became part of Arta’s turf. It didn’t take rival gangsters from Hawaiian Gardens long to figure that out, and twice they came by shooting up the front of the house. The phrase “drive-by” hadn’t been coined yet. They called it “going capping”—just pick an enemy gangster, drive by his house, and shoot. Arta always retaliated.

Marc, three years older than Rene, also got into a problem with a local drug dealer. He owed the dealer quite a bit of money that he didn’t have. This guy was no punk, and he was going to make Marc pay one way or the other. Marc took the problem to his father, who reacted angrily, “This is wrong, son.” John wanted to call the police, but Marc and Rene, creatures of a street code that said no cops, begged him not to do it. Their father eventually relented, agreed to pay off the drug dealer himself, and admonished his sons to never get involved with the guy again. Thirteen-year-old Rene hid in the bathroom with his dad’s hunting rifle when the drug dealer showed up to collect. He was ready to shoot him if something went wrong. Afterward, the brothers ignored their father’s pleas to stay away from the drug scene. He whooped them a few times when they came home high, but they fended off the blows and went on with their druggie/gangster lifestyle.

In fact, Rene became a regular user of PCP when he was fourteen. Not only did he use it, he made it and sold it too. He bought mint leaf by the ounce and cocui dust at the local Safeway supermarket, mixed it up at home, put it on dry ice, and let it crystallize. He sold it to other school kids and had a lucrative little business for an eighth grader. PCP is a drug that gives you a stuttering, stupid euphoria. It clearly had an effect on Rene. He would often wake up in a drug-induced daze. He had no idea where he’d been or what he’d done. It was another great ingredient for self-destructive behavior, and it improved his chances of ending up behind bars.

Johnny Mancillas was a gang member from the Compton Varrio Largo who moved into a tract housing complex next to where the Enriquez family lived in Cerritos. He was the only other Mexican-American kid in the immediate area who was Rene’s age. The two of them met at school, started drinking together, and became partners in crime, breaking into local homes. Whatever they stole they would sell on the street or trade for drugs.

Johnny’s next-door neighbors left for vacation, and this high school freshman burglary team broke into their house as soon as they left. It was 1976, right before Thanksgiving. Inside, they found a stash of guns, including a .22-caliber pistol, a .38 special, and a .410/.22 over-and-under shotgun. In the garage was an Oldsmobile 98. They got the keys and stole that too. Two skinny little fourteen-year-olds without a driver’s license between them were rocking back and forth down the street in this big old boat of a stolen car with holsters and guns strapped to their bodies. They did donuts on the grass in front of Cerritos High School and drove all over town, making sure all their homeboys and homegirls got a good look at them in their entire cholo splendor. Then Rene decided to get revenge against the Hawaiian Gardens gang members for shooting up his house earlier.

It was broad daylight. Johnny was at the wheel as they drove up to a little corrugated-metal shack that served as a teen post and saw two rival gangsters about their age. Boxer was seated on the window ledge, hanging over the top of the car roof with his .38.

He shouted, “Where you from?”

He locked eyes with one kid who knew what was about to happen, turned, and took off with his homey. Boxer fired away wildly as the two enemies scurried over a nearby fence and escaped, shaken but unharmed. A police report would later confirm that more than a few of the bullets went into the roof of the Oldsmobile. Rene was a kid with a gun, no Dirty Harry.

Next they drove by an enemy household, saw a group standing out front, and repeated the same drill. They later heard that a girl was hit in the wrist, and Rene thought he winged a couple cholos but never knew for sure.

Then they drove into Orange County, robbed twenty dollars from a gas station attendant, dumped the stolen car in an industrial park, and walked home.

Rene kept the guns, a bunch of them, and laid them out on his bed to show his little brother John. That’s when his father walked into the room. He called to his wife, “Call the police. He’s got guns!”

The cops were there within minutes. Rene never moved. “My father held me there with his stare.” Mr. Enriquez thought it would be good for his wayward son to spend a night in jail. Rene remembered his dad telling the police, “Take him overnight and scare him.” He was sure it was the right thing to do.

Sheriff’s deputies took Rene to Los Padrinos Juvenile Hall, ten miles away in Downey. It was scary. Four hundred juvenile delinquents housed together on a twenty-six-acre site built in 1957 as Los Angeles County’s second reform school. There was constant tension and confrontation between different races and gangs. Rene had more than one fistfight with gang members from other neighborhoods. It was an alien place, especially for a kid who had never even been away from home by himself, and it wasn’t for just one night. He was there for seven weeks awaiting trial. His parents dutifully visited him every weekend and hired a lawyer to defend him in Juvenile Court. There are no jury trials in the juvenile justice
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