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Frank Lucas : The King of New York

Many prominent crime figures rose to fame during the 1960s and 1970s in New York. The city itself was a fertile ground for drug dealers and mafia bosses who aimed to control poorer parts and neighborhoods. One of them was Frank Lucas who reached a legendary status when he reinvented the drug trade in the United States by smuggling the goods straight from the source. The drugs he sold were pure and he used the Vietnam War situation to his advantage. 

Frank Lucas was an eccentric drug trafficker who led an intriguing life, but his kingdom didn’t last for too long and he was soon placed behind the bars. He did change himself later in his life and became a law-abiding citizen. His wild adventures inspired the movie called American Gangster which was a huge box office success in 2007.

Early life

Frank Lucas was born on 9th September 1930 in La Grange, North Carolina. His parents were Mahalee and Fred Lucas who soon moved their family to Greensboro, North Carolina. It was a rural town struck by the depression which hit the United States during Frank Lucas’ childhood. He worked on farms and did his best to earn some money for his family. But surviving the depression was tough and southern parts of the United States really did go through difficult times back then. The racism was prevalent and being African American was another obstacle while searching for a job. 

But Lucas knew that he had younger brothers and sisters to take care of so he always managed to find some type of employment. He was often in trouble with the law which should have been a clear indicator of the career path he would soon take. Lucas was very outspoken about the event that made him become a crime figure. He was only six years old when five members of the infamous Ku Klux Klan appeared in the family’s front yard. They were living in a small house back then and everyone was able to see what was happening. The scene itself must have looked frightening to young Lucas because the clansmen were dressed in white robes with the obligatory hoods on their heads. 

They demanded to see Lucas’ thirteen years old cousin who apparently glanced at a white woman earlier that day. It was not acceptable for them and they grouped around the boy, killing him right there in the yard. Even though Lucas told this tale numerous times, the police officers were never able to confirm the story. But having in mind the racial tensions which were apparent in the South back then, the chances are Lucas is telling the truth. This event made an impression on young Lucas. He grew up to be a troubled teen but he was mostly involved in petty crime. He was the oldest boy in the family and was aware of the role he had to play in bringing food to the table. When he was unemployed, he would steal fruits and vegetables. But he quickly realized that robbing people is more profitable. He would then wait in front of a local bar for drunk guests who were going home on foot and then empty their pockets of any valuables. 

The law enforcement quickly realized what he was doing, so he aimed to find a real job. Lucas landed a position of a truck driver for one local company and he worked there for a year or so. However, he was attracted to his boss’ daughter and started a relationship with her. When his boss found out, he got into an argument with Lucas that resulted in numerous death threats. But Lucas was quicker to react so he hit his employer with a pipe, stole all the money he could find in the office, and eventually set the entire building on fire. He was pretty certain that the police would knock on his door soon. Mahalee, Lucas’ mother found out what he had done and urged his son to move out of the town. It was the only way to avoid the arrest and the trial. She told him to go to New York so he packed his bags and traveled to the Big Apple in search of a better future. 

The talk of the New York City

Frank Lucas arrived in New York City during the summer of 1946. He was only sixteen years old and he settled down in Harlem. The neighborhood itself was an unsafe place back then and young Lucas would often encounter crime and illegal gambling right there on the streets. His family and friends told him to straighten up and find a respectable job, but it was obvious that old habits are hard to shake. Frank Lucas was aware of all the possibilities New York had to offer back then and since he was no stranger to crime, he knew what he had to do in order to earn money in the largest city in the world. 

He wanted to get into illegal gambling and dealing drugs, but establishing himself first was more important. After all, he needed to get noticed by someone who was already well-known in the underground circles. Lucas did flee his hometown to avoid persecution so he was still feeling confident because of that move. Therefore, he made a decision to rob a bar. After he successfully pulled that off without getting caught or recognized, he moved on to a riskier job – robbing a jewelry store. He had to fight the guard but Lucas did get away with plenty of diamonds. He then planned and executed a robbery of a very famous gambling club. Piles of money were at stake because the club was filled with high rollers. Frank Lucas got away with it once again. 

Lucas was slowly finding his footing in the business of dealing drugs but he was not a big name yet. However, one drug deal will make him famous. A local criminal tried to cross Frank Lucas and he did not hesitate to teach him a lesson. Impressed by his work and boldness, Ellsworth Johnson, also known as Bumpy, wanted to meet Lucas. Bumpy was a kingpin of Harlem back in the days and he controlled all illegal gambling done in that part of New York. This was exactly what Lucas wanted because he needed someone to guide him. A well-known crime boss who knew how things worked in Harlem was the perfect teacher for Lucas. But there are two sides of the story here as well. 

Lucas told the journalists that he was very close to Bumpy who eventually trusted him with some of the most important jobs he did back in the days. On the other hand, Bumpy claimed that Lucas was just a foot soldier who did not have much contact with him or the people who were running the gambling business. However, one thing is sure – Lucas benefited from this friendship because Bumpy taught him the basics of running a business. Lucas added his own flare to it which would help him move up the ranks quickly. Ellsworth Johnson died in 1968 and Harlem collapsed into a crime chaos because numerous fractions started fighting for the territory. 

Rise to prominence

The 1960s and 1970s were an interesting time period in the history of the United States. Vietnam War was in full swing and the number of drug addicts that got hooked on the battlefield was growing steadily. There was also the free love movement that promoted peace and they were not strangers to opiates either. So the market was expanding each and every day. Selling drugs was a profitable business and everyone wanted a share of it.  

After Johnson’s death, Lucas focused on grabbing as much territory as he could in Harlem. It didn’t go smoothly but he managed to control a midsized portion of the neighborhood which made him rise to the top alongside several other crime bosses. He wasn’t interested in running illegal gambling only but wanted to broaden his business and make a fortune. Drug trafficking was on the rise in the city and the demand was high. Lucas did know a lot about it and believed he could become the biggest drug lord in the area. But this required a lot of planning. 

Being one step ahead of everyone was important to Frank Lucas so he would often check into a hotel and spend weeks building strategies on his own. He would examine each possibility and find a proper response to every situation. Johnson did teach him a lot about the territory control but his death opened the door for the Italian Mafia, and now they had Harlem. Italian Mafia was into dealing heroin in the parts of New York which were once controlled by Johnson. Lucas understood that in order to drive them away from Harlem, he needed to create a brand new way of getting the drugs into the city. Drug dealers who were operating in Harlem bought the products directly from the Italians so Lucas’ idea was based on cutting off the middle man and purchasing the drugs directly from the source. 

Lucas understood the culture of the time and he analyzed the drug market thoroughly. He knew that the soldiers coming home from the front were heavily addicted to opiates because they had access to them in the military and that they would very likely continue their habits as soon as they land. Heroin was in demand but the supply was controlled by the Italians. Lucas would not profit a lot if he cooperated with them, so his plan was to get the drugs from the manufacturers. He knew where the drugs were made so Lucas decided to embark on his own little adventure. He hopped on a plane and headed out to South-Eastern Asia, namely to Thailand where high-quality heroin was produced. 

Frank Lucas did not know the language and he was clearly a foreigner but there was a large community of American citizens living in Bangkok at the time. It appears that Lucas was sure that he would connect with them quickly so he did not hesitate to start exploring the city on his own after checking into Dusit Thani Hotel. He did hear about Jack's American Star Bar so that was his next stop. The bar was frequented by African American soldiers who were stationed in the area and it was a place for rest and recuperation. Lucas wasn
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