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Advance Praise for Over the Wall

“Kevin Hallinan has written a masterful book about his experiences after a long and celebrated career as one of his generation’s outstanding New York City police officers. I was privileged to serve as the New York City police commissioner during some of those years, and Kevin brings the streets of the city alive in Over the Wall. It is a great read and a must-read.”

—Robert McGuire, Former Commissioner
of New York City Police Department

“Over the Wall is a true tale of teamwork, integrity, as well as incredible adversity, the net result of which was better policing, increased national security, and inventive new programs to protect our national pastime. More than just a truly entertaining and enlightening read, Kevin’s tale offers important historical insights and perspectives that many should benefit from for years to come.”

—Peter V. Ueberroth, Corporate Leader, Former
Olympic Organizer/Summer Games Chairman and
Commissioner of Major League Baseball

“Kevin Hallinan’s riveting memoir Over the Wall has it all—street cops and drug lords, mobsters and terrorists, FBI agents and the Lords of Baseball. It’s a fast-paced and exciting ride through mean streets and boardrooms, the remarkable real-life journey of a hero cop. Start reading, and you won’t be able to stop.”

—Howard Blum, New York Times Bestselling Author

“I never believed in the American mythos of ‘John Wayne’ until I met Kevin Hallinan. Over the Wall is a reminder that everyday heroes are walking among us doing their best to make us safer and our lives better. For over forty years, it seems like Kevin was a part of every seminal moment in NYC history while he went from a rising rookie cop on the beat building strong relationships in the neighborhood he was charged with protecting to running the first NYPD/FBI Joint Terrorism Task Force that watched over millions of New Yorkers like myself from those looking to do us harm. Kevin’s ideals on police work have never been more relevant than they are today. Kevin’s story celebrates the man who single-handedly brought an ethos to his career that centered on honor plus hard work equals a job well done. Congratulations Kevin and thank you for bringing us with you ‘over the wall’!”

—David Gavant, Business Development, North America
at WSC Sports; Former Executive Vice President
and Executive Producer at MLB Productions

“This story is a brilliantly lit pathway for young men and women who aspire to success! Kevin Hallinan, a typical NYC kid, had a fabulous career in the NYPD, and became commander of the very first Joint Terrorist Task Force in America. His balance of police skills and people skills led him on a career of achievement, and ultimately, to the dream job of director of security for all of Major League Baseball. His stories are amazing, riveting, and all true. They tell of an average kid rising to the top in everything he cared about, sports, work, and most of all, family.”

—Rick Hahn, FBI, Retired

“The creation of the FBI/NYPD Terrorist Task Force was a logical response to the upsurge of terrorist activities in the late ’70s and early 1980s. Both law enforcement components required intelligent and sensitive leadership to move their agencies from rivals to partners. NYPD Lt. Kevin Hallinan fit the bill perfectly. He was a strong, smart, and sensitive leader who represented his department faithfully and without reservation as the FBI’s partner.”

—Tom Sheer, Former Assistant Director, FBI, New York Office

“Kevin Hallinan doesn’t tell stories—he shares experiences. In that way, he delivers examples and lessons about the famous, infamous, and everyday people he has encountered in law enforcement and in life. Few of us may end up doing the kind of work that Kevin has done helping keep New York City, an Olympic Games, Major League Baseball, and many other places and organizations safe and secure. But all of us can learn from someone whose career in law enforcement is really a cover for teaching people and their communities how to investigate, analyze, and improve themselves and society.”

—Lee Igel, NYU Tisch Institute for Global Sport;
NYU Langone Health Medical Ethics
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To Joan,

I’ll love you forever.

You made all my dreams come true.

To my children,

Joanne, Kevin, Eileen, Thomas;

all of whom work hard serving others,

And to my grandchildren,

Matthew, Jennifer, Jack, Ryan, Kelly, Kevin,

Michael, Kiera, Erin, Brendan;

work hard and love what you do.

And to my parents Nora and Michael, my

brother Tom and sister Margaret;

I hope I made you proud.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

When I arrived as the commander of the FBI/NYPD Joint Terrorism Task Force in New York in 1981, I told one of my dashing FBI counterparts, Kenneth P. Walton, that I didn’t come to lead the parade, but simply to be part of it. With that top of mind, this book will not contain the usual thank-yous as the work itself comprises one grand “thank-you” to the countless parade of people and places, names and faces, those who joined, inspired, led, and accompanied me through my journey.

If you choose to join us on this literary version of a “Ride Along”—which is police lingo for accompanying police personnel for an entire shift of action—please take this journey in honor of these many people and organizations that have been invaluable to my success and career. They are the very same selfless men and women who protect us and keep watch. Celebrate their efforts, their lessons and mentorship; the results of all by far surpassed my meager contributions to the whole.

—Kevin M. Hallinan, December 2021





PROLOGUE

NOVEMBER 26, 1976

It was an unusually warm day. Looking back, the balmy sixty-degree temperature was strangely appropriate for both New York City and the nation, as the year up until that point had already been a heated time.

In fact, America’s Bicentennial year was the worst on record for crime in the Big Apple, with felonies up an alarming 13 percent and nearly two thousand serious offenses committed every day. Those grim numbers amounted to an astounding rate of seventy-five criminal acts per hour.

What few recall is that this was also a deadly decade of militant bombings across the nation. Incredibly, during just an eighteen-month span from 1971 to ’72, FBI statistics revealed “more than 2,500 domestic bombings…with virtually no solved crimes and barely any significant prosecutions.”1 Nearly a dozen radical groups took the credit for the incidents, and while some of the devices were supplied by domestic organizations, others exhibited ideological and funding ties connecting them to shadowy foreign actors.

It was just the beginning…

By the middle of the decade, such attacks became so common in the city that during one post-bombing interview, a woman responded to a New York Post reporter by asking, “Oh, another bombing? Who is it this time?”2 As to the cause of such civil unrest, there were many, and, like solemn drumbeats, most will echo throughout the following pages—perhaps revealing a picture eerily relevant to today.

As for me, by November 1976, I had been employed by the New York Police Department for fourteen years, which, for some, could be considered a long stretch. Promotions had been pretty hard to come by, and, when they did arrive, changes were usually based on what the department needed, and not the cop’s chosen career path. From beat cop to squad car and now detective sergeant, I’d always taken what was given. While maybe I hadn’t gotten quite as far as I wanted, I was always ready and willing to step up to the moment, even if it wasn’t entirely the one I’d wished for.

On November 26, 1976, that sort of wish nearly got me killed.

***

With the dull fog of the previous day’s Thanksgiving feast still clouding my brain and slowing my body, I maneuvered the Bruckner Expressway from Manhattan to the South Bronx. Fresh from delivering a downtown presentation on “Police and the Media,” there I was, dressed in a brand-new suit and headed to the formidable 8th Homicide Squad as one of three detective sergeants on the roster.

Housed in the 43rd Precinct, 8th Homicide was no joke. While the area around the precinct was a mixed bag, the 8th Homicide Zone, which also included the nearby 41st and 45th Precincts, usually ranked near the top in murders each year. Drug and mob-related killings were common in the area, and bodies were often dropped into the nearby Bronx River or hastily tossed over the side of the Bruckner Expressway. As one of the 4-3 detectives later described it to me, these were “routine South Bronx jobs.”

My detective sergeant post was a mix of managerial and investigative duties, so while I was often out on calls and looking into cases, it was also my responsibility to allocate resources and make sure that the squad’s detective units were properly staffed and supported. Also, I’d been four years riding a desk, and I knew that before I could be a more-active cop again, I’d need time to get my edge back.

Cops got rusty pretty fast when chained to desks and, as many street cops would attest, a rusty cop could be a dangerous and unwelcome partner. Yet there I was, rusty and eager…and about to crash somebody else’s party.

The recently completed red brick 43rd Precinct building sat at the corner of Fteley and Story Avenues and, after spending much of my career inside rickety and shopworn facilities from Brooklyn to Harlem, the 4-3 looked like a brave new future. Inside however, a more familiar reality awaited, with organized chaos, a haze of cigarette smoke, and stacks of paperwork.

As I approached the 8th Homicide room, frantic detectives and frazzled cops crisscrossed in a buzzsaw of grim and determined police activity. Something big was up in the inner sanctum of one of New York’s finest, battle-tested detective units, an elite group known as Team C. After an early morning shootout, the entire precinct was all-hands-on-deck.

Six or so Team C detectives caught my eye as I entered the fray. The room responded to them in silent choreography, and as these elite detectives prepared to move out, I decided to tag along.

Let me set the stage.

***

Earlier that morning, members of Team C had tracked a homicide suspect named Manuel Rivera, or “Nector” to his alleged home on nearby Bronx River Avenue. An informant had fingered Nector for the late spring murder of a drug dealer named Rafael Guzman.

Simple enough.

For all Team C knew, they were investigating a homicide case, though they understood all too well that their suspect was known to interact with drug dealers. Hoping for the element of surprise, Team C arrived at the 4-3 in the wee hours of morning. There they grabbed shotguns and bulletproof vests for a surprise 5:00 a.m. raid. When Team C arrived at Nector’s apartment, however, there was no sign of the suspect, so they decided to remain staked-out in surveillance vans down the street.

The vigil dragged into the early afternoon when a car arrived carrying Nector and another known male. Rather than entering the two-story brick building, though, the pair seemed to get spooked and hastily took off, still in the car.

The sudden change of plans prompted Team C to split up. Part of the surveillance team left in pursuit, while others stayed behind to check Nector’s first-floor apartment. Once inside, Team C detectives discovered a woman and a baby and—after a quick, cursory search of the premises—hit some alarmingly dangerous pay dirt. There, carefully tucked into a hall closet was a large trunk containing three kilograms of Mexican rock heroin, a score that in 1976 dollars comprised a street bonanza worth at least a million dollars.

Needing a proper search warrant to secure the find, two members of Team C left for the 4-3, leaving a patrolman outside to guard the location. It seemed secure enough, except the building holding Nector’s place was actually an entire drug family’s safe house, and there were spotters watching from adjacent rooftops.

All hell was about to break loose.

***

While speeding down the Sheridan Expressway toward Brooklyn, Team C detectives Ron Marsenison and John Meda made their move and pulled Nector and his partner over. Just as the two Team C detectives climbed out of their vehicle, however, Nector and his associate drew their guns and opened fire.

In the sudden barrage, Marsenison and Meda dove for cover, which allowed the two suspects to quickly speed off. A treacherous high-speed chase ensued, with the two vehicles weaving in and out of traffic and slamming into each other. Dozens of bullets were exchanged, and the interior of the NYPD vehicle was choked with the blue haze off spent gunpowder. The Team C guys finally managed to force Nector’s car to crash into a center divider. Still firing off shots, the suspects jumped over a guardrail, falling to the street below.

Once the mayhem subsided, what did the hardened Team C cops do? Marsenison and Meda dusted themselves off, got back in their vehicle, called in, and returned to the precinct—where they joined their 8th Homicide teammates and headed back to the safe house to make certain it was secured.

Hoping to do whatever I could to help, I followed Marsenison and Meda, along with fellow detectives Charlie Summers and Jack McCann, to a squad car and squeezed into the back. Mind you, I didn’t know any of these guys, and to them, I likely looked like some guy fresh from the brass looking to pee in their pool. Nobody really spoke to me on the way to Bronx River Avenue and that was okay. I was there to observe.

Well, at least that was my plan.

_______________

1    Alterman, Eric. “Remembering the Left-Wing Terrorism of the 1970s.” The Nation, April 14, 2015.

2    Burrough, Bryan. “The Bombing of America That We Forgot.” Time, September 20, 2016.





THE 138TH STREET WAR

Unbeknownst to me entirely—and mostly to Team C—what would become a back-and-forth series of gang and drug-related kidnappings and murders had begun early that spring. It was in fact, the brutal opening act of a deadly three-gang war for control of the South Bronx’s thirty-million-dollar heroin market. The conflict would become so widespread and so violent that it would be christened the 138th Street War.

Over a two-year span, three gangs—the Teenager-Ramins, Renegade-Colons, and Julitos—abducted and murdered each other’s couriers and soldiers. Twenty-seven people in all were brutally executed, some cut up alive by executioners using electric chainsaws, their body parts dumped in cardboard boxes. On one occasion, the victims were discovered by playing school children.3

One or more of the rival gangs had taken to masquerading as police officers to gain access to drug establishments, or to facilitate the kidnapping of competitive gang members, the easier to rob them of money or drugs, or simply to execute them. This turned cops into gang targets.

***

We arrived at the safe house, also known as a “taxpayer” building, and climbed out of the squad car, I tried my best to keep my distance from the men of Team C. I didn’t need to be told what to do, and either moved at their speed or got left behind. On the way inside, years of police habit had me taking quick note of the scene. The well-worn red-brick, multifamily unit was set on a trash-strewn corner of Bronx River Avenue. The distance from the street and uneven roof facade made it appear every bit the defensive yet formidable outpost it was.

I couldn’t look long though. Team C was in high gear.

The slim and imposing Ron Marsenison was the operational leader of Team C. He was a detective first-grade, which gave him both the experience and rank to be point man on the street. This allowed Team C’s ranking officer, Sergeant Al Howard, to keep a more distant, organizational, and hands-off approach. Marsenison stalked the area outside that safe house like a big cat, grim, hungry, and on edge. He was impeccably dressed, laser focused, and barely shot me a glance.

I noticed Detective Charlie Summers next. He had the air of a professional about him and quickly set about thoroughly assessing the scene. Detective Richie Paul also carried himself with polish and presence though he, too, barely gave me a glance. These guys were locked in.

The most welcoming of the group was the youngest, Detective Jack McCann, who at first blush seemed the least by the book. With a styled mustache, big sideburns, and long hair brushing over his collar, McCann was quick with a joke and struck me as the team diplomat and glue. He was the only one who spoke to me that day.

Detective Tom Davis, whom I met later at the station, was a good-looking, friendly, red-headed mountain of a man the rest of the team had dubbed “Father Tom.” A streetwise cop, he was good with people, a skill that enhanced the team’s ability to gain information in the South Bronx community. There were other great team members, too, but as some rotated in and out, I had yet to meet them.

As a front-line squad, Team C operated much like their counterparts at the Drug Enforcement Administration; Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms; and FBI. They did their homework. Even before I arrived at the 4-3, they’d already made some calls and checked me out, likely deciding that I was a desk jockey, a rusty cop, a potential liability.

Thankfully, McCann and I had a mutual friend, an off-duty cop who had been shot while moonlighting as a cabbie—a case I’d doggedly pursued as a Harlem detective many years before. That told McCann I had chops, and as Team C became more aware of my career and work as a detective, they loosened up to the new guy.

***

As I stood in the apartment, still more observing perhaps than assessing, a debate broke out regarding who would stay behind while the rest of the team went for a search warrant. Knowing how the lowest job on the totem pole that day was babysitting duty, I spoke up.

“I can stay.”

Suggestions and plans flew around me almost as if I wasn’t there. Then the room went quiet as it registered what I had said, and the guys warmed to the idea of not tying up their own resources. After all, how dangerous could it be? There was a police officer and radio car out front so, in theory, nobody was going to slip in behind me. It was a job that needed doing and I was there to help, so a deal was struck and I was left to stand watch over heroin stash, woman, and baby.

As I locked the door, the circumstances began to sink in.

Am I ready for this? I wondered.

It seemed simple enough. The apartment was pretty spartan, with a few sticks of furniture here and there. None of it mattered—my world was focused on the closet and that big, black trunk, and I kept my head on a swivel.

The smallish Hispanic woman was cradling the toddler in her arms. Either a gang member, gang member’s wife, or apartment owner coerced into running a safe house, she locked eyes with me and shot me a look that said if her eyes were guns, I’d have been dead where I stood.

Knowing from experience that the first few minutes were key in establishing dominance, I became determined to give my host the notion that I was watching her closely, baby or no baby. No bullshit or funny business would be tolerated.

She tested me right away, repeatedly moving toward the slightly open closet, each time forcing me to warn her away. At one point, I even had to take a step toward her to cut off her movement, after which she glared at me, cursed under her breath, and stayed put. I felt certain that if it weren’t for the baby, she might have resisted with more force.

In reality, she was stalling.

***

When the Team C guys rushed out as quickly as they had arrived, the spotters on the roof of the River Avenue building thought the apartment might have been emptied, but they had to be sure. An anonymous call had been placed to 911 with a 10-13—an emergency call for assistance—usually, the grim news of an officer down. This pulled the police officer outside the building back to his cruiser and away from the scene.

Meanwhile Jack McCann and the rest of Team C were headed to the district attorney’s office to obtain the needed search warrant, but when the 10-13 call blared from the radio, the guys suddenly realized they’d been had.

“Holy shit!” Jack recalled shouting to his partners. “We gotta get back to the apartment! We lost the fucking patrol car!”

***

The apartment remained quiet, peaceful even.

The woman had backed away from the closet and become strangely docile. Figuring that my stay was going to take some time, I picked up the apartment phone—this was long before cell phones—called the squad administrative assistant, and asked her to call my wife, Joan, and let her know that I was going to be awhile.

A few minutes later, there was a firm knock at the door, and the woman with the baby shot me a smug look. Even so I figured it was the warrant arriving, but as I slowly looked through the peep hole, I couldn’t see anyone or anything. That was when I proved just how rusty I was, as I impulsively opened the door.

It all happened pretty fast after that.

The hulking shape of a man appeared.

Behind him, I spotted another unknown male as he darted past and up the stairs toward the roof. That was of lesser concern as I had a more immediate task before me.

There stood what I can only describe as a human cobra, with long black hair that flowed out in a curly pyramid of tangles. While he was barely six foot, this guy’s head was massive and his shoulders seemed impossibly wide. What looked like a sixty-two-inch torso tapered down to a strangely narrow thirty-three, so he appeared as a giant “V,” some kind of strange, comic book character.

The cobra knew instantly that I was a cop, but as he never expected me to be there—let alone answer the door—he was momentarily caught off guard. What he was thinking I can only guess, though his first words partly betrayed him.

“Where is my friend?” he demanded in Spanish, referring I guess to Nector. I chose not to say anything and, instead of going for my gun, went for my shield, hoping to stall him for a few precious moments while the cavalry returned. I still had no idea about the 10-13, nor the whereabouts of Team C or the patrolman outside.

The stakes had inched dangerously close to life and death.

In the tense moment, I shot a glance toward the woman. She had slipped just out of sight in the direction of the closet door. The cobra’s eyes darted, as well, and I realized I’d bought some precious time. Perhaps with it, an opening.

He’s wondering if there are other police in the apartment with me, I thought silently as I continued to pull out my shield. The chain seemed to go on forever, like a magician’s silk scarf.

The woman reappeared, and I shot her a stern look. That look might have saved my life, as I could instantly see the concern in the cobra’s eyes. In that moment of doubt I put my hand on the man’s chest and pushed. It was like trying to move Superman or a statue, but with no other option, I just pushed harder and shoved him back into the hall. He actually seemed shocked that I’d tried at all, and maybe that too gave him pause. Perhaps I was a more worthy adversary than my tailored suit and magical shield chain.

The advantage was short-lived.

As I continued to push him into the hall, the cobra’s jacket fell open, revealing the butt end of a gun carefully tucked into his waistband. He was packing a Smith and Wesson snub-nose .38, a Detective Special—the very same gun I had. It was unnerving.

Could that have come from a dead cop? If I went for my own gun, he would certainly draw his. Now what?

We stood there in a stare-down, then I started to move step-by-step toward the building’s front door, which now seemed miles away. I’ll never know why or how, but the cobra matched me step for step, glaring at me the whole time. It was as if we were dancing a strange sideways cha-cha, one that seemed destined to end in gun smoke and bullets once the music stopped. What was at the end of the hall, it was anybody’s guess. I hoped for the cops; him surely, for his friends.

There we were, barely two feet apart and slowly, agonizingly edging down the hallway toward the front door, both holding our hands inches from our firearms.

We got to the end of the hall, and I felt for the doorknob, never for a second taking my eyes off of the cobra’s. Slowly, I curled my fingers around the tarnished metal knob and turned it.

The damn thing came off in my hand.

I didn’t even react—I couldn’t—so I just dropped the knob there like it was supposed to happen. I needed to buy more time, so I indicated with a head tilt that we were going to retrace our dance back to the apartment. Amazingly, the cobra complied, and it seemed like it took an hour as we inched our way back to the apartment…

My dance partner was Jaime Villa, known on the street as Teenager—one of the two leaders of the Teenager-Ramins drug gang. For years Teenager had been plotting his rise through the drug ranks of New York, going so far as to become a martial arts black belt and New York State Champion. He then joined the Army and become a Green Beret, all part of a plan that included romancing and marrying a US Army general’s daughter in order to set himself up for trips to the South Pacific, where he built a heroin ring that spanned from Asia to Los Angeles and New York.

Months later when I testified against Villa in a grand jury, we estimated that he had killed maybe six people. The number was closer to thirty, including his first killing at age twelve. Later, after Teenager became a major drug trafficker, he carried two silver-plated .45s and had no compunction about using them.

Case in point, after a Los Angeles court hearing didn’t go his way, Villa determined that his attorney had betrayed him. Later that day, he accompanied the man on a drive, and upon reaching a secluded stretch of California’s Pacific Coast Highway, Teenager put several bullets into his lawyer’s head. Some of them passed through the dashboard and into the engine block. With the vehicle disabled, Teenager had no choice but to take off on foot and down the highway, all the while, licking his dead lawyer’s blood from his hands.

That dance, the two of us a foot apart with our backs against the walls of that narrow hallway passage, took me back to another set of walls from my early police training…

_______________

3    O’Kane, James. Wicked Deeds, Murder in America. Piscataway, New Jersey: Transaction Publishers, 2005.





PART ONE

THE KIND OF GUY I WAS





FACING THE WALL

The six- and eight-foot walls seemed to stare back at me—walls that required a full-on sprint and jump just for the height, momentum, and leverage to get over them.

They were just two of the formidable obstacles awaiting all recruits at the famous Delehanty Institute in New York. Founded over a pool hall in 1915 by Michael J. Delehanty, the now defunct institute once held classes for firemen, police officers, and other city services employees, and was deemed so effective that the program was responsible for 90 percent of city policemen and 80 percent of its firemen.4

The institute’s studies included in-depth courses in criminal law, interpersonal relations, and group supervision. It was incredibly progressive for the times, and about much more than getting participants physically fit for police work. In fact, the program focused on producing recruits polished enough to be both effective cops and adept city ambassadors. To help bring these lofty goals home, the institute’s main instructor was our guide and prototype, a legendary New York City cop named Henry Mulhern.

Larger than life, with a low booming voice and imposing demeanor, Mulhern was a wealth of advice and experience. Standing six foot three inches, with a wide jaw and full head of grayish-black hair that hung dramatically over big piercing eyes, he was famous for a catch phrase that became our mantra.

“If you will it, it shall be done!”

Mulhern spoke in detail about the use of deadly force and what we all had to consider before taking a life. For hopeful recruits coming from day jobs, often tired and bored, Mulhern, grabbed our attention and held it. Coming from my own hardscrabble background—a life lived mostly in search of fun, sports, adventure, and girls—this was about as inspired as I’d been.

In many ways, Henry Mulhern reminded me of my parents, first-generation immigrants who always presented a passionate mixture of strength, dedication, and guidance. Several times at Delehanty, while listening to Mulhern speak, I found myself thinking of all the things my mother and father had gone through, the opportunities they worked to provide, and the many life lessons they bestowed.

***

I had a pretty common childhood for the New York of the late ’40s and ’50s. My first few years were spent on Powell Avenue, in one of the city’s often-romanticized regional neighborhoods where life seemed very secure and tight-knit. A short five-block stretch of road between Virginia and Zerega Avenues at the border of Castle Hill, Powell was that American Dream Irish-German neighborhood of old movies and TV shows.

Later though, as postwar dreams faded and money got tighter, the Hallinan family was uprooted to the melting pot of the South Bronx where several ethnicities came together in a shared economic struggle.

It was on Cypress Avenue where I received my true education in diversity not always a smooth transition. Team sports certainly helped—especially baseball—as kids from all backgrounds, Irish Catholic, Jewish, Italian, and Hispanic could get together on the common ground of competition, to challenge other clubs and neighborhoods and, sometimes after the game, with knuckles instead of gloves, balls, and bats.

Long before our teen years, my brother Tom and I experienced the police as embodied by the beat cops on our street, most notably a guy named Eddie Horan. Eddie and his brother were good friends to our family, and Tom and I knew Eddie as a caring community presence, a man who commanded authority respect and, perhaps most of all, fairness. Still, the idea of being a cop never occurred to the brothers Hallinan until after high school. We were just too preoccupied with the adventure of being teens.

We also had our childhood shattered by tragedy after cancer took my mom just before my fifteenth birthday. Mom’s untimely death left widower Michael Hallinan to look after his brood of three, and the man never blinked or wavered. With threat of his kids being put in a foster home, Dad plowed through two jobs and a raging ulcer just to keep my sister Margaret, brother Tom, and me close. I think the deepest marks my father left on me were his outlook on life and views of others, concepts that provided me the openness to accept help and take responsibility for my actions. In my case, however, it would take quite a few years for the second part of those lessons to sink in.

When I close my eyes, I can still see my dad’s gentle smile and the sparkle of his eyes through his horn-rimmed glasses. The look often came over the top of a favorite book or newspaper. Dad favored local politics, the Holy Bible, and a certain book on parliamentary procedure called Robert’s Rules of Order. I instantly thought the book was stodgy, though later I realized it was less about politics and more about civil discourse and human relations.

Turned out that my dad was pretty worldly. I can also recall how each and every night he took to his knees in gratitude and prayed to God to keep us all safe. Michael Hallinan’s foundation was built upon God, family, and education.

My mother, Nora Cannon, complemented her husband perfectly. Both were self-made, and both arrived at America’s shores from towns in the same Irish county, as if they were destined to meet and marry, even if it took a couple thousand miles to bring them together. Where Michael Hallinan was more laid back and whimsical, the five-foot-three-inch Nora was a force of nature.

A striking and engaging natural beauty, Mom could unleash a squall or two when properly provoked. As with most stay-home moms of the ’40s and ’50s, Nora was thrust into the role of family general, though not without a neighborhood army to help. Like many moms of the city’s postwar era, she was part of a human surveillance network that existed long before technology took on that role. Therefore, my early lessons in home rule included the evasive maneuvers of using rooftops and fire escapes to sneak out and go on adventures that would make Batman proud.

Mom was the family detective long before my younger brother Tom and I got our gold shields.

Like most postwar city kids, I was a big fan of street sports, played soldier in the parks, and hung out in the neighborhood businesses that back then were at the ground floor of most apartment buildings. Being the middle child was both good and bad for me. It provided me a strange leeway in life as my older sister—Margaret, or Marg, as we called her—was most often thrust into the unenviable role of being both the lookout for Mom and the cover for Tom and me when she graciously afforded us some space.

I was often able to slip through the cracks.

Tom was definitely Nora’s boy, which set the stage for an early competition between us that continued into our careers. Whether sports, boxing, or bragging rights, Tom and I were at each other from early on, with me often coming in second. He was the better student, sometimes the better athlete, and certainly—when the time came—the better cop.

I wasn’t exactly the academic sort; there was just so much life to live and so many adventures to chase. At one point, things got so bad that my father and I were told by Brother Burton, the local high school principal, that it might be best if I found a trade.

Me? I couldn’t even bang a nail.

Thinking some study could solve everything, my dad promptly rushed out and bought me a brand-new desk and humped it up five flights to our apartment.

It did not have the desired effect.

Instead, baseball became my passion, and after we had moved to Cypress Avenue, a makeshift outfield wall up at a tennis court-turned-diamond became my main measuring stick for success. We dubbed the area “Cowboy Land” for the western games we played there, and hitting a baseball over that wall became my goal—especially after my very first Yankees game when “Yankee Clipper” Joe DiMaggio deposited one into the stadium’s famous bleachers.

Cowboy Land in many ways presented my first real wall, and I recall it as perhaps one of the toughest of them all.

***

After escaping high school, I floated from job to job. There was a draft scare, a stint in the National Guard, and time served with the US Army & Air Force Exchange Service, where I was tasked with procuring and coordinating food and equipment for PXs and BXs located in different locations throughout the military world. At one point, I was slated to be sent to an Arctic base but managed to make myself too useful to transfer. The exchange was where I learned the value of horse trading and politics, two skills that would serve me well in the NYPD and beyond.

What I didn’t learn, however, was common sense.

Determined to zoom through life, fueled by teen dreams and a childhood I suppose was partly cut short by my mother’s premature death, I spent a chunk of my first real salary on a sporty used car and entertaining as many young ladies as I could make time for. That first car, a total impulse buy, quickly mocked my recklessness by dropping a transmission. Regardless, it did not slow me down with the girlfriends.

Fortunately, among my many teen romances was a girl by the name of Joan Gunning.

Joan lived in the building diagonally across from ours on Cypress Avenue, and she caught my eye early on. Blonde and sassy, Joan was the leader of her pack. What she saw in a pimply-faced, skinny kid, I may never know. For some reason that only Joan could understand, no matter how hard I ran, Joan kept up. In fact, I met her one day while the neighborhood boys were trying to figure out who could run the fastest on the block. Joan joined the race and finished second to me.

She was the most beautiful girl on the block, and yet I kept on running…right into the arms of any pretty girl who would have me. Fortunately, Joan was persistent and a far better undercover operative than I would ever be, at one point skillfully absconding with my little black book just long enough to change all the phone numbers, effectively cutting me off from my list of casual girlfriends.

After I got my second car, this time a brand-new white-and-gray Ford Fairlane 500, I outfitted it with loud Hollywood mufflers, rear fender skirts, and spinner wheels. I proceeded to run red lights, drag race, and nearly kill Joan and me on the Bruckner Expressway.

Maybe as a clever form of family “policing,” my father got me thinking about the NYPD, potentially a good career with a pension. Having no other concrete plan, I figured “why not?” and took the entrance exam. Then as a backup precaution, and with Brother Burton still in mind, I took the fire department exam, too.

While awaiting the results, I took a job as a proofreader for McGraw Hill Publishing, and it was there that I got perhaps the best lesson of all, one delivered in such a way that would make Michael Hallinan truly proud. It came from a book called The Kind of Guy I Am. Penned by Robert McAllister and Floyd Miller, the gripping biography chronicled the riveting life of McAllister, an honest NY beat cop who, during the Prohibition era, swam through a sea of organized crime and rich and powerful politicians on the take.

The cover leapt out at me, showing a cop in uniform, surrounded by shadows and danger. The tense adventure painted both a chillingly real and inspiring journey amidst the violence and desperation of the Depression. Down to every dangerous detail, McAllister captured thrilling and hair-trigger face-to-face battles with city corruption so entrenched that it spread from powerful gangsters to politicians and even inside McAllister’s own precinct.

Determined to dispense justice and steer clear of bribes and influence, this lone, honest cop was framed for crimes he didn’t commit. His reputation was smashed so badly, in fact, that he had to endure a month in the city’s infamous and dangerous Central Booking facility called “The Tombs.” There McAllister was forced to fend off repeated attempts on his life before managing to reclaim both his job and reputation.

McAllister’s adventure reminded me of the neighborhood beat cops my brother Tom and I looked up to as kids, and while men like Eddie Horan had been seen through a child’s eyes, McAllister vividly depicted the harsher realities of a cop’s life.

By contrast, I realized, all my life I’d reflexively moved away from responsibility. Reading that book, I suddenly found myself wanting to do more and to have my life mean something.

But what exactly? Can I even cut it as a cop?

There was chance it would be a moot point. Before the Police Department even considered hiring a new recruit, they performed a thorough investigation. That meant my grades, my teenage fights, my running red lights, my drag racing, and my other youthful “misadventures.” After weeks of interviewing friends and neighbors, a sergeant from the 46th Precinct summoned me for a series of weekly in-person chats during which I had to endure a veritable litany of my lapses in judgment.

“I’ve talked with so many people about you,” he said. “I have to tell you, there wasn’t one person—from the storekeepers and neighborhood guys, the people you wouldn’t even think of—that didn’t have something to say.”

Uh-oh. If that wasn’t a setup for a fall, what was? Then it came, the shoe drop. He sat back and barely blinked.

“I think you should reconsider being a police officer.”

Brother Burton strikes again?

While the sergeant never got specific, I sensed from his words that this was different. He was worried that I was maybe too innocent, too nice for the harder edges of the job, the places Robert McAllister had to maneuver. Like McAllister, could I resist strong-arming? Would I survive extortion and bribery? This seasoned 4-6 sergeant was suggesting that maybe I wasn’t the kind of guy I needed to be. It stung.

Still, I told him I was determined to stay the course, and I guess that impressed him, because I hung around several more months until I got the nod.

Then, it suddenly all got very real.

While Robert McAllister’s gripping book foreshadowed the perils of the job ahead, holding that first police shield and gun in my hand was a game-changer.

_______________

4    “M. J. Delehanty Headed Institute; Founder of School for Civil Service Candidate Dies.” New York Times, April 13, 1964.





EYES ON THE STARS

By July 1961, I had been married to Joan for over a year and, with our first child on the way, was directed to report to the police academy to begin a three-month stint. Before my initiation, I was directed to NYC Police Headquarters for my shield and my gun.

It was a formative moment, especially after entering the historic Police Building at 240 Centre Street in lower Manhattan and finding myself standing before the memorial to fallen officers. Another wall, only this one with hundreds of names and numbers on it, officers killed in the line of duty.

Still, my new policeman’s shield was comforting in some ways. It suggested a brotherhood and was a real and tangible symbol of my accomplishment in getting this far. It also meant I had gained some trust from the city. The gun I received, on the other hand, was an instant and weighty reminder of the responsibility that came with my new line of work. Just holding it pulled my mind back to Delehanty and Henry Mulhern’s words about taking a life.

What really drove home the stakes of the job was a second trip to that memorial of fallen officers. This time, one name caught my eye, a name that had been most recently added—Patrolman Francis Xavier Walsh, shield number 22349. End of watch September 4, 1960.

Unbeknownst to me at the time, Walsh and I had both attended Rice High School in Harlem, yet somehow it still felt as if I’d followed him onto the force. The young officer was killed trying to stop an armed robbery at a liquor store on 8th Avenue, not far from my childhood home. He was just twenty-nine.5 While I never knew him, I met Francis Walsh at the memorial wall that day, and he walked with me for the rest of my career.

My first assignment was walking the beat of Manhattan’s 20th Precinct, the very same first assignment as my police inspiration, Robert McAllister.

Located just off the Hudson River and in the city’s posh Upper West Side, the 2-0 in 1961 boasted a smorgasbord of police experience. There were luminaries and celebrities at every turn—folks like Yankees legend Babe Ruth, who had an apartment between 71st and 72nd Streets.

Only a few blocks north, though, sat the infamous Endicott Hotel, which was at times the epicenter for the city’s drug and prostitution trade. With dive bars, drug dens, whorehouses, famous people, and posh nightspots all within a few blocks of one another, I was able to bounce through a humanity that transcended cultures and incomes—a great environment for a young officer to gain both experience and perspective.

There are a few important stories that stand out from my time in the 2-0, and they bring an important added dimension, not just to my personal journey but to the tapestry of experience needed to be a balanced and effective policeman. To begin with, I was “baptized” on what was known as the “Holiday Post”—one which took place during the holidays. The advantageous timing provided both a slow break-in for a new cop and more coverage and resources for crowded, holiday shopping areas.

Walking a beat also gave me a lot of time to think, make friends, learn by experience, and understand the neighborhood. It could be wonderfully personal at times, though it could be equally isolating, exemplified perhaps by my fellow men in blue who had the privilege of riding in one of the precinct’s relatively few patrol cars.

A foot patrolman was basically invisible to a patrol car. On the odd occasions where I would interact with them, the car guys were usually looking for somebody to babysit a DOA or an emotionally disturbed subject. I understood. These guys usually had a much more dangerous job than I did. Still, trouble had a knack for finding the beat cop.

Remember, there were no cell phones and no radios for foot patrol in 1961, only call boxes and the occasional payphone, so it quickly dawned on me that if I went into a tenement to investigate a fight, burglary, or armed assault, I essentially disappeared. I might go missing for a least an hour—if not longer—before the station would get around to sending a car to look for me.

Thankfully, being a beat cop also came with a unique and enlightening benefit. The people on my patrol got used seeing me there—both the troublemakers and those who genuinely needed help. My regular presence made it harder for criminals to act on impulse, while bringing other residents’ comfort and a sense of security.

I knew I’d arrived as a beat cop when phone calls stopped going to the 20th Precinct and, instead, people looked for me on patrol. In the process I made my first arrest and learned about two important elements of law enforcement.

Politics, and the identity of Mr. Green.

***

I had just left the precinct one afternoon when I observed a phalanx of cops rushing past in pursuit of a suspect. I fancied myself to be a pretty fast runner, so off I went to join in the chase.

I knew I was fast, but somehow I caught and overtook all of my fellow men in blue and made the collar. Gee, I thought, I’m pretty good at this police stuff. Then, I found out that my running speed outpaced my intellectual ability.

My fellow cops had let me make the arrest, knowing that the likely result was that I’d be pinned to a courtroom bench for the next several days. It was a policeman’s rite of passage, in a sense—the endless hours waiting for defense counsel to show up and judges to set cases. And the time waiting allowed me to study for promotions, so I guess my early police career was almost as much bailiff as cop.

Even so, the endless process was known as “waiting for Mister Green,” which many rookies mistook for the name of a lawyer. It really meant waiting for the defense lawyer to get paid to show up.

***

One absolutely freezing night only a few days before the end of the year, I was walking my beat when a guy ran over to me to report smoke filling the hall in a rooming house at 80th and Amsterdam. By the time I got there, I didn’t have to go inside to see the problem. A twisted snake of black and gray soot was uncoiling from a second-floor window. As people evacuated, I directed some bystanders to call the fire department, then tugged the collar of my overcoat tight and went inside to get a closer look.

Up on the second floor, I pounded on the apartment door and called inside. There was no response, and my pulse and blood pressure rose with the heat and urgency. I backed up a couple steps, kicked the door open, and charged in. What I missed in the rush of bravado and adrenaline was the door swinging back behind me and shutting.

Meanwhile directly in front of me, a huge column of flame was reaching up from a mattress and licking at the ceiling and walls. Not yet feeling the full force of the heat, I did a quick search, and thankfully nobody was home. I relaxed a moment and then got the brilliant idea of putting the mattress out on my own. Score one for NY’s Bravest and, I guess, for a question I must have missed on the fire test. Turned out, a beat cop beating and turning an old mattress only spreads the fire. After just a few seconds, the apartment was filled with flame and smoke, and I was choking.

Discretion being the better part of valor, I turned back for the door but found that when it had slammed shut, the cracked door frame had shifted and stuck the door in place. With no real leverage and just a door handle to pull on, I couldn’t get out. In seconds, I was nearly overcome, and I thought about jumping out the window. I also thought about dying. The moment I took to think sealed my fate and seconds later, I was struggling just to see and breathe. Suddenly, the door exploded off the hinges as axe-wielding firemen burst in. Calmly and without a word, the lead man assessed the situation in a nanosecond, grabbed the mattress, and heaved it out the window to the street below. Problem solved.

The firemen then turned to me rather indifferently and pointed me for the door. “Nice job,” I think one half joked. It was a mix of sarcasm and a hint of appreciation for my bravery I guess. It was another quick lesson in planning and assessment. Any dumb mistake, it sank into my head, could absolutely get me killed. My overcoat stank like smoke for the next week, and while I carefully downplayed the incident to Joan, I told brother Tom all about it.

***

While learning the lessons of a young patrolman, I discovered that there were wonderful mentors who could help me along the way. Officer Tom Gannon for one. Gannon was highly decorated and one of the most well-respected cops in the 2-0, but he was in his thirties and should have been in the Detective Bureau instead of out walking a beat. Word was that he was active in the Army Reserve, and the department never wasted a higher position on a guy they might lose.

Regardless, Gannon never wavered, never complained, and for some reason he took me under his wing. The friendship and ready guidance he offered made a real difference. It began with chatting as we left the station house, mostly helpful information about the post I would be working on any given shift. He was my first real role model on the force—extremely polished, carrying himself with dignity, and he always showed respect to anybody he met on the street.

It was a lesson by example.

Gannon also taught me that I shouldn’t just look at those I arrested as criminals. They were, after all, human beings trying to survive, and in doing so had committed “criminal acts.” It was a critical distinction for a young man, carrying a shield and gun, to remember.

This is the kind of guy I want to be, I thought. He made people—good and bad alike—feel safer, a powerful example that was critical to this former teen troublemaker.

Gannon’s advice would prove especially critical the night I had my first run-in with the dreaded Internal Affairs.

***

It was a brutally cold night, one filled with crusty, treacherous, and dirty snow, the kind you could feel slicing through your shoes even as its crunch told the entire street you were coming.

There was also a light mist of sleet falling that night. It made my overcoat—known in police lingo as the “horse-blanket”—damp and partly frozen. Trying to stay warm by movement, I happened down West End Avenue to a poorly lit section, the kind of foreboding spot that cops called a mugger’s paradise. Keeping my head on a swivel, I spotted an older man in a doorway across the way. I’d seen him before and we’d exchanged greetings, but that night he had more to say.

“Hey, young man,” he called out in a thick Irish brogue. “Get yourself warm a moment.” He waved his arms as I slowed. “Come on then. You’ll catch your death.”

I knew him as a local building super and figured a moment to get warm would be okay, so I followed him down to the basement near the boiler to grab a few minutes of heat. In the cozy confines, we chatted about the neighborhood and about our shared Irish roots until the time drew close for my call-in to the precinct. Just as I retrieved my coat and hat and readied to leave, I heard the tell-tale blast of air that announced the removal of a bottle cap.

“Here, have a beer,” the man said with a twinkle in his eye as he pressed a cold Ballentine Ale into my hand. I didn’t want to drink on the job but figured, what harm could a few sips do? A moment later, I was up the elevator and back on the beat, no harm no foul. Then, not wanting to seem rude, I went back to the building and, after spending some time discussing daily events and my new line of work, I thanked the super for his kindness and ducked back outside, thinking all was well.

It was a quiet night, after all.

Returning to foot patrol, I went toward the call box and glanced back down the street. A car caught my eye. It was parked across from the building, and inside I spotted the shape of a man, strangely sitting in the passenger seat. He seemed just to be waiting there in the darkness and, stranger still, the engine was off. That meant no heat. It didn’t add up.

Growing suspicious, I carefully crossed the street out of sight of the man and slowly walked down the sidewalk toward the passenger side. Once there, I took out my nightstick and tapped on the glass. Through the partly frosted windows, I could see that the guy inside was wearing a suit and hat more suited for the daytime. He had a hard face, and as I leaned closer he looked at me sternly and then silently rolled down the window.

Still he just stared.

“May I ask what it is that you are doing here?” I waited.

Without a word, he opened the door, stepped out and showed me his captain’s shield. Instantly, the few sips of beer I had just enjoyed started to leap from my stomach.

“I’m Captain Rockwell with Internal Affairs,” he finally growled. I knew the name. Rockwell was famous for nailing guys with complaints. Suddenly all I could think about was my soon-to-be next career with the fire department. “So, what were you doing in that building?” Rockwell looked straight down his nose at me.

If my time maneuvering around as a teen had taught me anything, it was how to be quick on my feet.

“Super flagged me down to help get an unruly tenant upstairs and put to bed.” I said, looking everywhere but back into Rockwell’s eyes.

“You came out and made a ring,” he said, referring to my trip to the call box. He said it calmly, like he was reading from the newspaper. He was reading me with far greater interest. “Did you tell the sergeant?” He waited for me to look at him.

“No.”

“Then you went back in, why?”

I don’t know what came over me. Maybe, it was just gallows humor, like a last joke before an execution. All I could do was shrug.

“To make sure he stayed.”

Rockwell stared at me so long that I felt like I was already sliding down that fire pole, but then a hint of a smile creased the gruff investigator’s mask and his demeanor changed.

“I’ll give you credit,” he said. “You came after me. You observed me.”

Rockwell certainly knew my story was off, but maybe he was suddenly more appreciative of my skills. Maybe he made a moment’s assessment of my future worth to law enforcement and let me slide.

“This one’s on me,” he said as he turned back for the car door. “Have a good night.”

After my run-in with Rockwell, I quickly sought out Tom Gannon, hoping that my ability to spot the guy would garner me some points. Instead, it got me a well-deserved earful as my mentor took me to task for providing Rockwell the opportunity to write me up. He reminded me what such a complaint could do to a police career. It stung for sure, but as usual, Gannon gave me food for thought, and the lesson never left me.

Carry yourself as an example, at all times.

***

In the early 1960s, each precinct only had four or so patrol cars or “sector cars,” so getting into them was an extremely competitive affair. If you were lucky, you started out as a fill-in when space appeared. It was called “getting a seat.” The coveted car detail meant that you’d go where the action was, and, most important in winter, you’d be warm and dry. It also meant a blur of partners, some great and others not so much. In fact, each of us was taught early to be wary of whom we might be partnered with during roll call. It was my first exposure to the notion that some cops were burned-out and, sadly, that others could actually be liabilities.

Fortunately, I got very lucky with my initial radio car assignments, including Officer Frank DeRosa. He taught me where to position the car when stopped for various types of calls, what to look out for, how not to get trapped or boxed in. DeRosa could look out the window and point out a guy who was sizing up a business or a mark, then direct me where to move to observe or contain him if we had to apprehend.

A few choice words from Frank often sent guys packing and averted a crime altogether. When I asked him why not wait for the arrest, he taught me about prevention—about not letting things get that far just for the sake of a collar.

“We’re here to prevent as much as protect,” he reminded me. “Not to issue summonses and make arrests after the fact.”

Another of my great sector car experiences came alongside Jerry Giorgio, a smooth operator who was every bit as polished and on the ball as Frank DeRosa and Tom Gannon. Unlike Gannon and DeRosa, however, Giorgio had the air of a detective about him. Little did I know that he would go on to have one of the more distinguished careers in the NYPD. So well-known, in fact, that he was later credited with inspiring the Jerry Orbach character of Lennie Briscoe in the TV hit Law & Order.6

After a blur of cars and partners, I had the good fortune of landing in a car with the six-foot-two, two-hundred-ten-pound form of Heinrich “Hank” Buck, shield number 695. Hank had manned a patrol adjacent to mine and with his physical stature, blond hair, and striking German scowl, he was hard to miss.

Buck projected a disciplined and military bearing, one that had been honed by six months in the US Marine Corps Reserves. Surprisingly, he knew a lot about me—my arrests and even the time I single-handedly delivered a baby. My life wasn’t that interesting, nor was it department news. Like previous mentors, Hank was adamant that a cop’s image and professionalism were two of his most important assets. People on the street responded best to respect and the projection of fairness and authority.

There was an added early benefit of our partnership, too—Hank’s shield number, 695. With mine a distant 19157, people on our patrol always took his number first, as it was easier to remember. This was good and bad depending on the situation at hand. If somebody wanted to complain, it’d be Hank’s shield they’d recall, but the same held true for good news or positive reports to the precinct.

We mostly got positive reviews, though, and when hit with the odd complaint, Hank would direct people to me, saying, “My assistant will take your report.” For both our sakes, he hoped they wouldn’t remember my number. Meanwhile, my brother Tom was surpassing me. Not only had he followed me into the department, but he’d taken on tougher and more dangerous assignments, including getting “the seat” before I did.

The times Hank Buck and I got the coveted sector car assignments, we quickly noticed how much more difficult it was to observe the city from a vehicle. To think we always looked up to these guys. In reality, the confines of the car put you at a cold distance from the community. Speed and responsiveness came at the cost of quality time. The beat had required us to be a mix of investigator and counselor. The sector car made us little more than first responders.

Yet I couldn’t dwell on the particulars and challenges of the discovery. There were other more pressing matters to which I had to respond…

***

I recall the early morning hours of March 29, 1962, as raw and miserable, a bitter swirl of rain, wind, and snow that whipped the tolerable thirty-degree temperature down toward the frigid teens.

Pregnant from the previous July, my wife, Joan, was due at any moment, yet there I was back on foot patrol and walking Central Park West by the Museum of Natural History. At maybe 3:15 a.m., I stopped at the corner of 79th Street to make my third call-in of the shift when the sergeant gave me a message, almost as an afterthought.

“Oh, by the way, your wife called a couple hours ago—she was on her way to the hospital.”

I hailed the first cab I could find and rushed back to the precinct. When I barged in to tell the sergeant I was leaving, he looked at me like, “What the hell are you doing here?” I didn’t even return the look, nor did I care what it meant for my job.

“My wife’s giving birth,” I yelled on the way out. There were no “Congratulations,” or “Is everything okay?” I think a suspect or two—those waiting to be booked or questioned—might have offered their support.

I didn’t care if I got fired. I wasn’t going miss the birth of my first child and, still in uniform, raced into the hospital with such purpose that the whole hospital staff backed away, likely convinced I was there to arrest somebody.

Next thing I knew, the beautiful Joanne Hallinan was looking up at me through newborn eyes, and my life was forever changed. Holding that tiny human life in my arms, the true scope of my responsibilities hit me.

Then, I had to use
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