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IN MEMORY OF

JOHN PHILBIN

AND

JIMMY “THE KID” NOLAN

 


May the road rise up to meet you,

May the wind be always at your back,

May the sun shine warm upon your face,

And the rains fall soft upon your fields,

And until we meet again

May God hold you in the palm of His hand.

(IRISH BLESSING)

 

 


“Chicago’s cops are a special breed. There are few that you feel lukewarm about. You either love them or hate them.”

—Journalist Peter Nolan
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A note about the missing images


INTRODUCTION

This memoir was written by our father, John A. DiMaggio, in the 1990s.

Growing up, we of course knew he was a cop, but it wasn’t until much later that we fully appreciated the kind of cop he was. As kids, we thought he was just a strict dad because he had two daughters and a son, and we were indeed a handful. As it was, he was most likely terrified every time we left the house, let alone the neighborhood. Chicago was and still can be a “rough town.” One thing is for sure—the youngest and middle children’s antics did much to hone our father’s detective skills!

Upon Dad’s retirement in 1991, he sat down to write this fascinating account of the four decades he worked in the Chicago Police Department. The manuscript languished among his personal effects until after his death in 2008, after which we decided to resurrect it, spruce it up, and submit it for publication. It turns out that he was an excellent word craftsman and storyteller; in fact, he was no stranger to writing—for many years he wrote the “Ask Sarge” column for the Mystery Writers of America Midwest Chapter newsletter.

What makes the book so interesting is not only the many captivating stories of burglary, robbery, murder, and riots contained in the manuscript, but also the you-are-there time travel element. For example, Dad takes the reader back to the turbulent 1960s, when the police department was making a painful transition from “old school” to modernization. It was a different time and, in many ways, a very different place.

Our father retired to Las Vegas with our mother after becoming one of the most decorated officers on the force. Some of the awards and honors he received are listed elsewhere. To us, though, he was Dad. No awards or honors made much difference as to how we thought of him. To us he was the bravest and most loving father any kid could have.

We know our father would like to thank many individuals who helped him in his career and assisted with the writing of this manuscript, so we would like to mention them. If there is anyone we’ve left out, please forgive the oversight.

Great appreciation goes to Wayne Klatt, who worked with Dad on the manuscript in the 90s, and to Raymond Benson for editing and polishing it.

Our father would most certainly want to acknowledge the men who were his partners and colleagues. These were names we heard a lot in our household, and some of these fellows were like family: (alphabetically) Kurt Bartall, Frank Cappitelli, John Coughlin, Bob Cody, Larry Evans, Frank Hanley, Ron Kelly, Jim Maurer, Jimmy Nolan, John Philbin, Steve Pizzello, Paul Roppel, Jerry Stubig, and O.W. Wilson.

Lastly, the biggest thank you of all goes to his wife and our mother, Rosemary, who assuredly spent many sleepless nights wondering if Dad would come home.

He always did.

Diane DiMaggio

Debra DiMaggio

John DiMaggio

June 2017

 


RETIRED DETECTIVE SERGEANT JOHN A. DiMAGGIO WAS ONE OF THE MOST DECORATED OFFICERS IN THE CHICAGO POLICE DEPARTMENT.

HIS AWARDS INCLUDE:

Superintendent’s Award of Valor (Two)

Mayor Richard J. Daley’s Praiseworthy Acknowledgment Plaque for Exceptional Act of Bravery Involving Risk of Life

Presidential Citation of Appreciation

Vice Presidential Citation of Appreciation

Governor of Illinois Award of Recognition

Illinois Police Association Award of Valor

Unit Meritorious Award

Six Department Commendations

Numerous Honorable Mentions and Written Citations


A POLICE CHAPLAIN’S NOTE TO THE READER

The police officer has one of the last few exciting jobs still left in America. The fabric of the average officer’s day has the ridiculous interwoven with the sublime, and he or she becomes familiar with a day that is saturated with heroism, humor, and horror. No wonder we want a peek into that world!

We Americans have an odd relationship with those who police us. We want them to be closely monitored and exquisitely sensitive when they enter our personal world, but when our personal world is attacked by the powers of hell, we want those police to be fearless, tough, and unlimited in their willingness to take action. In life’s dilemmas, we keep learning that you just can’t have it both ways.

I have been a priest for twenty-five years, and a Chicago police chaplain for sixteen of them. I have been a parish priest for the first ten of those twenty-five years, and I met some wonderful people. That said, I never met such high quality, bona fide heroes—and comedians—as I have since I started working with the police. There is no other group like them. The rest of the country might not know that, but the police know it, and that’s enough for them.

John DiMaggio was one of them. His reputation among the Chicago police officers who worked with him is still lively and intact.

“If I did something wrong, he’s the last copper I’d want looking for me. He’d get me!” That’s what the ultimate police compliment sounds like when they talk among themselves.

The day-to-day work of a big city police officer is spent working for peace, justice, and order in the midst of life’s messiness. Sounds pretty noble and idealistic, doesn’t it? It is. And the warp and woof of the big city police officer’s day makes him or her an acquaintance of Satan—but also a friend of God.

No wonder we can’t get a long enough peek into their world. John DiMaggio goes a little farther and gives us a peek into their hearts.

Good for us!

—Fr. Thomas R. Nangle, Director, Chaplains Unit, Chicago Police Department

 


PREFACE

Maybe it’s true that only a cop can understand a cop, but I would like to show you the world we live in, using incidents that occurred during my thirty-three years as a Chicago policeman. These stories unfolded as I served as a patrolman, a chauffeur/bodyguard for the police superintendent, in the Intelligence Unit, as a detective, and then as a detective sergeant in robbery, homicide, and specialized units.

I originally intended to write about just a slasher case that haunted me for years after the attacker’s arrest, but friends suggested that I would be passing up too many interesting people and events.

I was apprehensive at first because some of the stories are strikingly unconventional, bizarre, and maybe shocking. Many might seem unbelievable, but I have kept a file of reports and newspaper articles to document them.

Overcoming my reluctance, I began writing about some of the officers I had known. One was killed by a “mad bomber,” and another was struck down in the prime of life by a medical condition. I also wrote about good cops and bad cops, departmental politics, some things we did that were not standard procedure, and a few events that are still painful to recall.

You have to understand that the milieu of burglars, robbers, psychos, and killers is unpredictable and unnatural, and there is always a strain on police because they have to remain in the natural world while fitting into the shadow world. Nevertheless, most of us were hard working officers who cared more about the public than the people ever realized. We were shot at by rioters and we’ve been called “pigs” by others, and one man tried to run me down with a car—yet we helped keep a city together in a troubled time.

So here it is, how the police really work—in good times and bad—as seen through one pair of eyes. Everything is told just as it happened, except for fictionalized names that are marked with an asterisk on first mention. Many of these stories I have never told anyone before, not even my friends and family.

And there are many other stories to tell…

—John A. DiMaggio

 

 


1

The Action Shift

“The possibility exists that after the operation, you will be in a wheelchair for the rest of your life,” the orthopedic surgeon told me after evaluating my injuries from when a robber knocked me down a flight of stairs in a North Side police station. The surgeon was speaking in the presence of a doctor who would serve as a witness if something went wrong.

“The possibility also exists that after the operation, you will not have any control of your bladder,” Dr. Louis Kolb droned on. “The possibility exists that…”

I felt as if I were being read my rights. How was I going to tell my wife that I had decided to go ahead with a spinal fusion? She thought that traction would be a cure-all and that I would be heading home in a few days. I was gambling with my life, but it was my life. No one could make the decision for me. So I told Dr. Kolb just to get it over with.

The surgery was performed at Chicago’s Illinois Masonic Hospital in late 1971, and I underwent the most difficult seven months of my life. I was thirty-eight years old. The operation, out of necessity, destroyed some of my muscles and I had to learn to walk all over again. I’ll save that story for later, but let me say now that pain pills alone provided the ability to be able to joke with my wife and the officers who came to see me.

“Hey, John, you done enough,” one of my police friends said as I was recovering from the surgery. Chicago accent. “You done enough.” Not “You’ve done enough.” That’s the way we talk in Chicago.

“Take the disability. You’ll be livin’ easy.”

I would receive seventy-five percent of my pay, tax free, with all the medical benefits extended to me and my family until I reached the age of sixty-three. After that, I would receive a seventy-five percent pension.

But I had been a cop for fourteen years, and it had become a way of life.

Since I would have to exercise daily, I was determined to do it by climbing the stairs to the third floor Robbery Squad room. Nevertheless, I wasn’t going to get a clean slate from Dr. Kolb by telling him the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but. Not that I lied. It’s just that when we sat down to talk about what my duties might be, I said the work normally performed by a detective sergeant was answering phone calls, going over case reports, and filing papers.

“Will there be any lifting involved?”

“Just lifting papers, doc,” I answered. “It’s really an easy job—a lot of sitting.”

Maybe Dr. Kolb believed me, and maybe he just saw that this was somebody who wasn’t going to stay down.

“John, I’m going to leave it up to your good judgment,” he said. My heart took a leap. “I’ll write up a report recommending that you be returned to full duty. But promise me you won’t do anything that would be detrimental to your back operation.”

So I promised, and it wasn’t a total lie. I could not see anything down the line that would be dangerous, but knowing the streets of Chicago—who could tell?

In May 1972, I returned to full duty in the Robbery Unit at what was then called Area Six. Our office at Damen and Grace was in a dilapidated three-story building holding on until a wrecker’s ball could flatten the place. The first floor housed the traffic division and had a roll call room in the rear. A creaking staircase led to small rooms on the second floor for the youth division, task force, and general assignment unit. On the third floor, the Burglary Unit was at the front and there was an adjoining space for auto theft detectives. The rear was shared by detectives from the Robbery and the Homicide/Sex Units.

Unlike modern police stations, the Area Six headquarters reeked with a nitty-gritty atmosphere. The vinyl floor was worn down to its raw materials, the walls had needed paint for years, and the ceiling cracks gave us something to look at when we were tired of the alley view from our windows. In the winter, the third floor was not much warmer than outside, and in the summer it was twice as hot.

I loved the place.

You would think from the movies that we detectives work alone, handle one case at a time, and dangle over cliffs when we are not getting into shootouts. Well, not always. Most police work really is routine, but the camaraderie and the excitement of building a case from scratch makes up for everything.

We at Area Six thought we were the elite because we handled the most diverse part of the city. We had everything from the violent Cabrini-Green housing project to the Gold Coast district along Lake Michigan, and from the cardinal’s mansion to the Rush Street nightclubs. The most spectacular robberies, the most profitable burglaries, and many of the strangest murders in the city came to us. Fictional detectives might be hardened from seeing it all, but we were constantly amazed at the twists and turns of human behavior. After work, the officers would meet in restaurants, bars, bowling alleys—anywhere—and tell Area Six stories into the wee hours of the morning.

We threw ourselves into our work. Any officer with ambition wanted to be assigned to our Area, and that meant detectives working there always thought twice about sloughing off because they knew someone was eager for their place. The ones who stayed on could fit right in with any problem that came along. They were intuitive and ingenious, courageous, and sometimes reckless.

When I returned to duty, the area commander put me on the day shift to help me recover, but I assured him that I was feeling great and the back brace I was required to wear for a few more months was bothersome but tolerable. I asked him to return me to the action shift, from four p.m. to midnight, and with a grin and a shake of his head, he granted my request.

“Be careful, try and stay in the office, and take care of that back,” he said.

On August 14, less than three months after I returned to duty, the Robbery Unit commander went home and I was in charge. Then we received a call at six p.m. from communications about a “hostage situation” on West Giddings Street at the north end of the city.

“The Twentieth District watch commander is requesting your assistance with heavy equipment,” the dispatcher said.

“Got it,” I replied, and I gave my name and star number, 1091. “Tell them we’re on our way.”

I threw the weapons cabinet key to Detective Leonard Muscolino. “You, Bill Daly, and I will handle the assignment,” I told him. “Bill Alexander will take over the desk. Take two shotguns, extra ammunition, and the big-beam flashlights, and I’ll meet you downstairs.”

I signed out a supervisor’s car and went to the station parking lot. I checked the gas level and pulled around to the side entrance. Then I climbed out and opened the trunk. Lenny and Bill came out at a trot. Lenny was carrying the shotguns and extra ammunition, and Bill was lugging two extra-large flashlights and the bulky case with the tear gas gun, projectiles, and gas masks.

“We got everything?” I asked.

“Yeah, everything,” Lenny answered.

“No, we don’t. We might need the walkie-talkies.”

Lenny volunteered to get them and went back upstairs for three sets.

Leonard Muscolino was six-foot-two and weighed 230 pounds, someone you wouldn’t want on your tail in a chase. The funny thing was that he had such a great personality that even the criminals he arrested liked him. Lenny had the experience and talents needed for a hostage situation, but Bill was still learning the ropes. I thought I’d take him along to get him used to the completely unpredictable work of dealing with someone on the brink.

Many people who threaten someone and hole up with weapons are in a sort of depression turned inside out. Rather than feel helpless, they need a rush of adrenaline to keep from falling apart. That’s dangerous enough, but these people sometimes want to kill a cop just so they can get killed, too. It’s a situation where all your instincts tell you to rush right in, but your brain says you’ve got to keep these people talking until you can anticipate their next move.

Nowadays, every major city has special hostage negotiation teams that go by a variety of names and initials. Back then, in the early seventies, we were just learning that hostage situations require psychology rather than sheer manpower or firepower. Several officers had lost their lives in order to teach us that lesson.

We reached the scene at 6:30 p.m. and had to get out of our squad car a block away because of all the police vehicles parked helter skelter down the street and in front of the building. The 20th District watch commander was shouting through a bullhorn in the middle of it all. Twenty to thirty uniformed officers were scattered all over, and everyone looked eager to charge at the enemy.

“Come out with your hands up!” the watch commander shouted. “We have the house surrounded!” Who knew how long he had been repeating those words?

I went up to him, identified myself, and told him I had brought the heavy equipment as requested. He informed me that all this had started as a suicide attempt in the first floor apartment. A young man named Robert Nelson had slashed his wrists after his father quarreled with him about his drinking. When two officers rushed in, after being called by the father, they found the son lying in bed with a shotgun.

“He told my men that he was going to blow their brains out, so they backed out and called for assistance,” the commander said.

“Who are the hostages?”

“Just a couple friends of his. Kids, just kids.”

“Is the father out?”

“He’s out, he’s standing over there. He’s all right, but the son’s ranting and raving.”

As the captain spoke, I gazed at the building and saw through the window a heavy young man pacing back and forth with a shotgun. The shades were drawn halfway, so I couldn’t see his face.

“Captain,” I said, “I’m going to position myself in the building to the east, the one with the hallway. That should afford us some protection. We’ll have the heavy equipment at that location should the need arise. I would advise you to take cover and order all the policemen to do the same.”

“Sergeant, I am the captain, and I am in charge and will give all the orders until I am relieved by a higher ranking officer. Is that clear?” Not waiting for an answer, he shouted his final order at me. “Stand by until I require your assistance!”

I don’t know how many hostage situations the captain had been in, but as the designated heavy weapons officer at Area Six, I had been at several, two of them involving shootouts, and I was also in charge of a heavy weapons squad during the West Side riots. The captain was correct in affirming the chain of command, but I went about carrying out my own plans without defying his orders.

I briefed my two men, and then asked Bill to cover the rear of the building and keep in touch through the walkie-talkie. I had Lenny load the shotguns and tell the officers at the front, two at a time, about the seriousness of the situation. People in hostage situations have mousetrap minds, and anything can set them off.

The captain kept bellowing through the bullhorn in the street as I hung my suit coat on the knob of the hallway door and positioned myself not six feet from the shattered windows of the living room. I could see how scared those hostages were as they stood by the front window, but I had ample protection if there was any gunfire. From his gunfire, at least. If thirty officers decided to shoot back without taking aim, I might be in a spot. But I was hoping to take this guy down without any gunplay.

I stood in helpless anticipation for an hour and a half against the hallway door as the sunlight faded in the humid August evening. The street lights came on and the bright moon rose, but nothing else had changed. Nelson’s father was still in the street, surrounded by officers and neighbors, and the watch commander kept repeating, “Come out with your hands up!”

My body jerked in surprise when Nelson used the butt of his shotgun to smash the front windows, sending the captain and the patrol officers ducking for cover. I knew there probably wouldn’t be a better time to take action. Nelson’s twitchy movements had just given me a better view of the room. Lenny was two feet from me with a shotgun, and I was a foot away from the loaded tear gas gun—but I wanted to use the weapons only as a last resort.

I mentioned to Lenny that I wished we had a ladder to put against the building in case we needed it. Then we would have a clear shot into the room while Nelson was standing several feet from his cowering friends. Minutes later, Lenny tapped me on the shoulder and showed me two boxes that could raise one of us to a good level. We were planning a worst case scenario.

The two of us could hear Nelson ordering his hostages to kneel. Then he put the shotgun muzzle close to the head of one friend and then the other.

“I’m going to blow your fuckin’ heads off, and the cops’, too!” the young man yelled.

Any motion or sound from us would make him pull the trigger. The hostages would be killed, thirty officers would start blasting, and Lenny and I would be in the middle. Sometimes doing nothing is an action in itself.

Nelson kept talking, not all of it making sense, and at one point he clearly said, “Cops killed my friend, and that fuckin’ Nuccio killed my cousin!”

Oh my God, I thought. Four years before, Officer Richard Nuccio had fatally shot a teenager named Ronald Nelson after the young man threw a knife at him in an alley near Wrigley Field, the Chicago Cubs’ ballpark. Nuccio, while running after Nelson, fired after the blade missed him. The act might have seemed justifiable to anybody else, but not for a police officer. Nuccio was convicted of manslaughter and sent to prison for eight years.

Robert Nelson, however, was probably just using the death of his cousin as an excuse for going out in a blaze of glory and gunfire.

The bullhorn boomed again. “Nelson, we have your mother out here and she wants to talk to you. We’re sending her in.”

That, I thought, could be the worst thing to do in a situation like this if her son felt any hostility toward her.

A woman in her early fifties appeared out of nowhere and stood at the front door. She was separated from her husband, and Nelson had not seen her for a while. I watched as she entered the living room and joined the two hostages near the picture window. Even if Nelson didn’t kill her, she might be in the way of all the officers aiming their weapons.

Nelson pointed the shotgun at her abdomen and hollered, “You were never a mother to me, you always treated me like shit! You were never around any time I needed you!”

I whispered to Lenny, “Get those boxes ready.”

There was a gentle tug on my shirt sleeve as I stood flat against the hallway door. I turned and saw Assistant Deputy Superintendent Raymond Clark, the department’s point man for trouble spots.

“How’s it going?” he asked in a half-voice.

“Not too well. He almost took those people out. That’s Nelson’s mother in there. She’s supposed to talk him out of it, but so far she hasn’t said a word. They evacuated his sister and her three children from the second floor. They’re clearing out this building and the one on the other side. The coverage at the front and rear is adequate, but too many policemen are in vulnerable positions.”

“Okay, John, what do you recommend?”

I respected Clark enough to be honest. “Boss, I’ve been a little aggravated since I got here. There are too many officers exposed to danger. We still don’t know if Nelson’s just seeking attention, but we do know he’s got a grudge against police.”

Then Nelson’s mother said something—what, we couldn’t hear—and her son shouted, “Fuck you, get out of my house!”

The woman turned toward the street and yelled through the broken window at the small army of officers, “I can’t reason with him!”

It took twenty minutes, but Nelson let his mother go. Clark went and had a short talk with the captain, and then came around again. “What about tear gas?” he asked.

“Not a good idea,” I replied. “Nelson’s ventilated the place by breaking the windows. We’d probably get more gas than he would. Another thing, boss, we’ve got CN gas, and it’s always a potential fire hazard. If it ignites something, the fire trucks wouldn’t be able to get close because of all the squad cars blocking the street.”

“Any suggestions?”

“He came close to shooting those hostages, but he smashed the windows instead. I don’t think he wants to, they’re supposed to be his friends. He’s all confused. I’d like to get him out without deadly force, but he has to calm down first. Maybe someone can call the apartment and talk to him by phone. He’d take that as less a threat than the bullhorn. Maybe we should also consider clearing the squad cars from the street and calling the fire department to stand by.”

As I spoke, I kept watching the window. Nelson suddenly turned to face me as he bent down and peered through shattered panes. With the shotgun butt ready at his hip, his eyes locked onto mine through the darkness.

“Who are you? Are you a boss?” he demanded to know.

Now, what should I say? That I was a heavy weapons expert and could blow him away before he reached that trigger? That the man standing next to me was the assistant deputy superintendent? The truth was always wide enough to use selectively.

“No, I’m not a boss,” I answered. “I’m just a police detective,” intentionally not mentioning that I was a detective sergeant.

“Well, what are you looking at?” he asked harshly.

“I’m looking at you.” I hadn’t planned on talking to Nelson, but I couldn’t stop now. “I would really like to come inside and speak to you.”

Did I say that? I wasn’t scared, but I had no idea what I might be letting myself in for. Imagine what the watch commander would have thought had he learned I was trying to go in on my own. Oh well—I thought the same thing when he permitted Nelson’s mother to enter the place.

“Yeah, you can come in,” Nelson said with a strange grin on his face, “but you’ll have to come in without your gun.”

“Okay.” I unsnapped my holster and slowly slid out the .38 caliber snub-nosed revolver while watching his bulbous baby face, trying to see whether trust or murder hid behind those eyes. I handed my gun to Clark, who seemed reluctant to accept it. He wanted to stop me, but he knew that any exchange of words between us might spring Nelson into some type of action.

“Are you going to be all right?” Clark whispered. All I could do was nod, not really knowing how to answer.

After crossing the lawn and going up the concrete steps, I entered the small lobby of the apartment building and faced a door with a large glass window. Rather than seeing if it was locked, I wanted Nelson to believe that I was entirely in his hands. After all, I tried to convince myself, there was an essential difference between the watch commander and myself.

I didn’t consider Nelson an enemy.

The guy would be one trigger-pull away from ending my life, but strangely enough I felt sorry for him. The needless shooting of his cousin was not what had set him off, but right now he thought it did. Nelson was thinking he was being a man of vengeance, and I had to show him that not all policemen behaved like the officer who had killed his cousin. The killing was what some psychiatrists would call a “risk factor,” a circumstance that nudges people closer to the edge.

Having majored in psychology in college, I thought I might have an edge in dealing with someone whose mind was in its own universe. Keep watching his face and listening to what he says, I told myself, not so much to what he might tell me, but rather for any strings of illogic that might be clues to his real thoughts.

Nelson was so tense now that if I were going to calm him down, it would have to be with a little levity. My knuckles thumped on the door glass with that famous “shave-and-a-haircut” rhythm—rap-a-tap tap-tap … tap-tap.

“Open the door and search him,” Nelson commanded to one of the hostages. His voice carried through the hallway. “If he’s got a gun on him, I’m going to blow his motherfuckin’ head off.”

The lobby door swung open. I didn’t move, but I scanned the corridor to start working out my strategy. Ten feet away, the large young man with glasses and a thin mustache peered down the barrel sight with one eye closed.

“Search him!” Both hostages fumbled at my pockets. “Pull up his pants legs. Pull up his shirt. All right, go back and stand by the front windows.” He needed them there to make sure police didn’t start firing.

Was I totally concentrating? No. I was thinking that I should have said goodbye to Lenny and explained to Bill the do’s and don’ts of hostage situations. Mainly, the don’ts.

“Come this way slowly,” Nelson ordered. As I walked into his apartment, he made a turn into a darkened hallway that led to his kitchen, the shotgun still trained on me. “Go sit down.” I was surprised by how much control he showed. He was as large as Lenny, and I wasn’t sure I could overpower him. I had the advantage of training and the disadvantage of a back held together by surgery. He had the advantage of at least fifty pounds, youth, and a mind unbounded by reality.

I could clearly see outside, and that meant thirty officers could see us as well. I didn’t know if that was to my advantage or not. The department at the time didn’t have a sharpshooter squad, and a lot of eager rookies were nervous and unpredictable.

“Well, you’re here, are you happy now?” Nelson asked with sarcasm. Shards of glass littered the floor, mostly from the windows, but also from picture frames, ash trays, and figurines he had shattered. What was really weird was that he was barefoot—crunching on all that glass without any indication he could feel the cuts other than shifting his weight from one foot to the other. His blood was everywhere, not only from his feet, but from his left wrist where he had slashed himself.

“I’m here to help you,” I said. “You need medical attention and I would like to escort you out of this apartment without anybody getting hurt. So far you haven’t done anything drastic, and I would like you to think things over and permit me to help you.”

I said it as if I only intended to be his companion, but I was thinking over ways of taking him down. The long barrel of the shotgun would be easy to grab if I made a rush at him. It was a distinctive weapon, a 12-gauge Browning automatic with a magazine capacity of five rounds. Hunters were permitted to have a total capacity of three, two in the magazine and one in the chamber. I knew how heavy it was from personal experience, because I owned one. When I was hunting pheasants and rabbits, I never thought I would be at the other end of the barrel one day.

I had to assume the gun was loaded. Did he have three rounds in the chamber, or five? Thoughts raced through my head. Double ‘00’ buckshot shells contain eight .32 caliber lead pellets, the kind used in police work. On the other hand, the gun could be chambered with slugs. A single, two-ounce piece of lead at close range would be capable of destroying my entire chest cavity.

“You killed my cousin and now I’m going to kill you and two more policemen,” Nelson announced with a frightening calmness. That was one of his strings of illogic. He knew that Nuccio had killed Ronald and I was not Nuccio—and yet he didn’t, not now. His rage had made all policemen a target. As he spoke, he took up a shooting position, angled his head, closed one eye again, and looked at my face down the long black barrel.

If I show fear, he’ll kill me. If I look tough, he’ll kill me.

“At least give me a chance to talk to you,” I said. “You let me in here to talk, and I haven’t had a chance to say much.”

He didn’t utter a word, but I could see that my ploy worked. Nelson lowered the shotgun, picked his nose with his free hand, and told me, “Go ahead and say something.”

“There are a lot of policemen out there and they have heavy equipment, and I can assure you they will do something if you don’t agree to walk out of here.”

“Get rid of them. Tell them all to go away!” His voice quivered and his eyes darted in agitation.

“They won’t leave, no matter what I tell them. They will be there until you’re safely out of here. You just said that I killed your cousin, but let me tell you something. That case was a tragedy. You know that Richard Nuccio killed your cousin, and Nuccio is no longer a policeman. He’s serving time in the penitentiary.”

My rambling was an attempt to distract him. Right now we had a common link, neither Nelson nor I knew what he would be doing next. I knew his arms must be getting tired from carrying that heavy weapon. Maybe I could wear him out even though he clearly wasn’t listening.

“If it wasn’t for you policemen, my cousin would be alive right now.”

His two young friends at the front window trembled in the summer heat. They looked at me in terror. If I got killed, they would be next, if not by Nelson, then by the blazing gunfire from the officers outside.

“Could I have a cigarette?” I asked. “I left mine in my jacket out there.” There were three in a pack on the cocktail table directly in front of me. I hoped he would come closer.

“Sure, you can have one. They’re right there in front of your nose.”

As I reached for the pack, I sat on the edge of the couch. That would make me less of a threat to him. I shook out a cigarette and tossed the pack back on the table. I could make a leap and catch him by surprise, but the table might impede me. What if I tripped on the glass covering the floor, and my falling set him off? I could imagine three shotgun blasts, and then a barrage from outside.

Dr. Kolb’s words echoed in my mind. Don’t do anything that will hurt your back. My thinking had only been goal-oriented, but now I began to wonder if my wrap-around corset could keep my spine fused if I made a dash for the gun. And what will your duties be if you returned?

Clerical office work, answering phones, reading reports, things like that…

I remained where I was and lit the cigarette. Was Nelson trying to read my mind? I had to keep him off guard. So with the smoking cigarette between my fingers, I said casually, as if to a friend, “You know, I have to be fuckin’ crazy.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

“What am I doing in this apartment trying to help you? I have a wife and three small children, and you keep pointing that shotgun in my direction. And why? I have done nothing to hurt you or your family. I volunteered to come into your home and talk to you and listen to you…”

The words I used were intentional—“children,” “family,” “home,” “listen …”

“Just shut the fuck up,” he interrupted. I don’t know if he saw through me or if the soothing words just mixed him up further. “I know I’m in trouble and I know I’m going to have to blow your head off and I’ll take a couple more policemen with me!”

The more he babbled, the more his shotgun lowered. A quarter of an inch, half an inch, an inch, two inches … His rage took over and for this one moment he forgot that I was a threat. His free hand moved up to pick his nose again. I made a snap decision to take advantage of the opportunity.

I shot to my feet, oblivious of the cocktail table and the broken glass on the floor, and raced at him. Nelson had drifted into his own world and couldn’t get out. He screamed, attempted to raise the gun, but then he turned away like a frightened little boy in a tantrum. I landed on his back, then swooped one arm around and grabbed the stock of the weapon as he ran toward the kitchen with me on his shoulders! Still riding him, I slapped my other hand close to the barrel. There were four hands on the gun now—he pushed one way I pulled the other. The pressure equalized, and the shotgun pointed straight up.

Shrieking, Nelson was unable to twist and throw me off. I clung to him like glue, holding on to the gun at the same time, hoping to keep my fused spine in one piece. I wasn’t trying to wrestle with him, just struggling to keep the gun out of firing position until the swarm of officers outside decided to do something.

Then he stopped and faced a window with the green shade drawn all the way. It was the only one in the whole apartment that hadn’t been shattered. He no longer screamed, and I had only one notion in my head—put him through that window, even if it meant going down with him. While still on his back, I planted my feet on the kitchen floor and shoved. I shoved him repeatedly against the window, breaking the glass and the frame, but I couldn’t hurt him because of the strength of his temporary insanity.

Under the battering, Nelson realized he was no longer in control. Every driving force within him simply collapsed. All that fear, rage, and madness—he just went limp. Not that I realized it—my juices were up and I was prepared to ride him down to hell if I had to. Then, other hands were on me and I overreacted, not realizing that the hostages were coming to my aid. I thought for a moment that because they were Nelson’s friends they were trying to pull me away so he could finish me off.

The room exploded in sound as police broke down the door and crashed through the jagged teeth of the windows. Several officers reached for Nelson’s shotgun, but I wouldn’t let go of it. My question of whether or not it was loaded was answered when I braced the stock against my hip and jacked off three live rounds of double-aught buck shells.

By then, the kitchen and hall were filled with policemen. I handed the gun to one of them, and others left with Nelson in handcuffs. The hostages embraced me in gratitude. Officers patted me on the back and congratulated me. For some reason, though, I disregarded their praise and didn’t have the euphoria that usually came with a good arrest. Something was wrong and I couldn’t figure out what it was. Lenny sensed this when he returned to the trashed apartment after escorting Nelson to the patrol wagon outside.

“You crazy son of a bitch,” he said. “Why did you go in unarmed like that? How could you do that to me?”

I didn’t answer. I felt pain in my arm and held it. “I think I broke my arm pushing him through the window frame.”

“You think you broke your arm? I think I did something to my shoulder breaking the door down to come and rescue you. You didn’t even say thanks!”

“You could have rung the bell,” I said flippantly. “Come on, let’s go to the hospital and see what’s wrong with us.”

We walked into the emergency room of Ravenswood Hospital and were greeted by some of the biggest fans of police—nurses and doctors. They even ignored some of the paperwork just for the honor of patching us up. I saw Nelson sitting on a bench. His bloodied feet and slit wrist had been wrapped in preparation for suturing. He was normal again—just a heavy, middle-class young man with all the wrath worked out of him. Only the sadness was left. At least I felt some sense of accomplishment that I was looking at him in the hospital instead of the morgue.

“Thank you,” he said.

I think he meant it.

The doctors put a soft cast on my fractured left forearm, and they treated Lenny for a dislocated and severely bruised shoulder. There were more congratulations when we returned to the Area Six station to finish our watch. My main concern was whether we had brought back all the heavy equipment, even though none of it had been used. I typed up a short report for my lieutenant and was finished at midnight.

Lenny and Bill suggested that we stop for a cocktail after work, but all I wanted to do was go home, kiss the kids, and sleep off my strain. My wife was waiting for me—but not with congratulations.

Rosemary was always loving and supportive, but this time it was as if I had betrayed her. She didn’t know the full story from the ten o’clock news, but she knew enough.

“How could you do such a thing?” she asked. “Why would you jeopardize your life for the City of Chicago? Did you forget that you have a family?”

She was right. Cops’ wives were usually right. But cops keep being cops just the same.

At the annual police recognition ceremony the following May, Police Superintendent James Conlisk presented me with one of the department’s highest honors, the Award of Valor, for disarming Nelson without a loss of life.

I began writing these stories after my retirement. I thought I would run the Nelson case by Lieutenant Jack Kennedy, who was in charge of the Hostage/Barricade/Terrorist program, which was set up in late 1979. What he had to say might be a good reminder for all police officers in a similar situation.

“Your case is one of the reasons the HBT Unit was formed,” Kennedy said. “You could have very well been a dead hero.”

Looking straight at me, he added, “A police officer should never volunteer to become a hostage, and that is exactly what you did. The risk of injury is enhanced because killing a police officer is more prestigious than killing an ordinary citizen. The subject will feel more of a threat from a trained officer, and the officer might feel duty-compelled to disarm him—and that is exactly what you did. Your case was one of many we reviewed to determine if the HBT Unit was necessary. You helped us learn by your mistakes.”

He pointed out, “To begin with, the captain made a series of mistakes that violated all the rules of negotiations. The use of civilian negotiators—like members of the subject’s family, friends, or clergy—presents a high-risk situation. I could go on and on about the mistakes the captain made, but the main fact is that getting control of the scene is most important.”

Lieutenant Kennedy said that in the unit’s first twelve years, it negotiated 140 hostage situations across the city and “tactically resolved” forty more, either with tear gas or by assault after buying time to plan for a safe resolution. Yet not one hostage was harmed and not one shot was fired by the police.

“John,” he said, “you were indeed a hero and you were willing to sacrifice your life with the best intentions. There have been times when officers were awarded the Medal of Valor when they should have been fired. Rewarding officers for stupidity prompts other officers to do the same thing with the hope of receiving a police medal.”

Kennedy’s critique of the case was well received, but my wife had put it in its proper perspective the night I came back from Nelson’s home.
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“Just Watch Us!”

Police Superintendent Matt Rodriguez recently mentioned that in my thirty-three-year career, I always “seemed to be where it’s happening” in the second largest police department in the country. I could never make up my mind whether that made me the luckiest or unluckiest policeman on the force.

My father believed that “hard work never killed anyone,” and he had the thick calluses on his hands to prove it. He reached the age of ninety-one after living a very healthy life. My dad’s world was Chicago’s South Water Market, the produce center just west of the Loop. He began as a potato hauler, the hardest job in the market, loading and unloading sacks weighing a hundred pounds. When I was a child he sometimes took me with him as he made truck deliveries all over the city.

With my dad, family always came first. We ate and dressed well, and he sent me to the best schools. He always let me know that he wanted me to go to college and not be just another laborer like some of his friends. During the beginning of World War II, he used his life’s savings, borrowed some more, and bought a business that did the exclusive hauling of fruits and vegetables for all thirteen Goldblatt Brothers department stores within the triangle of Chicago, Joliet, and Hammond, Indiana. He worked extremely hard to keep the business from failing, and that meant replacing the antique, worn out trucks that had come with the business.

Over the summer when I was sixteen and about to become a sophomore at DePaul Academy, my father arranged for me to have a commercial driver’s license in order for me to relieve his ten regular drivers while they took vacations. Dad woke me at three o’clock in the morning and we drove to the Market for a four o’clock start. Those crates of fruits and vegetables weighed nearly as much as I did, and it was more than the equivalent of a daily workout in the gym. I often thought about the hardships my father must have endured, especially while raising a family in the Depression, but he never complained about anything in his entire life. I have been proud to tell anyone that my dad was not only my father, he was my best friend as well. I find it astonishing that we never had an argument. He taught me about family values at an early age, and his lessons proved invaluable throughout my life.

Dad never mapped out my future for me, but when I told him and mom that I intended to become a lawyer, I could see he was pleased, to say the least. 

At the uptown campus of DePaul University, I majored in psychology because the course literature showed me that the human mind is fascinating. I took the standard two courses in logic and followed up with courses in metaphysics, epistemology, and rational and irrational psychology.

I was enjoying college and part time truck driving for my father, and even doing the payroll for several firms at the Market. Then President Truman ordered a “police action” for Korea, and my naval reserve unit was activated. I could have filed for a student exemption, but I wanted to be with my reserve group as it was heading for boot camp at the Great Lakes Naval Training Center in the north suburbs.

Accustomed to early rising, I was always up two hours before anyone else and was able to shave and shower at my leisure, and then relax amid the mad dash for six a.m. reveille. I spent two boring years at the training center and missed going overseas, but entering the service had changed the course of my life.

After my discharge from the Navy, I re-entered the pre-law program at DePaul, but the requirement for entering the law school had been expanded from two years of college to three. That meant I had a year to go, but at least the G.I. Bill took care of my tuition. I went back to work for my dad on a part time basis.

During this year I met the love of my life, Rosemary. When a trite emotion hits you, it always seems as if you are the only person who has felt that way. I courted her for a year before we were married in April of 1955. We had planned a romantic honeymoon in Acapulco, but our family doctor, who often went to Mexico, told us of a bulbar polio epidemic that had killed two honeymoon couples. Against our better wishes, we canceled our plans and went to a lodge in Wisconsin instead.

I continued with two more semesters in college while working for my father, and I took outside hauling jobs for a market company that needed a driver with a strong back. The dream of becoming a lawyer was getting fainter by the week.

Then one day my dad had a talk with me, and he broke the news straightforward. Frozen foods had just come out, and he knew that the contract with Goldblatts would come to an end. He suggested that I find some other career or continue college and go to law school.

I just happened to read in the newspaper that the police department was accepting applications. More or less as a lark, I picked up an application form. I didn’t really like or respect police officers all that much, but the job security and health benefits seemed attractive. I used a little deception when answering the questions. After “Why do you want to become a policeman?” I, like a lot of young men, put down, “to serve the public.” Quite honestly, serving the public didn’t seem all that important to me then. I hadn’t really seen the public in need, those very real people desperately looking to the police as their only hope. I just wanted a job, with the intention of some day entering law school.

My sixteen weeks of training began in a former West Side high school ready for the wrecking ball. Instructors taught forty recruits in a classroom plastered with graffiti. As I was studying for tests, I was surprised when some men who had scored even higher than I did on earlier exams came up to me and asked for help, sometimes while tests were in progress! They admitted they had made top scores because they were given the test booklet in advance by political friends.

We transferred to training in an elementary school when a teenage girl named Judith Mae Anderson disappeared. Thanks to my typing skills and my eagerness to get into police work, I was one of the recruits brought in to help search for her near the school. Instead, her body parts were eventually found in two metal drums floating in Lake Michigan, shocking the city.

The detail shortened my training by at least three or four weeks. 

After graduation in July 1957, we were given a two week furlough. Two of my police training classmates used the time to rob a gas station, but they were soon caught and sent to the penitentiary. I can’t deny that some officers became corrupt from the seductions and frustrations of the work, but many of the ones who got in trouble were bad to begin with. After all, the nature of the work draws people with a craving for action, and every police department is a cross-section of the community.

Because of my years working for my father at a produce market, training was less grueling than for some chair-jockeys. When my class was sworn in, the department was considerably different from now. The cars were invariably black Fords, there was little coordination between police stations, and the Miranda decision was still in the future. Some officers thought the best way to gather information was by force and threats, because that was the way they were brought up and a lot of the old-timers did it—it was faster.

The department was still suffering from the reign of the Six Old Men. In the 1940s, for example, the panel refused to order walkie-talkies for beat officers because they were newfangled contraptions. Detectives had to work out of converted apartment buildings and former bus garages because there were no buildings designed only for the police, there were few minorities, and officers could not conduct formal lineups until real stations were built in the 1960s. There were no female officers, and crimes by women, apart from streetwalkers, were so infrequent that the only washroom for a woman in custody was at downtown headquarters.

Some of the old-timers seemed to take pride in their ethnic insensitivity. I hadn’t realized it, but when I became a policeman I found myself scorned because of my Italian name by a few officers who punctuated their conversation with references to what they called
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