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Angels in New York s underworld.

fter months of speculation, half-
hearted acquiescence from local
politicians and exploratory visits,
it’s finally official: The Guardian
Angels are coming to Syracuse. Encouraged
by Police Chief Thomas Sardino’s unexpec-
tedly warm welcome, Angels' founder Curtis
Sliwa says he hopes “‘Syracuse will become a
prototype for other cities around the country

At Home
With Curtis Sliwa

[in] embracing the pt of the G
Angels!”

While declining to commit himself to a
precise timetable, Sliwa promises the group
will begin recruiting here within the next few
weeks.

The gaudily attired Angels, whose flam-
boyant style evolved from the **colors’ worn
by youth gangs in New York City, will no
doubt be conspicuous pedestrians on the
streets of Syracuse. And while Sliwa insists
that the “‘true success” of his patrols has
only been realized through their expansion
into the smaller cities and towns of
grass-roots America, the Guardian Angels
have nevertheless retained, both in Iheir sl)'le

by

subway patrols, backing up his words and
theories with his hands. At the conclusion of
the interview he and his troops left for one
such patrol. The Angels boarded the train at
125th Street. In standard fashion, the
Guardian Angels split up among the different
cars, communicating with each other
‘through the connecting windows using
special hand signals. Two transit officers were
on duty in one of the cars. As Sliwa passed
down the aisle, one of the cops looked after
him, his lips curled in disgust, and snorted.
The other simply shook his head.
For most of the ride, a single Guardian

Angel 1 in the car, a tall, dark-

and social phil the
imprint of the South anx neighborhoods
from which they sprang.

The New Times recently interviewed Curtis
Sliwa at the Guardian Angels' new Harlem
headquarters, an abandoned building at
124th Street and Lexington Avenue. For
three hours, Sliwa discussed everything from
urban overcrowding to the history of the
Black Panther Party, which he regards as a
forerunner of his own organization. Sliwa's
breath froze as he spoke. At the time, the
building had no heat, and Guardian Angels
huddled around a space heater in the next
room, much as outside, on the other side of
the street, people gathered around burning
trashcans to warm their hands.

Amid such urban n the red

skinned youth of 16 or 17 who leaned sullenly
against the door, casting occasional side-long
looks at the officers at the other end of the
car. Most of the passengers simply stared into
space, oblivious to all of it.

Al 86th Street five or six drunken preppies,
who looked like they had just stumbled out
of a fraternity party, entered the train. There
were three officers now, standing by the door.
The preppies blocked the door and began
shouting to their friends at the turnstiles to
hurry up, ignoring requests by the police to
stand clear and let the doors close.

A shoving match ensued, during which one
of the preppies took a swing at a patrolman.
Within seconds, the transit police had

bdued the stud dragging away three of

berets, fatigues and combat boots of the
Guardian Angels took on a disturbingly
paramilitary appearance, as if the gloomy
Harlem neighborhood, with its boarded-up
windows and charred, battered storefronts,
had already become a battle zone in some
futuristic guerrilla war.

At 6-foot-1, Sliwa towers over most of his
troops. The former McDonald's manager
exudes a toughness and self-confidence that
put him at home in any surroundings,
whether dispatching patrols amid the din and
bustle of Grand Central Station or fielding
questions before a forest of microphones and
camera lenses. Throughout the interview,
Sliwa continued to discharge his duties,
greeting and debriefing incoming detach-
ments of Guardian Angels and every few
minutes answering emergency phone calls
from patrols still out on the streets.

Despite his pressing administrative respon-
sibilities, Sliwa continues to lead nightly

them in handcuffs.
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The New Times rides the subwa
with the Guardian Angels

By RICHARD POE

Sometime during the melee, Curtis Sliwa
appeared, hovering over the boiling mass of
arms, legs, and nightsticks and making
conciliatory gestures, but refraining from
jumping into the fray. As the doors finally
closed, and the train ground into motion,
Sliwa watched out the window as the officers
led their prisoners away.

Sliwa says relations between the Guardian
Angels and the Metropolitan Transit Police
are poor. In another incident, earlier that
evening, two transit officers refused to allow
a platoon of Guardian Angels to form up on
one of the platforms in Grand Central
subway station. They claimed the Angels
were blocking traffic.

“It’s not enough that we have to fight
criminals,” Sliwa c lained at the time,
“‘but then we have the cops on our backs too.
They're a big pain in our Achilles” heel”

New Times: Why have you decided to start a
chapter in Syracuse?
Sliwa: We've been receiving inguiries from
individuals in Syracuse almost ever since we
were founded, whether from concerned
students, merchants or just average citizens.
A lot of people have the misconception
that the Guardian Angels are strictly a
big-city phenomenon. But I think our true
success has been our expansion into smaller
cities and towns, like Syracuse, where we can
concentrate on a few key trouble spots and

ew York is just too wild.

We're dealing with war-

~s+--=time conditions down

here.It’s in the smaller towns
like Syracuse that we're going

to make a difference.”

really make an impact.

We get a lot more applause for our work in
New York City, but the fact is, we're not
going to change anything down here. New
York is just too big and too wild. We're
dealing with wartime conditions down here.
New York is la-la land, the land of the
bizarre, the Beirut of the United States. It's
in the smaller towns like Syracuse that we're
going to make a difference.

New Times: What changes can the Guardian
Angels bring about in Syracuse?

Sliwa: The situation on Marshall Street is
very typical of what we find in a lot of cities.
Here we have the Dome, which is a big
moneymaker for the city, we have all these
expensive shops, cafes and bistros, all these
attractions for the middle class. It's a
showcase for the city, their pride and joy.
They're trying to create a city within a city, a
little insulated haven for the students, so they
can do all their shopping and partying in one
place, without ever having to rub shoulders
with the locals. That way the parents will feel
secure about leaving their little boys and girls
alone in the city.

But on the other hand, Marshal] Street is a
public thoroughfare. The local people from
the projects want to come up there and hang
out too. So you get locals being harassed by
the cops, by campus security, you get friction
between students and townies.

When we start setting up patrols, we'll

recruit people from the student community
and the inner-city both, and they'll share the
responsibilities of patrolling all areas of the
city, together. The students will have to learn
that they don’t live in Shangri-la, that they're
a part of the community too, and if they
want to do something about the crime and
violence, they'll have to do it by working
with their neighbors instead of against them.
New Times: And will this really have a
significant effect on the dynamics of Mar-
shall Street?
Sliwa: Let’s be realistic. What's happening
on Marshall Street is not an isolated event.
Regentrification is happening all over the
country, resettling the middle class in the city,
and pushing the poor people out. Just look
around you here in New York. Everywhere
you look, redevelopment, rezoning, evic-
tions. Ten years down the line, Manhattan
will be an island of the rich, nothing but
financial centers, malls, giant high-rises,
condominiums. The poor people will have to
go somewhere else.

I'm opposed to regentrification, but the
Guardian Angels aren’t going to stop it. It’s
too big. It won't help for everyone to put on
a red beret and go out on safety patrols. But 1
would like to think that our example inspires
others to mobilize and organize, that we're
acting as a catalyst, establishing a tradition
of self-help that others will follow.
Continued on page &

TIMES FEBRUARY 22, 1984 7
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New Times: What kind of reception have the
Guardian Angels gotten from the minority
community?

Sliwa: 1 think that when we first got started,
there was a certain amount of suspicion from
the black community. But once they saw
what we were actually doing, the attitude
changed.

As it stands now, the racial breakdown in
our New York City chapter is 65 percent
Hispanic, 30 percent black, and 5 percent
white, and that's more or less duplicated
throughout the East Coast. 1 would go so far
as to say that, without the initial support of
the Hispanic community, there would be no
Guardian Angels today. We got a lot of help
from Hispanic businesses, from the Spanish-
language media—papers like El Digrio, La
Prensa, Noticias del Munde, Hispanic radio
stations, 1 think a big part of the reason for
that is that Hispanics are more group
oriented, whether it's social clubs, church
clubs, boys® clubs, even youth gangs, there's
maore of a tendency to get organized. There's
also the machismo factor, the idea of
protecting women, children, the elderly. Out
of all the cultures, the Guardian Angels'
greatest appeal is to Hispanics,

As for the poor turnout among whites,
well, whites tend 1o be less group conscious,
more independent. There’s also the middle-
class autitude, not wanting to take the risk,
get a mar on your record. Let’s face it, being
in the Guardian Angels ain't gonna help your
resume,

It"s a little bit different out West. On the
West Coast, the breakdown is 40 percent
Hispanic, 30 percent black, 30 percerd white.
Whites on the West Coast are moge open Lo
community organizing, whether it’s com-
munes, environmental groups, or the Na-
tional Rifle Association. So the predomi-
nance of minorities is a little bit less, but it's
still there.

New Times: For many people, the sight of
uniformed, paramilitary patrols of minority
youths brings back memories of the black-
and brown-power movements of the Sixties.
How do the Guardian Angels fit into thar
tradition, if ar all?

Sliwa: | was talking to Felipe Luciano the
other day, the former leader of the Young
Lords, and he said that he felt the Guardian
Angels were, in many ways, carrying out the
same work that groups like the Young Lords
and the Black Panthers did in the Sixties.
We're telling people to organize in their own
neighborhoods, to help themselves, rather

than depend on pol ns or authority
figures. Like the Panthers, we believe that
every-day people can do something about the
situation in our cities.

‘When you see neighborhoods like this one,
with the drugs, the violence, the prostitution,
you realize that it's really a kind of genocide.
People's minds are being destroyed—their
lives and hope—and the system is unwilling
or unable to do anything about it. People
have to stop waiting for the great white
knight to come along every four years at
election time. It just ain’t gonna happen.
Politicians come and go, but the neighbor-
hoods just keep getting worse.

We're offering an alternative, just as the
Black Panthers tried to do, a model for kids
to look up to, instead of looking up to the
pimps, pushers and hoodlums. 1 have to
admit, the pimps and pushers still have more
status in this neighborhood than we do. But
we're respected when we walk down the
street, It's not like being a cop. If we were
setting ourselves up as another police
department we wouldn't have the support of
people like Felipe Luciano, and we wouldn’t
have someone like Lester Dixon, a former
Black Panther, heading our chapter in San
Francisco.

New Times: Do you really believe that the
Guardian Angels can succeed where the
Black Panthers failed?

Sliwa: | think so. The Black Panthers were
different from us in a lot of ways. For one
thing, they were putting forth a revolution-
ary ideology of black power, directly
challenging the system. And they were not
averse to taking up arms to defend their
people.

The Guardian Angels, on the other hand,
will never bear arms. | just don’t believe in it.
Even more important, we're not directly
confronting the powers-that-be. We have a
white person, myself, at the forefront of the
movement, which is much casier for the
establishment to accept. And our group is
interracial and cross sectional. Everyone in
the city is affected by crime—blacks, whites,
people from downtrodden areas, people
from nice areas, in-between areas. There's no
safe haven.

1 think the bottom line is that we just have
too broad a base of support. The Guardian
Angels are accepted in little towns, big
towns, by all races and creeds, on the left and
on the right. The public likes us. For that
reason, | think we actually pose more of an
overall threat than the Panthers ever did; but

oliticians come and go,
but the neighborhoods

33332 just keep getting worse.
We’re offering an alternative,

just as the Black Panthers

tried to do.”
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would like to
acting as a catalyst, estab-
= lishing a tradition of self-
help that others will follow.”
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the politicians are only just now beginning to
realize that. They're learning that if they get
into an adversary relationship with the
Guardian Angels, it’s going to be bad for
their careers, because the public is behind us.
New Times: Have the Guardian Angels met
with any organized opposition?

Sliwa: Whenever we set up somewhere,
there's always the initial opposition from the
cops, city officials, what have you. They say
we're not needed, call us vigilantes, that kind
of thing,

But if you mean opposition from political
groups or ideologies, no. One of the really
remarkable things about the Guardian
Angels is the broad acceptance we've gotten
from all sections of the population, from one
end of the political spectrum to the other.
You just can't argue with our goals:
protecting innocent people.

Actually, there was one incident that
happened in April 1982, when we set up in
Windsor, Canada. It was our first chapter in
Canada, and it was getting a lot of press.
Well, the Communist Workers' Party, which
had never said a word against us while we
were in the United States, decided that this
was their chance to get in on some of the
publicity. So when we went on our first

AN URBAN COMMANDOQO (far left)
confronts New York's graffiti. (Michae!
Davis photo)

ANGELS and mortals mix in a Harlen cafe.
(Michael Davis photo)

think we're

patrol in Windsor, we were met by a
counterdemonstration of CWP members,
with placards and everything. They pelted us
with rocks, tomatoes, eggs, shouted a lot of
abuse at us. The basic drift was that we were
some kind of fascist, brownshirt organiza-
tion. They called us “Reagan’s Youth,” you
know, comparing us to Hitler's Youth, and
said we were agents of U.S, Imperialism. It
was just a one-day thing. When we set up in
other Canadian cities—Toronto, Montreal,
Vancouver—there was no problem.

New Times: One last question: A lot of
people have expressed the suspicion that you
are only using the Guardian Angels as a
vehicle for your own political ambitions.
Sliwa: [ think if you really look at the person
who is Curtis Sliwa, you'll realize that 1 don’t
need the Guardian Angels to help me run for
office. I that's what 1 wanted, 1 could do it
on my own merits. But for me to do that
would be a repudiation of everything that 1
stand for. Here | am trying to arouse people
to stand up for themselves, and not rely on
politicians. 1f all of a sudden 1 tried to set
myselfl up as a political figure, I'd be just as
guilty of perpetuating that same apathetic
attitude. Elections just aren’t going to do it.
Self-help will. O

CURTIS SLIWA and a group
af Angels in the organization’s
Harlem headquarters.
(Michael Davis photo)

‘NEW YORK is la-la land,'
says Curtis Slfiwa, ‘the Beirut
af the United Stares.’




