Chain of violence

Vio lence
just keeps
going on’

“By JOHN ROBINSON
b Sem' ei}staff writer

~cycle of vengeance and gang vio-
g lence spins through the communi-
t}f‘%destroymg families and children.

This year four people have been mur-
dered in gang shootings in the Santa Cruz
County area — the most gang killings ev-
er. The deaths mark a fatal escalation of

ymlence between gangs, some of which
. have fought each other for decades.

"« “The word on the street is that the
green light is on (for attacks),” said Henry
Robles, Watsonville police gang investiga-
tor, “It’s definitely heating up.”

The gang Kkillings, which include that of
a 9-year-old Pajaro girl and her 16-year-old
brother, both gunned down at a bakery in
February, are connected to a string of
shootings and attacks, in a cycle that be-
gan more than 15 years and a dozen bodies
ago.

“It’s a matter of payback to keep re-
spect, and of anger over friends who have
been shot down and hurt,” Robles said.
“The violent acts are deliberate.”

The cycle of killing began with the
Mount Madonna murders in 1980 when
two teenagers were executed and their
bodies dumped near the mountain park.

The victims, Ricky Romero, 16, and Lu-
cio Garcia, 15, were loosely associated
with the North Side Locos gang. They
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‘were forced into a car following a coming-

out party at the County Fairgrounds.

The kidnappers, three members of the
Las Lomas Boys — a fledgling north Mon- ' *

terey County gang, — drove them up the
winding mountain road. They began to
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Communlty
Institutions .
forced to react

By MARIANNE BIASOTTI
Sentinel staff writer

OPS ARE ASSIGNED to the school

beat. Students are wearing uniforms.
Campus supervisors patrol campuses with
walkie talkies.

No, there aren’t metal detectors, like at
several Los Angeles schools, but gangs
have indeed changed the way schools do
business in Santa Cruz County.

Increasingly, schools and other commu-
nity institutions — churches, businesses
and recreation programs — are being
forced to react.

In the front pews of local churches,
youths boldly clad in gang attire at a fu-
neral Mass for their frlend are scolded by
priests.

Public buildings and busmesses are de-
faced as gangs mark their territory and
status with graffiti.

Parks employees ask to be briefed on
gang territories and rivalries by police, as
they’ve seen gang fights, and dlsputes dis-
rupt their activities.

Schools

Gang members, or those who aspire to

'be like them, are the bullies: and popular
~tough guys who comman

¥ respect on.
school campuses. :
J.F., an eighth-grader at E. A Hall Mld

dle School who requested anonymity, said’
he began noticing gangs ‘“right when we
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came here in the sixth grade. Some

were wearing red, others blue,
- hanging out in groups.”

His friend, another eighth grader
at that campus, said: “They’d pick
on people ... sometimes they jump
’em.” J.F. finished the sentence: “If

* you fight back, they’ll take you. If
not, they won’t take you.”

A third boy added: “If you don’t
pay attention to them, they’ll leave
you alone.”

Both Watsonville and Santa
~Cruz high schools have added ex-
tra campus supervisors, armed
with walkie-talkies and ordered to
alert school administrators as soon
as fights break out.

Though schools began prohibit-
ing gang garb two years ago, stric-
ter rules are under way at many
county campuses.

In the past two years, obvious
gang dress has been prohibited at
several school sites — red or blue
shirts, bandannas, th)e numbers 13,
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14 or XIII or XIV or stenciled gang
names. Common attire like base-
ball caps and sports team jackets
also has been prohibited on some
campuses.

High schools are even altering
school colors or other symbols that
could promote gangs. Santa Cruz
High changed its crimson red to. a
burgundy color, and Aptos High is
considering eliminating the color
blue. And Harbor High School
even changed the school newspa-
per’s nautical name — The Gang-
plank.

At the Pajaro Valley district’s
Ohlone Elementary and nearby
Pajaro Middle School, campuses in
the north Monterey County town
of Pajaro, school uniforms were in-
troduced this school year to pro-
mote student safety and eliminate
the need to police student attire. A
new state law allows school admin-
istrators to require uniforms.

Hard-to-define ‘“‘gang behavior”
is being targeted at some school

sites in the county.

“We don’t label students or say
they belong, we just say these are
the things that we see,” said Luis
Carrillo, former principal at
Watsonville’s Rolling Hills Middle
School. “It’s an attitude, it’s a pos-
turing, it’s a grouping — all of
those play for us a key role to de-
termine whether it’s gang-like be-
havior. We call in students, then
parents, and talk to them.”

Churches

Some pastors of congregations
with large numbers of Spanish
speakers are adding parent educa-
tion classes to their spiritual teach-
ings. Parents at both St. Patrick’s
and Our Lady of Assumption Cath-
olic churches in Watsonville and
Pajaro are training parents to
watch for signs that their kids are
involved in gangs.

Our Lady of Assumption parish-
ioner Manual Diaz said he attend-
ed such a class after it was an-
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nounced at a Sunday service.

“My son said he was afraid. I
asked him why. He said his friends
said the guys whe were going to
Rolling Hills ... were trying to put
him in the gangs.”

More than 100 parents listened
as former gang members told how
their change in behavior and dress
foreshadowed their personal meta-
morphosis into gang life. The pro-
gram was started by the Rev. Raul
Carvajal after two of his parishio-
ners, a 9-year-old girl and her 16-
year-old brother, were gunned
down in an apparent gang-related
attack. .

Diaz said after the meeting, he
realized he had seen children in
the neighborhood sporting colors
and numbers that signify gang af-
filiation, “but I didn’t know what it
meant, or what a color means.”

Businesses

Likewise, business owners and
residents didn’t know what graffiti

meant. The ugly scrawls were
thought of as nothing but mali-
cious vandalism costly to remove,
but also damaging to leave. But in
the past few years, county law en-
forcement officials began realizing
that scribbled letters and numbers
were territorial warnipgs, and en-
couraged rival groups to respond.

In the two months that ‘a com-
prehensive Watsonville graffiti or-
dinance has been in effect, a paint-
ing contractor hired by the city
has done about 200 sites. The laws
encourage property owners to
erase graffiti within a week, either
on their own or by having the job
done for free by calling a city hot
line.

The ordinances also require
businesses to lock up spray paint
and thick marking pens, which are
favorite graffiti instruments. They
also mandate increased penalties
for those convicted, more police su-
pervision and require parents of
convicted vandals to pay for dam-
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ages.

Parks

Watsonville Parks and Recre-
ation supervisor Debra Moonan-
Churchill said to work with youths
today, her program supervisors .
need to understand local gang |
turfs and rivalries, to protect the -
kids who aren’t involved and to be
able to reach those who are.

One employee said she didn’t -
know what was happening when -
she saw a young boy who was |
bleeding being chased across the;
park, until kids in her program -
filled her in on their gang affilia- ;
tions. :

“Here we are in our parks, try- -
ing to promote positives for fami- :
lies not involved in this ... and you !
take this element that you care-
about too, and the question is how -
can we make it work?” said Moon- *
an-Churchill. .

“You can’t influence somethmg.
you don’t understand o
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stgab the boys in the legs.

«{The fight grew more violent and
eventually the car stopped. The
victims were taken out and forced
td strip to their underwear. They
tmied to escape. They were chased
‘déwn, stabbed more than 140 times
apd left to die at the edge of the
woods.

“Then all hell broke loose,” said
Frank Fuentes, a Watsonville anti-
gang counselor who once ran with
the Las Lomas Boys.

Fuentes claimed the Mount Ma-
donna Kkillings were in retaliation
for the shooting of his cousin, Pete
Cavasuela, who was shot in the
head in front of the Las Lomas
Store and left crippled and brain
damaged.

The Mount Madonna Killers
were arrested and eventually sen-
tenced to lengthy prison terms af-
ter a two-and-half year trial, but
the wars of retribution had begun.

Fuentes and his brother were
stabbed and gang members started
carrying guns and firing on cars.

The Las Lomas Boys faded away,
but the killings did not as new
gangs formed, such as City Hall
and the Poorsiders.

«Civil wars

ZThe gang killings are a civil war
that has turned family against fam-
ily, and friend against friend.

“A lot of Northsiders grew up
here and have family ties with
Poorsiders and City Hallers,” Ro-
bles said. “They are cousins. We

“literally have family members kill-

ing family members.”

Besides the four deaths, police
say there have been at least 10 oth-
er shootings and several stabbings
since January.

The killings have resulted in the
breakdown of traditional gang alli-
ances as the Northside, City Hall
and Poorside gangs are now all
fighting each other.

“It is a spider web of ties that
makes it difficult to keep up with
who is fighting with whom, and
who is shooting whom,” Robles
said.

The first victims of this year
were Jorge Cortez, 16, and his sis-
ter, Jessica Cortez, 9, who had
gone out after dinner to get snacks
at a bakery in Pajaro.

According to law enforcement of-
ficials, Jorge and his sister were
leaving the bakery when two men
opened fire. The girl fell, dead
from a gunshot to the head, while
Jorge ran into the bakery for shel-
ter. One of the men followed him
inside the business and shot him
several times, according to wit-
nesses.

Community outraged

The community was outraged,
especially that of Jessica, a third
grader at Ohlone Elemertary

School. More than 500 people .

marched in their funeral proces-.
sion.

Law officers said Jorge was asso-
ciated with the Northsiders gang
and may have been involved in a
drive-by shooting earlier in the
year.

The murder of Jorge and his sis-
ter may have been in retribution
for the shooting of a 14-year-old
Poorside gang member in a Pajaro;
phone booth earlier that month,
law enforcement officials said.
That youth was left crippled.

Police characterized the Cortez
killings as a Poorside attack on the
Northsiders.

Police say a suspect has been
identified in the Cortez killings,
but has fled to Mexico. The suspect
was arrested in Mexico on drug
and burglary charges there, but
later was released, according to au-
thorities who would give no fur-
ther information.

One month later, on March 6,
Michael Echevarria was gunned
down at a party. That Kkilling
sparked a series of revenge attacks
and pitted the Northsiders against
City Hall gang members.

‘That split is hot’

“The Echevarria homicide
splintered the relationship be-
tween City Hall, the Northsiders
and everyone else,” said Patricia
Bazar, an assistant district attor-
ney assigned to gang prosecution.
“That split is hot and very heated
right now.”

About 50 people were at the par-
ty, including members of the City
Hall and Northsider gangs, two
groups loosely allied with each oth-
er.

According to witnesses, the af-
fair was largely trouble-free until a
group of older City Hall gang mem-
bers crashed the party. The two
groups began to ‘“mad dog” each
other, in which stares are ex-
changed. After a fight broke out
between female gang members,
tension escalated.

According to court testimony,
Echevarria, a 22-year-old Northsi-
der, exchanged punches with Ga-
briel ‘“‘Perico” Velasquez Ortega,
19, a City Hall gang member.

In court, a witness testified Orte-
ga returned with a gun and shot
Echevarria once in the head at
point blank range. Echevarria died
at the scene.

Ortega is awaiting trial on charg-
es of murder. .

The Kkilling led to open hostilities
between the gangs, police said.

“It was a gathering of gang mem-
bers that went awry,” Robles said.

. Violent retaliation

On March 11, the day of Echev-
arria’s funeral, Northside gang
members retaliated by stabbing
two brothers, ages 19 and 15, in

Mercedes Cortez, here at work in the Pajaro Valley fields, lost two children to the ongoing cycle of gang violence.

broad daylight behind the Employ-
ment Development Office on Ar-
thur Road.

The victims were not gang mem-
bers, police said, but had relatives
who were City Hall gang members.
The pair were stabbed repeatedly,
but survived.

Over the next two months, a se-
ries of drive-by shootings, assaults
and stabbings occurred among the
three gangs, including the stabbing
of two teen-agers on Pennsylvania
Street and the non-fatal shooting of
a gang member at Pinto Lake.

The next killing took place June
9 on San Andreas Road near
Manresa State Beach after a brawl
between City Hall and Northside
gang members.

According to police, Antonio
Valdivia, 19, was a passenger in
the car leaving the scene when he
was shot in the head.

Four people were arrested in-
cluding Enrique Godinez, 16, a City
Hall gang member who is believed
to have fired the shot and is await-
ing trial on charges of murder.

Quick retaliation

Less than three hours after the
shooting, before police identified

Tony Valdivia was buried in June after losing his life in the blood feuds of gangs.

the suspects, Godinez’s house was
hit by a drive-by shooting, and his
sister and sister-in-law shot at.
Three Northside gang 'members
were arrasted in the shooting, in-

cluding a 14-year-old and a man
identified as Nardo Garcia, 20.
According to prosecutors, Garcia
is the brother of Lucio Garcia, the
15-year-old victim in the Mount
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Madonna murders, more than 14
years earlier.

“Nardo was only 5 when his
brother was killed,” Bazar said. “It «
just keeps going on.” :
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The son

Childhood pursuits turn deadly

By MARIANNE BIASOTTI
Sentinel staff writer

LEX, 17, didn’t plan to join a'gang. It
just happened, he says, because he was
a kid growing up at Green Valley Apart-
ments. He realizes now that sometimes you
don’t get out.
Four months ago, gang involvement ended
the life of 19-year-old Tony Valdivia, Alex’s
neighbor and friend since childhood.

““Everybody is so close to everybody
here,” Alex said of the youths who grew up
at! the 200-unit subsidized apartment com-
plex on Ross Avenue near Freedom Elemen-
tary School.

*Alex, whose name and those of his family
have been changed at their request for this
article, feels misunderstood. He complains
that people talk about “the gangs” like they
were all a group of kids thirsty for violence.
The public doesn’t know, for example, that
before Alex and his friends were called hom-
eBoys, Nortenos or Barrio Green Valley,
they were kids growing up together.

{“A lot of people think you wake up one
morning and say, ‘OK, I'm not a gang-bang-
et any more.’ It’s not like that,” he said. “I
hgve other friends, but these are the people I
«. g¥ew up with.” ]

'As Alex spoke, he pointed to the children
seattered about the lawn area, riding bikes,
cﬁasing each other and kicking balls.

¥Like all these little kids here, we hung
oyt together. Before, we used to play sports
and stuff like that. We used to wear our
liftle shirts with our numbers that said

‘Green Valley.” We had our own soccer
team.”

“Then we got older and things started
changing. They (the older kids) already had
their Green Valley gang, and we were just
little guys. But each new generation grew up
into it,” said Alex. He was 13 when he first
went to Juvenile Hall for assaulting a securi-
ty guard at the apartment complex.

His first year as a freshman at
Watsonville High School would be his last.
The remainder of his high school years have
been spent in and out of jail, in group
homes, drug rehabilitation programs and on
the run.

. Now Alex is abiding by terms of probation
to avoid being locked up for an assault
charge in March. He works at an Aptos res-
taurant, and plans to attend night classes at
Radcliff Adult School. He hopes to earns the
equivalent of a high school diploma, then
enroll at a community college. He’s also con-
vinced that to make it out of the gang lifes-
tyle, he’d need to move away from his old
friends.

“Everything’s going good for me, and now
this happens. I wanted to be good, things
were going good (until Tony died),” said Al-

ex.

“I felt like giving up, going back to it. I
was hurting, there was anger, hatred toward
those people,” he said, then paused. “I still
have it inside of me — it’s something that’ll
be there for a long time. I don’t know if it’ll
ever go away.

“It makes it easier for me to talk to peo-
ple. If 1 keep it inside, it'll gather up and
gather up, and it’ll explode.”

- with.’

‘A lot of people
think you wake up
one morning and
say, “OK, I'm not a
gang-banger any
more.” It’s not like
that. These are the
people I grew up

— Alex

‘What do you do
when you live here?
Do you tell him not
to talk to those kids
outside? Not to leave
the house? We’ve
tried so hard to keep
an eye on them.’

- — Alex’s father

i

The parents/

Street and home lives collide

By MARIANNE BIASOTTI
Sentinel staff writer

T'S AN unwritten code among gang mem-

bers: respect your families. Leave gang
banging on the streets. But as Alex’s family
knows, it doesn’t work that way.

Seven months ago, sheriff’s deputies sur-
rounded the complex before they stormed
Alex’s apartment. Inside were his mother,
11-year-old sister and 4-year-old brother.
Deputies’ hands were on their pistols as they
went from room to room. They had heard
the teen-ager might be armed.

“T was in tears. I felt like I was watching
‘COPS’ on TV,” said his mother, Ana. “They
get kind of ‘rough on TV. Now, whenever my

.4-year-old sees that program, he says:

“That’s what happened to us. They came in
our house like that, huh, mom?”

“One of the sheriffs came into the kitchen
and asked if Alex had been here. He said, ‘If
we ever find him here or find out he’s been
here, we’re taking you all in.’ I took it as a
threat.”

When Alex isn’t home, his little brother
asks if “they took him away.” Alex shows
remorse that his street life and home life
collided — that’s not what they teach on the
streets. <

“Whatever we do out here, we don’t do in
there. I keep my red rags in my pocket or in
my room. I'm not going to disrespect them,”
he said. -

But it’s too late.
Ana and her husband remember their

shock in June when they heard that a boy
who grew up with their sons was shot dead.
allegedly by rival gang members. It makes
them scared.

Working in a hospital emergency room,
Ana has witnessed the bloody aftermath of
gang clashes and is realistic about her son’s
past involvement.

“That's why I couldn’t understand why
they wanted to affiliate with gang stuff. I
was told they wanted something to do. We
were told they weren’t looking for violence,
that they’re just hanging out,” she said.

m

But her husband, like many parents, will

not acknowledge his son’s gang involve-
ment.

«T don’t consider him and the other guys
gang members,” he said, even though his
son admits it, and has been in and out of
Juvenile Hall the past five years as a result.

The father has kept a steady job as a truck
driver and tries to be a good example to his
children. But he blames himself for not liv-
ing in a better neighborhood.

“What do you do when you live here? Do
you tell him not to talk to, those kids out-

side? Not to leave the house? We've tried so |
hard to keep an eye on them ... ” his voice !

wanders.

He shakes his head and says there’s only
so much he can do.

“It’s nice to live here — we live comfort-
ably,” he said, looking around his nicely fur-
nished, four-bedroom apartment where rent
and utilities is $700 a month. “But when you
have kids here, it’s time to move.”



