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‘Marching to his own refreshingly off-step beat”:

Ex-Seattle chief’s ‘kiss-and-tell’

Breaking Rank: A Top Cop’s Exposé | !
of the Dark Side of American Policing.

By Norm Stamper.
New York: Natton Books, 2005,
397 pp., §26.00,

By Peter Moskos

Pity poor Norm Stamper. He would have
liked nothing more than to write a book
extolling the virtues of community policing
and a greater police focus on domestic vie-
lence. A hard-working liberal police officer
for 33 years, he rose from San Diego beat
cop to chief of the Searde Palice Depart-
ment, )

Then came the 1999 Warld Trade Organi-
zation meeting in Seattle. Massive protests
and riets turned the city into chaos. Chief
Stamper later resigned, admitting that he and
his police were woefully unpre pared for the
scale of protests. Stamper's name is now
cursed by both ends of the political spec-
trum, albeit for different and often dismerri-
cally epposed reasons.

“Brealang Rank” is largely autobiog mphi-
cal The book’s organization, poordy set
around grandly themed chapters, conflicts at
tmes with the otherwise d)r@nulo‘éicxl ap-
proach. And when Stamper’s gaze turns
toward the personal failings of himself and
others, he relies too often on 2 disturhingly
Californian blend of pop psychology and
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‘Breaking Rank’:

shiny idealism. Just what is so
wrong with having 2 few
beers after wark?

Stamper is not the first
police chief to tell his story
In 1933, August Vollmer
wrote the wonderful and now
tao-rarely read “The Police
and Modera Society.” More
recent contributions include
Anthony Bouza’s enlightening |}
“The Police Mystique™ {1990),
Malcolm Young's excellent
bt little known “An Inside
Job” (1991}, and Bill Bratton's
coauthored bur self-incul-
gently good “Turnaround”
(1998).

“Breaking Rank" is argu-
ably more “anti-police™ than
any of these books (with the
possible exception of Bouza's
unwittingly Marxist take on the role of po-
lice in sociery). Bur Smmper can guite well
fend off simplistic attacks that he is anu-
police, Stamper & police. At the same time,
thuse readeis looking for 2 police chaef
turned “rat” will be equally disappointed,

Az a kiss-and-tel], there 15 better kissing
and telling: Poss and Schlesinger’s ghero
cops in “Brooklyn Bounce,” the slippery
slope of McAlary's "Buddy Boys,” and the

» b

day-to-day realities portrayed in the better
half of Conlon's verbose “Blue Bload " In
truth, Starmper doesn't really break rank He
just marches to his own refreshingly off-step
bear,

As a polemicist, Stamper is fat less radical
than he claims to be. His personal beliefs and
police philosaphy can mostly be summarized
as predictably liberal: opposition to the death
penalty combined with support for gun
control, gay nghts, abortion rights, and bet-
ter minarity representation in policing. These
are not bad ideas per se, just predictable
Other ideas — the demilitarization of polic-
ing, the deciminalization of drugs and pros-
titution, more women police, and improved
communty relations — are well articulated

memoir

and surprisingly convincing no matter the
political label.

A significant part of “Breaking Rank" is
devoted to reducing domestic violence,
While perhaps beneficial to domestically
abusive or poorly trained police officers,
Stamper’s focus on personal redemption and
political awakening hold less interest for the
general reader,

Stamper supports the “anti-police™ court
decisions of Mapp v. Ohio, Gideon v. Wain-
wright, Escobedo v [llinpis, and Miranda v
Anzona. Yer crude pro- and anti-police
labels do justice neither to the diversity of
ideology within policing nor the subtlety of
Stamper’s ideas. He convineingly argues that
such “liberal” court decisions have resulted
in both better policing and increased officer
safety. And what side of the political spec-
trum s represented by his calling a cautous
officer waiting for backup “& lousy, yellow-
bellied, chickenshit excuse of a cop™?

Stamper's honesty provides a unique
perspective of the role, power and limira-
tions of a hig-city police chief. During the
Seattle protests, Stamper describes 1,200
overwhelmed and out-organized police offic-
ers. It becomes painfully clear how close he
and his police came to simply losing. At one
potnt in the night, an entire police station —
prsoners, injured police officers and 4 vast
armory — was under siege by more than
1,000 protesters.

Unfortunately, this Alamo-like story is
dismissed in two wocfully insdequate sen-
tences. This and Stamper's ultimate moral —
don't hold such large meetings in such a
smiall ety — fail to impress. These few days
in Seattle deserve a book of their own. Yet
hete the Battle in Seattle is a virnual footmote,
one too-brief chapter in 30.

Yet “Breaking Rank™ often succeeds. As a
police chief with the mandate and power o
change policing, his liberalism is indeed
noteworthy. Stamper’s personal expesence
and knowledge of the upper echelon of
police power is all too rarc in police litera-
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Courage shows through in Stamper memoir
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ture; his healthy intellect and analytical na-
ture are all roo rare in the upper echelon of
police power.

The “war on drugs” weighs heavily in
“Breaking Rank"™: “By any standard, the
United States has lost its war on drugs.
Criminalizing drug use ..has been 2 colossal
mistake, wasting vast sums of money, and
adding to the misery of millions of Amen-
cans.” Tronically, August Vollmer said much
the same thing 70 years ago. And yet even
today such common-sense arguments remain
politically taboo

Sramper continues to see 2 fubure in com-
munity policing mther than dismissing it 45 a
fad of the past. Stamper supporis college
education for police officers, bur not at the
expense of increased diversity. He convinc-
ingly attacks the fallacy of “merit-based”
civil service promotion. Police unions are
generally viewed as “a pernicious embarrass-
ment to law enforcement.” Stamper accepts
the necessity of police citizen review boards
as an “occupational hazard.” But he mkes
careful aim at New York City’s plodding and

ineffectve Citizen Complaint Review Board.

Refreshingly, Stamper lauds former New
York and current Los Angeles Chief Bill
Bratton. 1 don't imagine that Bill and Norm
will ever be dnnking buddies, but Stamper
recognizes common ground: a desire 1o
lower crime to work with the commurty, to
support good police and weed out bad cops,
to fight the good fight.

Stamper’s chapters on the disciplinary
process are the book's strength. Stamper is
willing to address the issue of police corrup-
non with far moce forthaghtness than most.
These chapters are accessible to the lay
reader, insightful to police, and useful 1o
policy advocates and organizational theorists,

By encoumging ignorance of and silence
toward the misdeeds of other police,
Stamper sees the police organization as
responsible for the filure of good police to
do more. Denying both the “rotten barrel”
and the “bad apple™ theories of corruption,
“Stamper persuasively argues, in cffect, that a
bad barrel makes the apple rotten.

While Stamper has zero tolerance for bad
police, he is brilliantly eritical of a zero-

tolerance spproach to police misconduct:
“Inapproprate, overly harsh discipline cre-
ates a paranaid, angry, childish police force™
that institutionalizes deceit and dishonesty.
Stamper is much more interested in prevent-
ing police misconduct than punishing police
officers for honest mustakes,

Stamper offers concrete suggestions as
Jal 4 { T

rather than tragic outcomes.”

Stamper has moral insight into legal and
financial lisbility as well. Why should it be
financially advantageous for police to lall
rather than wound suspects? How can com-
munity relations be improved when police
chiefs arc instructed by lawyers never to
admit blame or even apologize for police

istakes? Such discossion should be of

well. For instance, delegating resp

to district or precinct comma nders 15 more
impor tant than consistency in the discipline
process. Such insights, gathered from s life-
time of police experience, are remarkably
free of any palitical or ideclogieal slaat.
Regarding race, which no good book on
policing can ignore, Smmper may be exorcis-
ing personal demons: “Simply put, white
cops are afraid of hlack men.” While such
generalizanons make better copy than con-
clusion, Stamper’s cnnique of police and fear
15 strong: “Good cops expenence fear, to be
sure. But they perform effectively by working
theough their fear.. . Fearless cops perceive
their surroundings more accurately.... Be-
cause these cops are alert, not alarmed or
patanoid. ..they tend to produce routine

broader concern. All citizens pay the tab for
“magic outcomes”: hundreds of thousands
of dollars for arguably preventable car
crashes; millions for the beating of Rodney
King or the torture of Abner Louima,

“Breaking Rank is hardly a flawless
baok. But then Norm Smmper is the ficst 1o
admit he is hardly a flawless man. But he, like
the reader, learns from his flaws. What
stands out is the courage of “Breaking
Rank.” A characrer in Louis de Berniéres’s
novel, “Birds Without Feathers,” could just
as well be descrbing Norm Stamper: “His
courage was not the foolish kund of a young
and silly man_ It was the courage of a man
wheo looks danger in the face, and forces
himself not o flinch”



